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ABSTRACT

The social order in China has changed in the last two
decades as seen in the fictional depiction of love and courtship,
and marriage and divorce with notable frequency and candor. .
This article examines the subject of divorce from a literary
perspective, using Li Rui's ."Sham Marriage,” Ah Cheng’s
“Northeasterners,” Liu HMeng's “Dogshit Food,” and Zhang
Xiantiang's Half of Man is Women. The first three short stories
are expositions of marital gender conflict in which male
disempowerment results from mismanagement of male
patriarchal birthright, females step into the gap that the males
leave when confusing machismo for authority thereby gain the
upper hand. In Zhang's novel, the husband realizes authority
rests upon the exercise of successful strategies of power and
not upon the bravado of machismo. In the end he bests his wife.
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Introduction

Recent fiction from mainland China has depicted the themes of
love and courtship, marriage and divorce with a notable frequency
and candor." This tendency reflects well-documented changes in the
social order over the last two decades. The rising incidence of divorce,
in particular, has been analysed by a number of commentators.? A
detailed discussion of this historical background is, however, well
beyond the scope of the present study. This article will accordingly
examine the subject of divorce from an exclusively literary
perspective, without speculating on the degree of accuracy with which
art mirrors life, and will trace how the process of marital breakdown,
from alienation of affection (ganging polie) BE{EREZY to separation
(fenju) 43F% and divorce (Jihun) B, is represented in fiction by
four different writers.

This paper, moreover, examines marital breakdown exclusively
from the male perspective, and is an exposition of how the early
stages of marital breakdown, from betrothal to the brink of divorce,
are depicted in four texts by male writers. The analysis will focus on
gender conflict and power relations within matrimony; the theories of
Michel Foucault on power and discourse will provide a
methodological framework. The first three stories, Li Rui’s ZE§R
“Jiahun” {B%§ (Sham Marriage), Ah Cheng’s §i[F% “Dongbeiren,
Dongbeiren” AL AR 1L A (Northeasterners) and Liu Heng’s SR
“Gouri de liangshi” (Dogshit Food) feature husbands who are bested
by their wives in marital gender conflict, whereas the final text,
Zhang Xianliang's SREITE Nanren de yiban shi niren B ARG—}
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Hor A Jalf of Man is Woman), provides a paradigm for male
victory in marriage.

The first three texts I will discuss, Li Rui’s “Sham Marriage,”
Ah Cheng’s “Northeasterners,” and Liu Heng’s “Dogshit Food,” are
expositions of marital gender conflict in which the husband emerges
as loser. Although very different, these three short stories can bhe
bracketed under the same approximate designation because, in each
case, the male protagonist who dominates at the beginning of the
narrative has been humbled by his wife by the end. Although these
husbands enter marriage under a patriarchal aegis, with its self-
referential assumptions of male power, they end up abandoned,
divorced, cuckolded or henpecked by their wives.” In my analysis of
these texts, I will show firstly how the typical husband’s initial
attempt to foist his authority upon his wife proves to be a display of
bravado, rather than a wielding of real power. Then I will discuss the
various ways in which it is the husband’s encounter with his wife that
awakens him to the difference that exists between machismo and
authority.!

In my analysis of these first three texts, therefore, I will attempt
to show that this process of male disempowerment is caused by the
gap that opens up between machismo and the reality of power
relations in marriage. Reared under patriarchy, the typical male
protagonist of these stories assumes that domination over his wife is a
precondition of wedlock. This assumption that precedence in power
relations is an automatic male prerogative means, in real terms, that
the husband figure in these texts expects domestic servitude,
unconditional fidelity, and submission from his wife. These
expectations can be considered a form of machismo or male bravado
because they constitute an assertive front that the man presents to the
woman—a threatening unknown quantity—both to intimidate her and
to boost his own courage. Once they are married, the husband
typically discovers that he has underestimated both his wife and his
ability to control her, and that the patterns of dominance that he
observes in the macrocosm are often subverted within the marital unit.
Herein lies the gap that exists between his bravado and the reality of
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marital power relations. As the feminist critic Claudine Herrmann
suggests, this miscalculation arises directly from the so-called
masculme mindset: -

Man prefers himself over all that surrounds him to such a
degree that he imposes his mental categories first, before
those of objective reality.’

It is an intriguing paradox that this mindset, which counts among its
creations the dominant discourse of patriarchy, can also lead men into
misapprehending reality, at their own considerable cost. The three
stories I discuss first are notable for their exploration of the gap which
this misapprehension causes between male bravado and actual
masculine authority in mamage and for their suggestion that women
inhabit and exploit this gap.

“Sham Marriage”

Li Rui’s sl_iort story “Sham Marriage” presents one paradigm of
a male protagonist who is worsted in his bid for dominance over his
spouse.” This is a conflict in which the husband would appear to
possess an additional edge over the one already bestowed by
patriarchy: he agrees to marry a destitute beggar woman burdened
with a small child, who would otherwise starve. Her contract with
him is therefore complicated by a sense of being beholden to him for
saving her life. His reason for marrying is utilitarian: after twenty
years as a widower, “. . . his lonely rod was all dried out with thirst”?
Suspecting that the woman already has a husband elsewhere who
cannot support her, he imagines a short-lived marriage of
convenience, an uncomplicated quid pro quo where he provides food
and shelter in exchange for sex and service. It is understood implicitly
by both that their marriage is to be a barter arrangement, and it only
remains for the bridegroom to clarify his terms, as he calls the shots
in what is unquestionably a buyer’s market, He does this with a lack
of respect characteristic of male bravado:
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" As soon as hé had returned to his room, he pointed out the
rice, flour, oil and sait to the woman. He showed her how
to get a fire going.” :

and later,

. his eyes locked onto her, betraying a wanton,
possessive gleam: he eyed her up and down, from in front
and from behind, her head, her legs . . . . The woman
clearly felt the scorch of his gaze."

Power relations in their marriage palpably exist in a state of
disequilibrium. The remainder of the narrative, however, goes on to
demonstrate how this disequilibrium is reversed, and punishment
visited upon the bridegroom for treating the beggar woman as
expendable chattel.

In this story, reversal of the disequilibrium is effected through
the husband’s unrequited affection for his wife. Almost immediately
after they are married, a welter of conflicting emotions disturbs his
plan to sleep with the beggar woman for a few days and then casually
abandon her to poverty again. Firstly, he finds himself burning with
jealous rage when he thinks of how the production-team leader may
already have had sexual relations with his new wife; but in his world,
where the commodification of women is received wisdom, this is
merely the machismo fury men feel when their property is trespassed
upon. More surprising is the rejuvenating energy that he feels after
the woman and he have stamped their fingerprints on the marriage
guarantee:

. . . today was different: his body was suddenly flooded
with a rush of energy.’

This vitality is quickly succeeded by the excitement of imminent
sexuval conquest, which transforms even the mundane task of
chopping wood into a semi-erotic prelude to their wedding night:
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The ax he wielded in the yard nearly rocked the mountains
and shook the earth; with each thud, pure-white chips burst
from beneath the razor-sharp blade. The ground around
him was blotted with flowery white patches, like falling

SI‘IO\PJ\-".]2

Yet although the advent of a new wife has clearly brought the
protagonist back to life, the woman herself remains impassive and
resigned. Her imperturbability infuriates the bridegroom, who wants
her at the very least to simulate the tremulous agitation of a virgin
bride:

His male intuition could sense the composure of her silent
yielding, her calm of having bowed to fate. Yet he felt she
shouldn’t be so calm. The force of this calm collided with
the surging heat in his chest: this coolness of hers was too
unfeminine." :

Her lack of fear and resistance disappoints him, and so his erotic
anticipation soon gives way to an urge to subdue her violently, to
goad her into reacting to him. Her quiescence has begun to make a
mockery of the virile posturings that he uses to buoy up his ego:

He couldn’t let the struts supporting him collapse, and he
certainly couldn’t lose his male strut in front of this beggar
woman.'* :

At the same time, the woman’s very nearness and the
domesticity that she and her child bring with them are a soothing
restorative to his spirit. Even while the woman’s presence brings
comfort, though, his appreciation of her unsettles him, as it signals all
too cleatly the beginning of an emotional attachment:

Steeped in a warmth and tenderness that seemed a little
strange to a body and heart that the years had ground down
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coarse and crude, he was inexpressibly moved in the dusky
lamp shadows and flickering glow of the fire. Yet even this
emotion felt strange."

Unnerved by the emotion that threatens to brim over into his life, and
which he fears is unreciprocated, he retaliates by aggressively
asserting his conjugal rights:

Without lighting a lamp, he dragged the woman onto the
kang as if she were his prey.'®

Repeated sexual congress with the woman eases his resentment until

, . . his masculine seif-respect and confidence were reborn
in his body."”

The triumphal glow that sexual satiation gives him convinces the
protagonist that he has acquired the upper hand; but he is mistakenly
conflating sexual conquest and the conquest of his wife’s emotions.
This feeling of victory convinces him that he has emerged untouched
from their marriage of mutual exploitation. It is only now, assured of
his invulnerability, that he can find the courage to confront the beggar
woman about the truth behind their “sham marriage.” This
confrontation is another show of male bravado:

“Don’t try to fool me. You’ve already got a home, you’ve
got a man, he’s not dead, you’ve got other kids, they’re all
back home waiting for you . . . You'll live here for three
months, alone again . . . So go! Go, if that’s what you want.
I am a man, you hear, and no one’s going to make a
monkey out of me!'®

Perhaps he hopes secretly that she will deny the accusation; at any
rate, when she admits it and then, by way of apology, offers to finish
off the household chores before she leaves, he is suddenly
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overwhelmed by a sense of irretrievable loss: . -

Suddenly a gush of tears stung his eyes, and he fought
mightily to keep it back."”

This unexpected rush of emotion shows him the extent of his
attachment to her, which is now futile. Frustration soon causes his
loss to change into furious jealousy:

. as he recalled the two fingerprints stamped on the

. guarantee -and thought of how this woman who should

have been his wife had really been somebody else’s wife

all along, surge after surge of the wildfire in his heart rose
to his head.?

Her admission forces him to realize that, despite his physical
dommatlon he has had no hold over her emotions, and his
uncontrolled reaction to this awareness intensifies his sense of
disempowerment. He has been brought, in other words, fo an
understanding of the gap between bravado and power. In this sense,
the story seems to confirm the Foucauldian tenet that power is not a
monolithic force imposed from the top down, but something that
cannot be pinned down, something that is just as easily wielded by the
underdog.”' The text shows this by allowing the docility of the wife to
triumph over the aggression of the husband. Perhaps the narrator is
suggesting here that the woman can walk away unscathed, not
because she- has another husband elsewhere, but because she has not
sought to empower herself through disempowering another. On the

contrary, she has given of herself unstintingly throughout. The man is
now aware that his attempt to subjugate the woman and reduce her to
a sexually compliant appurtenance to his home has had the
paradoxical effect of making him %er bondsman. He has made an
investment of energy and emotion in their marriage that tles him to
her, but that is only one-sided:
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It was as if the net of this life and this world, which could
never be thrown off, now lashed him even more tightly,
and all because of this woman.”

At the story’s conclusion, the woman returns to her “ideal” husband,
and the protagonist is left bereft and suffering “mndless torment from
the whole affair.”*

“Northeasterners”

Ah Cheng’s short story “Northeasterners” provides another
example of a male protagonist who is worsted in the battle of the
sexes. “Northeasterners™ consists of two stories, located one inside
the other, which describe respectively the duping and rejection of the
same man by his different wives. The arresting opening to the
narrative sketches the frame story; the second wife brazenly pursues
an adulterous affair, while her husband, who is much clder, is wasting
away from terminal venereal disease. Positioned within the frame
story is the more evocative inner narrative, which offers glimpses
through flashback of the husband’s first marriage. This marriage
ended in a divorce instigated by the wife. The machismo posturings
of the protagonist throughout the narrative, which to him are the
signifiers of manhood, cause this double indignity. As is apparent
from this brief synopsis, “Northeasterners” is again a reflection on the
discrepancy between male bravado and the reality of marital power
relations. Unlike “Sham Marriage”, however, where the husband’s
unrequited love for his wife exposes the gap, Ah Cheng’s story
foregrounds a different aspect of self-defeating male bravado. By
allowing the two- wives’ a greater narrative presence, .
“Northeasterners” draws out the role that women can play in forcibly -
opening up this gap. ' ' :

The protagonist of the story, who is a second cousin of ‘the
narrator, is sketched with hyperbolic strokes, and is shown to triumph
in the world of men:
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He made a lot of money. He looked down on those who
had none . . . He was a good-looking, generous man.
Sometimes he appeared dishonest, arrogant, unscrupulous,
cruel, vulgar, obscene . . . but he was shrewd in
business . .. .*

His behaviour on his wedding day to his first wife is a classic
exhibition of male bravado:

The day of the wedding my cousin drank a lot of alcohol—
a whole bottle of liquor. Amidst applause he downed one
cup after another, each time holding the cup downward to
show that there was not a single drop left. After each cup
he tossed a fish into his mouth, and chewed it savagely, not
bothering about the bones. He did the same with the garlic,
which he threw unpeeled into his mouth, until no one could
bear to watch any longer.”

A casual remark he makes to a wedding guest is an even more strident
statement of machismo:

‘I can buy any girl I like. All you can do is dream . . . no
matter what profession a girl is in, with money, I can make
her do whatever I want.’*®

Yet despite possessing the attributes of the male predator, the
narrator’s cousin finds that, in his sexual relations, he is himself prey
to the whims and desires of women. He is powerless and bewildered
when, for example, his first wife tells him that their marriage is over:

One evening, when the wind was howling outside, she
suddenly said to him: ‘I want a divorce.” That year she was
about forty. My cousin couldn’t believe his ears. He asked:
“You aren’t serious, are you? *’
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He cannot reconcile himself to this loss, despite appearing to relish
the freedom to philander that his divorced status brings:

. . . he would miss his first wife and become sullen. He
would lament the passing of his prime and the decadent
life he was leading.”®

The protagonist began life again as a sexual adventurer:

Like a wolf ferociously rushing into the wilderness, my
cousin went to Guangzhou with one woman and Hainan
Island with another ., . .7

Events, however, prove him to be a parody of the virile predator; far
from entrapping his female prey, he himself is caught by a younger
woman who cajoles him into marrying her.

In his dealings with this second wife, he negotiates himself into
a false position by laying claim a priori to all the power in their
relationship, and allowing her none:

She was not to interfere with his involvement with other

women. . . .

Of course, she hastily agreed . . . . But you are not to
have affairs, my cousin emphasized, a fierce look on his
face.”

It soon transpires that this is an empty show of power that he has no
means of enforcing. Silent and immobilized on his deathbed, he can
only watch as she prepares herself for a rendezvous with her lover.
His slow death from sexually-transmitted disease becomes an apt
metaphor for his mishandling of gender interaction.

The female characters who outmanoeuvre him in the story are
both empowered women who confidently manage their relations with
men. Ah Cheng also creates a double scheme for the empowered
woman by writing into the narrative two disparate prototypes for het,
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‘one good and one bad. The presence of these two prototypes argues
by suggestion both the multivalent quality and the ubiquitousness of
the empowered woman who stands in the way of male bravado and
the realization of male power.

' In his delineation of the cousin’s second wife, Ah Cheng plays
up to popular mistrust of the empowered woman, casting her as an
over-sexed hoyden who adopts stereotypically male behaviour for
herself as a means of shrugging off the restnctlve aspects of
traditional femininity:

After two years at middle school she had decided to
leave as she enjoyed hanging about with the boys on street
corners, laughing and cracking dirty jokes. Once on a
trolley-bus she started slapping a ticket-seller’s face and
only stopped when other people intervened with calming
words.'

She also proposes to the narrator’s cousin, shows no interest in raising
children, provides pocket money for her lover, and fixes an
assignation with him instead of staying at home to nurse her sick
husband. As well as being headstrong and ungovernable, the second
wife also has a streak of cruelty that traditional gender discourse
would consider unseemly in a woman;

At the sight of this bag of bones (her husband) rolling this
- way and that on the bed . . . his young wife had difficulty
controlling her laughter.” :

Thus the narrative depiction of the second wife presents mobility and
empowerment in a woman not as a badge of female courage, but as
inhumane and threatening to the social order in which woman’s major
role is as self-sacrificing nurturer of offspring and caretaker to the old
and sick.

Ah Cheng’s portrait of the cousin’s first w1fe meanwhile, is a
valorization of the empowered woman. The lewdness and cruelty of
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the second wife are absent in her, and in their place is a strong social
conscience, but the two women are similar in that they move
autonomously in their relationships with men. The first wife has the
courage to extricate herself, at mid-life, from an ‘unsatisfactory
marriage, even though this resolution to determine her own fate
involves incurring the stigma of divorce, which is seen to fall more
heavily on women than on men. She then moves back to her home-
town, where she finds employment as a medical worker distributing
medicine to outlying villages. This points, in symbolic terminology,
to the subversive three-way relationship between the good
empowered woman who dispenses healing, the disempowered male
who suffers from terminal venereal disease, and the bad empowered
woman, who, it is tentatively suggested in the story, has perhaps
infected him. The effect of this triangular relationship, which sites the
male ‘as the reactive object of two female subjects, is to invert the
traditional paradigm in which masculine acts upon feminine. Thus,
despite their differences, the two women perform an identical
function in the text, that of disam’iing male bravado before it can
become male authority.

Dogshit Food

Liu Heng’s “Dogshit Food” provides a final exploration of the
dichotomy between male bravado and marital power. This text is
most commonly regarded as a portrayal of the brutal life peasants
endure in a subsistence economy. The Chinese critic Chen Xiaoming
P5HERR, for example, describes the story as a work which “. . .
focuses on the most basic requirements for life.”** Like other works
by Liu Heng,* however, “Dogshit Food” can also be read as an
inscription of gender struggle that explores the relationship between
machismo, patriarchy, and-female empowermeﬁt, In similar vein to Li
Rui’s “Sham Marriage,” this story begins with the spectacle of male
bravado: Yang Tiankuan 33K E, a “sex-starved bachelor,”™ buys
himself a wife for the price of a hundred kilograms of millet. This
purchase is made with the dispassionate facility that might more
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normally be associated with buying a farmyard animal. To his chagrin,
however, Tiankuan discovers that he has been conned by the marriage
broker into buying a woman whose face is disfigured by an unsightly
goitre. His reaction to this is another affirmation of male bravado:

What an ugly monster! A hundred kilograms of millet in
trade for a giant goitre? Was she worth it? He mulled it
over and thought she probably was. After all, the woman
was his now. He led her down the road, preoccupied with
what he would do to her on the kang.*®

His purchase of her brings them immediately info a master/slave
relationship, the inequality of which is deepened when Tiankuan
discovers that Goitre, as she is termed by the narrator, is second-hand
goods: ‘I’ve been sold six times. If you decide to sell me, it’ll be
seven.”” The overturning of this disparity, a process which is drawn
out over the entire narrative in “Sham Marriage,” is, however,
telescoped into a few lines in Lin Heng’s story, since Goitre
immediately brings her overweening personality to bear on the
weaker Tiankuan, When Tiankuan tells her that he will not sell her on,
Goitre quips back insubordinately:

‘That’s good, since you might be crushed to death carrying
a hundred kilograms of millet back to the mountains***

and strides ahead of him along the path. This exchange sets the
pattern for their interaction: henceforth Goitre usurps the role of
autocratic paterfamilias that Tiankuan had imagined for himself,
while the latter becomes a twentieth-century version of the henpecked
husband (junei) tHPJ, who was a familiar staple of classical literature.
Goitre dominates at home, and is a resourceful, even unscrupulous,
provider for her family, stealing pumpkins from her neighbours,
pilfering grains of corn from the communal plot and fearlessly taking
on the local cadres. Noi only have she and Tiankuvan effectively
switched gender roles, but Goitre revels in the way her mannishness
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makes Tiankuan look almost effeminate:

She worked for five days and five nights straight without
going home . . . . In three days Tiankuan was wotn out, but
his wife showed no sign of exhaustion. After work she
would let her husband rest in the hut to nourish his male
essence, while she went home to fetch baskets of yam-
shoots.”

Goitre’s behaviour is a deliberate affront to patriarchy, but even more
subversive to the patriarchal order is Tiankuan’s obvious delight in
her. The narrative supplies plenty of evidence that Tiankuan loves his
wife and her domineering ways:

.. . she was his woman, able-bodied and vigorous, as good
in bed as she was skilled in the field. Wasn’t that the kind
of woman he had wanted?*

The happy intimacy of their life together is made immediate by the
physicality of the writing:

When, in frolicking moods, they turned to tease each other,
a stream of milk from her breast would smack Tiankuan
right in the eye. He took great pride in this special skill of
hers,*!

Here “Dogshit Food” diverges from the earlier two stories in
which the husbands are brought to an understanding of the gap
between bravado and power through suffering. Tiankuan’s experience
of being humbled by his wife, on the other hand, is a chastening but
happy one, which demonstrates the Foucauldian idea that power
relations are not exclusively defined by a simplistic
oppressed/oppressor dynamic. As the gender theorist Peter Middleton
suggests, power is not direct control so much as the ability to move
others:
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Power is the possibility of affecting others, effects that can
be bodily, emotional or cognitive.*

Far from turning Tiankuan into a miserable subject, Goitre’s
domination releases him, at least to an extent, from the strain of
complying with patriarchy. Tiankvan’s relation to patriarchy is
problematic. Apart from his initial display of bravado, when he treats
Goitre as an item for barter, Tiankuan stands outside the patriarchal
order in the private domain of love and sex. Marriage, however, is a
contract enacted in the public domain, and therefore closely tied to
patriarchy. This close relationship between marriage and patriarchy
means that, although the couple are contented in their marriage, its
heterodoxy generates unease among the other villagers, for whom
Tiankuan’s very participation in the marriage contract charges him
with an obligation to uphold the patriarchal order. Goitre’s aggression
disturbs the villagers because it goes beyond shrewishness to borrow
directly from the brutality of socially constructed masculinity:

When she was at it, obscene words would pour out in a
stream. In one fell swoop, she seemed to have transformed
herself into a man, even more daring than most men in her
ability to humiliate her opponents and all their female kin,
dead or alive.”

In these parts men beat their wives as often as they eat. But
the woman named Cao (Goitre) seemed to have castrated
her man. She’d pull Tiankuan’s ears and swing him around
the yard.*

The significant detail here is that Goitre has plainly not castrated her
man—she and Tiankuan have an active sex-life in which, if anything,
Tiankuan is the dominant partner—it only seems that way to the
villagers, because they find themselves experiencing vicariously the
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ordeal of castration whenever they witness Goitre’s aggression. The
discomfort of the villagers in the end rubs off onto Tiankuan, who
suffers increasingly from the split between his private and public
selves. Initially, his private satisfaction with Goitre silences his
misgivings:

Tiankuan was embarrassed to raise his head in front of his
fellow villagers, but he knew in his heart that his wife
treated him well. This knowledge assured him that they
would survive all hardships.”

Gradually, though, satisfaction is superseded by Tiankuan’é
sense that his public dignity is being compromised:

Those who had been bested by Goitre often wondered if
the slut from the Western Water region were a human
being. Even Tiankuan thought his wife was probably
possessed.*’

The suspicion that Goitre’s behaviour demeans him eventually pushes
Tiankuan back into male bravado in an effort to reclaim his pride.
One day Goitre loses the family grain coupons and returns
disconsolate to the house. Her mistake gives Tiankuan the chance
both to punish Goitre for his loss of face and to display his virility in
front of the villagers who have despised him for his uxoriousness:

His wife’s sudden weakness made his courage swell , | .
“You thief! He yeiled and smashed the bowl of porridge on

the floor . . . In all his life he had never felt such
gratification . . . He lunged at her and slapped her face
madly, striking her head and her goitre to his heart’s
content,

The villagers squatted outside in the darkness to listen,
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understanding that Tiankwan had finally regained his
manhood by overturning the tyranny of his wife . . . the
villagers seemed to share the sentiment that Tiankuan
should beat her to death.’

That same night Goitre commits suicide because of grief at her
husband’s fury*®—an extreme example of marital breakdown and of
woman as victim. To the villagers, who speak the language of
patriarchy, Tiankuan’s outburst of machismo and its result mean that
he has “regained his manhood; but for Tiankuan’s private self, the
opposite is true. The unorthodox but satisfying kind of masculinity
that marriage to Goitre has allowed him to construct for himself
collapses with her death. The destructive nature of male bravado is
further implied by the deja vis he experiences at Goitre’s funeral:

. . . Tiankuan had the illusion that he’d returned to that
morning nearly twenty years ago, except that the weight of
the hundred kilograms of grain he was carrying was about
to crush him into a thin cake of bones.*

The dream-like association he sets up between Goitre’s corpse and
the grain with which he bought her suggests that the correlation
between bravado and destroyed relationships is hovering on the edge
of his consciousness. Tiankuan’s understanding of the gap between
bravado and power is stated unequivocally at the end of the story:

Never in his life had he shown off his manly power.
Perhaps he tried once, but that once cost his wife’s life . . .
he often makes a detour to visit the graveyard, carefully
weeding out the wild grass on the mound. He is full of

I‘EI'I'I(JI'St’.v‘.S0
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Half of Man is Woman

I will turn finafly to a text in which the male protagonist
emerges victorious from marital gender conflict: Zhang Xianliang’s
Half of Man is Woman. This novel lends itself most readily to
politicized interpretation. It delivers a polemical attack on the Maoist
state, exposing how it distorts human personality, relationships and
sexuality.’’ It describes the courtship, marriage and divorce of two
veterans of Jaogai 550, and shows how their experience of hard
labour in China’s gulag has disabled them for love and happiness. Yet
although the argument Zhang constructs to show how the state
sabotages marital relationships is compelling, I would argue that to
assess the text principally for its political import smacks of
reductionism. The neat formula of political oppression equals
dysfunctional marriage skates over the intensely personal struggle for
control that is waged in their marriage.

Some critics .have already deconstructed Zhang Xianliang’s
privileging of the political and shown that it leads to gender
blindness,” but less attention has been focussed on bringing to light
the gender conflict that is partially screened by the text’s overt
politicization. I will therefore try to reconstruct this conflict to show
how it is possible to view the text as a meditation on the battle of the
sexes, and then analyse why it is that the male protagonist triumphs.”
I will argue that he wins out over his wife precisely because he
recognizes, far earlier than his counterparts discussed above, the
fallacy of immovable male supremacy in marriage. The protagonist
Zhang Yonglin 25k B%, henceforth referred to simply as Zhang,
enters marriage with identical assumptions of male dominance; but
instead of retreating into blustering machismo when he encounters the
subjugating drive of his wife Huang Xiangjiuv B & A, he seeks
modes of resistance, As I will show, these modes of resistance are
significant for the way that, by actually defying the code of male
bravado, they prevent the woman from gaining entry into the field of
power relations.

First of all, in what sense is their marriage an example of gender
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struggle? In similar fashion to the couples in the previous stories,
Zhang and Huang both approach their marriage with an agenda of
demands and concessions they wish to extract from one another,
Zhang seeks sexual gratification and a home;, Huang, meanwhile,
wants the psychological, sexual and material security that she cannot
have as a woman who is twice divorced. While their respective
demands would initially appear to mesh, it soon transpires that the
security Huang needs involves Zhang in giving up a portion of his
independence, which he is loath o do. The most basic source of their
conflict and estrangement, therefore, is Huang’s desire to “break in”
her husband, and his chafing under her yoke.

Zhang enters marriage convinced of male supremacy. His notion
of the home, for example, is informed by male bravado and the need
for territorial mastery:™

To me a home meant a few square feet out of the 9.6
million square kilometres of China that I could make into
my own independent kingdom. Master of that tiny plot, I
could concentrate my thoughts there and plan ., . .»*

Yet while Huang might readily concede the notion of male sexual
dominance, she sees the affairs of the home as her preserve and busies
herself with setting up their makeshift household. She renders these
domestic services on the understanding that Zhang is to pay for them
in kind by surrendering to her some of his liberty, a demand which
conflicts with the assumption of absolute male authority that Zhang
has held prior to his marriage. What is more, the reality of Huang’s
personality challenges the image of womanhood that Zhang carries
into marriage, Zhang conceives of women in a visual and sensory
fashion, with the result that he sees his wife as a plaything or pet, and
fails to grasp her needy humanity. This failure accounts, perhaps, for
Zhang’s insistent use of animalistic metaphor to describe Huang in
the narrative, He describes her variously as a wild animal, a cat, even
a pugnacious cricket, with the implication throughout that her bestial
tendencies require taming. At any rate, in his naive fantasies of
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femininity, Zhang never imagines that Huang will try to tame him,
and that in marrying her he is squaring up to an adversary whose need
for security will mean the attempt to whittle away his independence
and waywardness with the inducements of domesticity.

Before they are even married, Zhang receives his first intimation
that Huang is as wilful and combative as he is himself: she quizzes
him directly about his savings, and when he suggests that she
undertake the management of their household, her brusqueness in
accepting gives him a premonitory glimpse of the friction that lies
ahead:

‘Fine!” she said, seeming happy to have got the upper
hand.

All this seemed remote and slightly bizarre to me. While
she had been a figment of my imagination, she had done
whatever I told her to do, been whatever I wanted. Now the
dream seemed to have floated out from my brain, escaped
my control and become an independent being,*

The tension between Zhang’s dreams of womanhood and the reality
of his wife intensifies as Huang’s domesticating drive and the
paraphernalia of cohabitation begin to encroach on the borders of
Zhang’s personal space:

‘Woman,’ I mused: the word meant far more than I had
imagined. It had a voice to it, a spirit, a magnetic field, it
had its own breath and its own flavour. She was able to
leave all those things on anything she touched . . . . She
was ubiquitous, in every object of our room, All that was
here . . . was the life that she had created . . . . The world
she had created was engulfing me, so that I had the feeling
of losing my identity.”’

Womanhood and domesticity become almost interchangeable demons
in Zhang’s consciousness, as he realizes that he and Huang are
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engaged in a struggle for power which has his freedom as its prize:**

{Women) excelled in using a needle and thread to sew you
to themselves. Wearing what they made, you would
naturally think of them . . . Bach stitch sewed in her
warmth, her smell, her gentleness, her sexuality. In the end
it was not cloth that wrapped around your body, it was her
hot little hands, holding onto you.”

It is arguably this fear of seeing his identity subsumed into
Huang’s domesticity that lies behind Zhang’s much-discussed
impotence. This impotence can be read in a number of different ways.
Perhaps it is an ironic penalty visited on him by fate because he has
married Huang with lust as his main motive. Many critics, on the
other hand, argue for a politicized reading for this part of the text,
claiming that it is the experience of extended and brutal incarceration
that produces sexual dysfunction.”® Zhang Xianliang himself seems
also to push for this interpretation, as in the coded but deliberate
language of metaphor his protagonist describes the desexing and
emasculating effects of state autocracy and its drive to politicize
every aspect of life, stripping even sexuality of its privacy:

. . . there was the maiter of the bedspread. On it were
embroidered two heavy tractors, pulling ploughs. Were she
and I actually supposed to be able to sleep under such
enormous machines? *'

The interlude where Zhang and the magical castrated piebald horse
who has acquired powers of speech commiserate together is an
extended metaphor on the same theme: ‘““We really are a pair, we
two!” the horse finally exclaims, “An emasculated man and a
castrated horse!”®

Yet plausible as this reading is, it sidelines issues of gender and
power that are highly pertinent to an understanding of the couple’s
marriage. These issues can be brought to the foreground by re-
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examining the circumstances that surround Zhang’s recovery of
sexual potency. This episode constitutes something of a blind spot in
the politicized interpretation discussed above, since if state repression
does indeed debilitate sex drive, then surely this impotence would
persist as long as does the regime and the victimization that the
individual endures under it. In fact, Zhang’s impotence is overcome
neither by a loosening of Maoist repression nor by his formal political
rehabilitation, but by the surge of heroic masculinity that he
experiences after saving his village from flooding. It seems that it is
only when Zhang has proved his masculinity to his wife, in a public
fashion that she cannot fail to acknowledge, that he can consummate
their relationship. This suggests that the real threat to Zhang’s
masculinity might come from a non-political source, namely his wife.

Zhang himself frequently articulates the notion that he and
Huang are locked in combat:

The first struggle of mankind was not between man and
man, or man and beast. The earliest struggle was that
between man and woman. It was a struggle that was
unceasing and still continued.®’

Moreover, Zhang sees that the sexuval realm will be one of the
battlefields where their struggle for control will be fought out:

Every night she tossed and turned in the bed beside me.
Like a wild animal who has been loosed in the arena, she
waited for me to try and conquer her.*

In this context, Zhang’s impotence takes on a different meaning:
it is an involuntary physical expression of Zhang’s visceral fear of the
woman who uses sex as a snare to entrap the incautious male into the
kind of domesticity that Zhang thinks will suffocate him. It is difficult
to imagine a condition more injurious to male bravado than
impotence, and at the level of surface narration, it is evident that
Zhang is humiliated by his dysfunction. At the deeper symbolic level,



134 Tamkang Review, Vol XXX, No. 2

however, his impotence might also be interpreted as a rejection of the
code of male bravado that often inhibits the realization of male power.
Perhaps Zhang’s rejection of the machismo code discloses an
instinctive understanding that male bravado is actually an attempt to
mask a fear of the feminine Other. Zhang’s impotence, then, is
tantamount to an unmasking of this fear. Moreover, his subsequent
experience with Huang shows that to discard the mask, admit fear,
and even temporarily assume an abject position in relation to the
woman can, paradoxically, be the starting point of resistance to the
feminine threat.

How does Zhang’s impotence function as the starting point of
resistance? First of all, it is a method of physical resistance, the means
he employs to keep her literally at arm’s length:

All that [ saw around me had a compelling attraction . . . it
was trying to draw me into a normal life. Yet between it
and me I had built a cold, unbreakable glass wall.%’

The impotence serves as a talisman to ward off the double threat of
female domesticity and female sexuality, which he fears will engulf
him. Indeed, in the celebrated passage where Zhang encounters
Huang for the first time, Zhang Xianliang inserts the image of a fox
into his narrative. Although this image refers to Zhang himself, it is
surely no accident that the novel’s sole instance of fox imagery
coincides with Huang’s first appearance in the narrative. Perhaps
Zhang Xianliang is drawing here obliquely on the motif of the fox-
fairy, which is associated in classical literature with beguiling but
treacherous females:®’

A black-clothed fox stood there with me, fur raised on
its neck, tongue hanging out. Salivating, crouched in the
reeds, it stared at suspicious prey .. . %

Zhang’s inability to perform, however, soon seems to backfire
on him, as it makes him the squirming object first of Huang’s pity,
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and then of her scorn. His sexual powerlessness appears to tip the
scales in her favour and give her an advantage over him, which she
underscores with humiliating abuse:

‘You should be a tiger right now. You can’t fool me—I
think you’ve had the problem since you were born . . . You
cripple! You’re half a man!®

Zhang’s sense of helplessness is intensified when he discovers that
Huang is deceiving him with Cao Xueyi 3%, the troop party
secretary. This infidelity upsets the balance of power between them,
and shows: Huang at her most empowered, aggressively seeking
sexual pleasure outside the marriage because her husband cannot
provide it. As a result of Huang’s infidelity, Zhang’s first-person
narration becomes filled with images of enfeeblement, victimization
and self-loathing:

I was a mangy dog backed into a corner, spine up and fur
bristling, waiting helplessly for the uplifted stick to fall.”

He is further unsettled by his feeling that Huang’s adultery somehow
utimans him and makes him beholden to her, a shame that is
redoubled by his failure to punish her:

She had taken my forbearance as weakness, and now she
was using me as a screen for her adultery. She had me in a
stranglehold and was unwilling to let me go.”

Here again, Zhang’s reaction to a threatening situation is a rejection
of male bravado. He has the opportunity to catch Huang and Cao
Xueyi in flagrante delicio:

As I stood there astonished, [Cao] pushed open the door of
my house and quickly stepped inside. A flash of light
pierced the darkness, as the door was opened to admit him.
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In less than a second the beam . . . was turned off
again .., ."”

But he chooses to bide his time and allows the adultery to proceed
while he loiters outside. This restraint is an emphatic rejection of the
machismo code. At the time, Zhang’s forbearance makes him feel
emasculated and wretched; but it is worth noting that his misery
perhaps co-exists with more complex emotions, and that Huang’s
betrayal, even while it seems to demoralize her husband, can also
yield alternative interpretations. The affair’s short duration, Huang’s
pathetic fear of discovery, and her remorse collectively suggest that
the desire to demean Zhang is not the motive behind her adultery. It
seems more likely that the sexual frustration caused by Zhang’s
impotence has pushed her reluctantly into deceiving him. If, as
suggested above, Zhang’s impotence is his subconscious method of
resisting Huang’s campaign to domesticate him, then it can be argued
that, at an equally unacknowledged level, he is gratified by her
adultery, It formalizes their estrangement and gives him an excuse, as
the wounded party, to widen the breach between them and in this way
stave off Huang’s insistent claims on his freedom:

... I even wanted to widen the rift _betWeen_ the two of us.
If possible, 1 would make the very earth between us split
open...."

The text also contains indications that substantiate the idea that
Zhang’s subconscious might even have orchestrated the episode with
Cao Xueyi. Zhang is well aware, for example, of Huang’s history as a
sexual “criminal,” whose ‘desires have led her in the past to
punishment, and even incarceration. After all, only a woman with a
reputation at least as tarnished as his own would have stooped to
linking herself to a subversive “Filthy element.” Zhang also knows
that Secretary Cao is discontented with his own wife, lusts after
Huang, and that in the words of Zhang’s friend Heizi,
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. . when it comes to women’s bodies, what (Cao) says
he’ll do, he’ll do.”

Zhang must therefore surely suspect that, if he fails to satisfy Huang,
then both the will and the opportunity are present for an adulterous
liaison between his wife and the troop party secretary. It is highly
significant here that Zhang knows all along that his rival for
possession of Huang’s body is the most powerful man in the village.
The critic Zhong Xueping suggests the political import of this rivalry,
but falls in with the persuasive rhetoric of the text by casting Zhang
once more as the hapless victim of the state and its corrupt cadres.

The real struggle . . . is between him and another man, who
symbolizes a corrupt political system; his relationship with
the woman is only a manifestation of his weak position in
relation to that power.”

This interpretation omits to mention how Huang’s adultery actually
serves Zhang very well when he finally resolves to divorce her. Her
betrayal exonerates him from blame by setting up the familiar
rationale of vengeance and broken trust as the motives for his
abandonment of her. Zhang Xianliang’s politicization of the
adulterous act helps to obscure the fact that Zhang divorces Huang
not so much because she has consorted with the enemy, but because
of his misogyny and distaste for intimacy.

This misogyny and distaste for intimacy become more apparent
when Zhang regains his sexual potency after saving the village from
flooding. His heroism represents the culmination of his rejection of
male bravado, as it shows up plainly the difference between empty
machismo and real bravery. His heroism confers on him such a sense
of empowerment that when he returns to Huang afterwards, he has
miraculously lost his fear of her, and his potency returns. Acceptance
by the community that has previously shunned him as a political
criminal also contributes to the confidence he now finds to venture
into sexuality without fear of being subsumed. He had displayed an
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almost hysterical terror of Huang’s body on their wedding night:

This was a boiling swamp, which I was struggling to get
out of; this was the hot magma of a volcano, magnificent
and terrifying; this was a beautiful nautilus, suddenly
stretching out sticky tentacles from the walls, wrapping
around me and trying to soak out the fluids of my
body....”

Later Zhang’s understanding of sexuality playing on the linkage of
woman to water, has disappeared, to be replaced by the assured,
earthy masculinity of his writing on sex after the event:

The loess plateau was as ripe and beautiful as Huang’s full
breasts.”’

From this point onwards the power balance within their
marriage is tilted irreversibly in- Zhang’s favour. Once Zhang has
untied his subconscious twinning of sex and subjugation, the threat
that Huang poses to his masculinity recedes, and he finds he can
enjoy a sexual relationship with her while remaining unfettered. Now
that he has proved himself as a man, he too, like society at large, can
dispense with the respect accorded an equal and treat her as an errant
sex-object who deserves to suffer for her crimes:

She would writhe beneath me, and use her fingernails to
tease my body. Had she done the same with other men?
Had others received the same satisfaction on top of her?
Thinking these things, 1 would suddenly feel a greater
stimulation, as the behaviour of love turned into the
brutality of retaliation.’

The tacit contract underpinning their marriage, according to which
their sexual relationship is supposed to come in exchange for the
marital security and propriety that Huang needs as a Fallen woman, is
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now completely broken. Zhang’s breach of the contract gives him a
surfeit of power in the relationship that Huang cannot win back,
because she has already bargained away her only asset, which is her
body. It becomes apparent that the fear of his wife, which he has now
overcome, has, in an oddly masochistic sense, been the principal tie
that has kept him in thrall to her.

Since I ceased to be half a man . . . a fire had burned in my
chest. All my previous behaviour, including making
allowances for her , . . was the cowardice of a castrated
horse. I now realized that the comfort and orderliness of
her smail household were desighed to swallowme up . . . |
had obtained what I desired, and now I rejected it.”?

After the recovery of his potency, the remainder of the novel
relates how Zhang extricates himself from his marrtage to Huang in
order to move on to the next stage of his life unencumbered.

Conclusion

The aim of this article has been to show that, in the literary
representations of marriage analysed above, male ascendancy under
patriarchy (fixi wenhua) %Al does not guarantee an identical
male ascendancy within wedlock. Foucault’s work on power relations
claims that

power in the substantive sense, ‘le’ pouvoir, does not
exist . . . . The idea that there is either located at—or
emanating from—a given point something which is
‘power’ seems to me to be based on a misguided analysis,
one which at all events fails to account for a considerable
number of phenomena . . . .*

This provides a methodological model for the reversal that women
can effect within marriage of the patterns of male dominance that we
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observe in the social macrocosm. The marriages in the stories
discussed above exemplify the Foucauldian theory that power is not
possessed but exercised.® Together, these stories illustrate that the
notion of power as a discrete, nameable entity is less important than
the manifold means through which it is exercised, and thus they refute
the idea that patriarchy creates a neat binary opposition between those
possessed of power (men), and those dispossessed of it (women). The
trajectory of power relations in these stories follows Foucault’s
famous dictum that “Power is everywhere™ and his associated
conception of power as fluid and ever-changing.

As “Sham Marriage,” “Northeasterrers,” and “Dogshit Food”
demonstrate, however, male disempowerment is frequently more the
result of mismanagement by men of their patriarchal birthright rather
than of a female usurping of authority. By confusing machismo with
authority, the husbands in these stories open up a space in the
networks of power that their wives proceed to occupy and exploit.
Without this space, women remain, as one critic has put it, . . .
objectified, scrutinised, and patronised in the service of . . . male
desire.” In Half of Man is Woman, this is the fate of Huang, whose
husband recognises that successful strategies of power rest on the
principle of its exercise and not exclusively on birthright. Yet the
significance of birthright remains undeniable, as the stories discussed
here reveal: since men are perceived here as the architects of their
own defeat, women, correspondingly, are victorious only by default.
By implying that women must siip into the gaps of authority left open
by their foolhardy husbands, these stories corroborate the feminist
assessment of marriage as an institution fundamentally at cross
purposes with female empowerment.
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