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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation documents the valorization of gender di£ferences in urban Yunnan, 

particularly as it afiects women in their twenties and thirties. Urban women of this generation are 

expected to appear feminine and family-oriented in order to be considered normal/moral. Such 

expectations are underscored by popular commentary on the "strong woman." The strong woman, 

or nu qiang ren, is admired for her success in the business world or in academia, but is reviled as 

unfeminine, negUgent of her &nily, and cold-hearted. Despite pressures to appear feminine and 

family-oriented, many urban Yunnanese women achieve financial independence. I found that 

women outwardly embody '"gentleness" and other norms of femininity, while practically subverting 

such norms by focusing on their careers, or by voicing criticism of the hypocrisies siurounding 

contemporary gender relations. Furthermore, most men appear to prefer that their wives woiic 

outside the home, regardless of economic need. Such contradictions reveal how dominant 

ideologies are never reproduced completely. Nor are dominant ideologies applied evenly across 

social classes. I argue that the current valorization of a Confucian gender hierarchy is linked to the 

formation of middle-class subjectivity. 

Talk of "weak men" and the need for a men's movement in China reflects several different 

preoccupations, most prominently employment anxiety generated by the "market adjustments" 

associated with economic liberalization. Magazine articles about "weak men" also articulate a 

sense of urban anomie, the burdens of male emotional repression, and a variety of fears centered on 

women who are perceived as threatening in one way or another. Generally, however, the tone and 

content of the magazine articles analyzed suggest that talk about "weak men" is largely about male 
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resistance to women's empowerment. Such articles, as well as popular commentary that ridicules 

strong, autonomous women, reveals women have become scapegoats for men's anxieties. 

Popular gender commentary is linked in a dialogical relationship to notions of tradition, 

authenticity, modernity and progress. The tensions between change and stability provoke many 

paradoxes. Growing commercialization, generational di£ferences and changes regarding marriage 

and sexuality are some of the other themes I explore as they enter into this network of referential 

meaning and practice. 
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

1978 was a year of dynastic transition for China. Mao's closed society, collectivized and 

centrally planned was ending and the Dengist era of economic liberalization was beginning. Since 

Deng Xiaoping*s reforms began, personal incomes have increased several hundred times over, 

private businesses, markets, services and consumer goods have all proliferated, and the state has 

had comparatively less involvement in citizens' private lives.' Under the looser ideological 

atmosphere of the reforms, traditional, pre-revolutionary attitudes and practices have also 

reappeared. Many scholars have remarked on the resurgence of traditional gender norms in 

particular." My goal in this dissertation to reconsider this last phenomenon from several different 

vantage points.' 

Amid the liberalizing forces of the reform era and two decades of rapid economic growth,^ 

certain loose threads threaten to unravel the nation's peace of mind. The social changes spawned 

by Deng's reforms sometimes appear to be overwhelming, prompting much discussion and debate 

^ Nearly twenty years later, many older urbanites in China viewed Deng as a national hero, a man whose 
accomplishments far outweighed his involvement in the 1989 Tianaimien massacre. The freedoms and 
increased material wealth associated with Deng's reforms were welcomed as long-overdue rewards for this 
star-crossed generation. Members of this generation are nearly all victims of the Cultiu:al Revolution, in 
one way or another. For those who were accused of "counter-revolutionary" activities, punishments 
ranged in severity, but in any case life plans were put on hold or ended. If not directly accused, young 
urbanites in 1966-76 still had their lives upturned by the closure of schools and universities, the policy of 
sending "intellectuals" to work in the coimtryside with fanners, and other social dislocations that were 
part of Mao's reign of paranoia. 
I.e.. Chow 1993; Croll 1995; Gilmartin. Hershatter. Rofel and White 1994; Honig and Hershatter 1988; 

Hooper 1998; Jaschok 1995; Johansson 1998; Lu 1993; Xu Min 1995; Xu Xiaoqun 1996; and Young 
1989. 
^ Fieldwork for this dissertation was carried out August 1996 - May 1997. 
* The average annual growth rate for the economy in the reform period has been 9 percent (Kristof and 
WuDunn 1994:316). 
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over the moral and cultural significance of increasing divorce rates, demanding 50-hour work 

weeks, a jobless rate of 20 percent,^ corruption that runs through both state and private enterprises 

and other contemporary social dilemmas.^ In the context of these social anxieties, women have 

emerged as a key symbol of change and continuity. 

In daily life, middle-class women in urban Yunnan are expected to conform to narrow 

models of femininity, preserving cultural and femilial order through suitably "gentle" natures that 

soothe the tensions of the modem femily. Women in their twenties and thirties are conditioned to 

embody and reproduce their morality through attention to their self-presentation and their femilies. 

Women who appear to be focused on their careers seem to threaten the status quo. In popular 

discourse such women are chastised. Being too ambitious is perceived as "unfeminine." Journalists 

proclaim that women are "taking over," writing articles that warn unless men are careful a new 

matriarchal order is waiting to commandeer men's positions of authority. The position of the state 

sometimes dovetails with such neo-conservative perspectives. Legislation such as the Women's 

Rights Protection law, passed in 1992, is symbolically significant insofar as it defines women as a 

group in need of special protection. The law stipulates certain jobs which women are deemed 

physiological unsuitable for. as well as life cycle periods when women are thought to need special 

protection, including during menstruation and menopause. 

All of this discursive activity centered on women provokes a question: does this 

preoccupation reflect women's perceived powerlessness, or their intimidating strength?' While 

^ E.\perts in China now estimate that unemployment e.xceeds 20 percent of the population (Ekholm 1998) 
The "official" rate of unemployment is only 4 percent although some state media have recently reported 
an 8 percent jobless rate (Luo and Yin 1998). 
® Some social problems are noticeably absent from public discussion. The Party's repression of political 
freedom is one tabooed topic, increasing economic disparity is another. 
^ Nirmala PuruShotam. writing about the middle-class in contemporary Singapore, drew my attention to 
this paradox (1998:160). 
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this riddle proves difBcult to answer, as I show in the chapters to follow, the stigma attached to 

women's autonomy is clear and provides the overaching theme of this dissertation. 

In what follows below. I outline some of the trajectories for understanding Chinese women as 

victims, and the implications of this for all scholarship about Chinese women, including my own. 

Critique of Chinese Women as a Scholariy Topic 

Representations of Chinese wcxnen constructed both within as well as outside of China have 

tended to be motivated by ideological positions, employ women as symbols of national progress (or as 

the oppressed Other, which the nation can then "save"). Much ink was spilled over the topic of 

Chinese women during the tumultuous May Fourth Era. The Manchu dynasty had collapsed in 

1911, rendering Confucianism politically dead. A new generation of intellectuals believed that all 

traditional thinking should be uprooted. These intellectual rebels used women's oppression in 

particular as an emblem of all that was wrong and backwards about the hierarchical Chinese 

society (Lu 1995:12). While women became a potent symbol of the "evil nature of traditional 

Chinese society," writing® about women became a mark of modernity (ibid: 12-13). 

Drawing upon the perspective of May Fourth representations of Chinese women in the first 

decades of the twentieth century. Western missionaries and early women's studies writers depicted 

Chinese women as victims. Western scholars took the May Fourth representations as a native 

affirmation of the notion that Chinese tradition was uniformly oppressive to women (Teng 

1996:117). The fact that missionaries generally worked among the poorer segments of the 

population, and were influenced by the belief that women's status indicated a society's degree of 

progress helped shape accounts that underscored China's perceived backwardness (ibid: 121). 

® Most of the published writers of this era were men. 
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The Western romanticizaticm of Chinese women has a long and varied history. Politically, 

interest in viewing Chinese women as revolutionary models can be traced back to books such as Agnes 

Smedley's Battle Hymn of China (1932) and Helen Foster Snow's Red Dust: Autobiographies of 

Chinese Communists (1952) (ibid: 122-3). Another trend in Western scholarship is tte use of China as 

to prove some general theories on patriarchy or women's liberation. China has had particular jippeal as 

a test case for feminist scholars who wished to prove the merits of socialism. At times, the d^ree to 

which China is romanticized by scholars with only a passing &miliaii^ of Chinese society, language and 

culture can be startling. Teng (1996) and Chow (1991) call scholars like Kristeva (1977) to task for 

their Orientialist perspectives, in which data about China are twisted into an eroticized and exoticized 

critique of Western discourse. The popularitj' of material about Chinese wonnen was especially apparent 

in the 1970s.^ &ding somewhat in significance as Westerners became disillusioned by the Chinese 

Communists in the late 1970s and 1980s. Slower to &de into the analytical sunset has been the 

objectification of Chinese women for the varied purposes of Western feminists, some of which are 

outlined here, and the related tendency to privil^e Western theory over the Chinese subject (Teng 

1996:140). 

Earlier generations of Westerners found footbinding a fascinating topic; widow chastity 

also was a concern of early Western writings. Significantly, the focus on Chinese woman as victim 

was used as justification for colonialist interventions, with missionaries poised to rescue women 

fi-om Chinese barbarism (ibid: 121). In addition to May Fourth writings, the Classics of Confucian 

literature and philosophy were an important source for characterizations of the cultural origins and 

justification for female subordination, (ibid; 121). Indeed, ma.xims such as the "three obediences" 

^ The pro-sodalist slant ofnriteis in the 1960s and 1970s led to more lomantidzed portrayals of "Red China." 
The politics of the time fiieled an idealistic search for radical political and feminist models, leading to 
romantidzed portrayals of the "liberated woman" of Comniunist China. 
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are still commonly cited in late twentieth-century scholarship as examples of women^s status in 

traditional times. References to the three obediences (^hen young a girl is to obey her &ther; when 

married her husband; and when widowed her son'O are standard in the literature'" and in some cases 

reflective of the tendency to view traditional China in ahistorical terms. 

Western views of Chinese women as victims must be understood in the context of 

colonialist assumptions that Other (non-Western) women were universally victims. This colonialist 

stereotype continues today, insofar as women in developing countries are often assiuned to be 

culturally oppressed. Teng notes an odd continuity between missionzuy writings about Chinese 

women and early women studies scholars writing in the 1970s and 1980s. Footbinding and widow 

chastity, for example, reappear as central topics in the later Western writings (1996; 124). Western 

feminists concerned with genital mutilation in some Afncan societies and the Indian practice of 

suttee have tended to view "traditional culture" as the enemy. In this genre of Western feminist 

writing Chinese women are seen as part of a special class of universally subordinated Third World 

women who are even more oppressed than their Western sisters. Such an essentialized understanding 

of Chinese women as uniformly backwards and victimized erases important historical, geographic, class 

and ethnic differences. Not only does such essentialism misrepresent the complexity and historicity of 

Chinese women's ejqjeriences, but it also serves to elevate Westem women's status. In this iitrplicit 

comparison, Westem women, in contrast to their Chinese sisters, are imagined as educated, modem, 

having control over their own bodies and sexualities. 

The unstated ideological goal here is to assert the superiority of women's status in the 

West." It is important not to underestimate the deep-rooted moral force of this view of the Other 

See for e.vaniple Anders (1983; 13). 
See Laura Nader (1989) for a discussion of women's status, international power relations, and moral 

authority. 



16 

woman. When tallcing with many women here in the U.S., I find that Chinese women are typically 

imagined to be immeasurably worse off than women here. After revealing that my dissertation is 

about gender ideologies in China, the response from many women has been something like; "Oh, 

China. Well, thinking of those women over there and how they're treated sure makes me glad that 

I live here." The ideological effect of viewing Chinese women in this way makes criticism of 

gender relations in the U.S. seem misplaced. I.e., "I don't have any cause to complain about my 

status as a woman here, not when I consider how lucky I am compared to women over there." 

Intellectuals are not immune to this kind of ideological batde over who is more 

oppressed/liberated, women here or over there (to whatever place these shifting modifiers refer). 

Feminist colleagues in China firmly believe and strongly voice the opinion that feminism is fer 

advanced in China compared to the West. The idea that Chinese women are fer more liberated 

than Western women is such a compelling position that any challenge to this point of view is met 

disbelief and defensiveness. When Chinese colleagues would point out to me the higher numbers of 

housewives in the U.S. compared to China, or other examples of the apparent backwardness of 

women's status in the U.S.. I found myself becoming defensive and eager to come up with 

qualifiers or justifications for the number of stay-at-home moms or the pressures placed on 

.^erican women to enhance their appearance with cosmetics. The &ct that my Chinese 

colleagues and I sometimes lapse into these unproductive debates underscores how deeply 

implicated are concerns with women's status and idealistic notions of a nation's progress. 

Some of the best Western critiques of the Chinese woman as victim portrait have come 

from the field of anthropology (Teng 1996:125). For example, Margery Wolf showed how women 

in China wielded power in ways that were highly nuanced and not so obvious, particularly older 

mothers empowered by the Confiician femily structure (Women and the Family in Rural Taiwan 
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[1972)). Wolf stressed informal networks and unofficial channels of influence^ emphasizing 

women's agency which was previously imagined as nonexistent. Social historians and literary 

critics have also offered strong representations of women as agents (ibid). 

As I will discuss, ethnographic research in urban Yunnan reveals that despite the 

hegemony of discourses that question the morality of independent, career-minded women, many 

women are (1) focused on their careers, which are thought to provide self-esteem and meaning to 

their lives and (2) believe that earning an income is critical towards maintaining their independence. 

Yet at the same time, neo-Confucian ideals of femininity are incumbent upon these same career-

minded middle-class women. These gendered ideals have ironically reappeared with a vengeance 

after nearly thirty years of radical transformations under Mao Zedong. Mao and other Communist 

leaders had hoped to destroy all such forms of tradition. 

Historical Context 

Communist Polides: Grand Speeches, Little Change 

Patrilineal and patriarchal, Chinese society has traditionally denied women power. With the 

Communist victory in 1949 all power conflicts, whether between ethnic groups or between men and 

women, were reduced to class-based economic inequalities. The Communist policy was to find a way 

for oppressed classes to break the links of class domination. The Communist Party defined women as 

the oppressed gender and offered both concrete policies and idealistic propaganda meant to encourage 

women, as a class, to break the links of their domination. Yet, by defining women as an oppressed class 

and by defining for wcmen how they could overcome their subordination to a gjeat extent the Party co-

opted women's struggle for liberation. The Party-supported Women's Federation, for example, has 

always been assumed to have the same interests as the Party itself (Croll 1984). The Party's co-opticMi 

effectively clipped the wings of a truly grass-roots women's movement, deflating \^iiatever momentum 
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may have been generated fiom women's own aspirations. In the early years of the revolutiai wcHtien's 

subordination was viewed as a low priority, far less pressing than land reform, class stniggle and other 

socio-ecOTCwnictransfomiationsprivil^edbytheC(»mnunists(Wolf 1985:17-18). The message was 

clear "The natim had important business ahead and was not to be distracted by the selfish 

individualistic needs of unhappy WOTien" (ibid:21). In addition to the low priority of "women's issues.' 

the Marriage Law and other attempts to equalize the sexes often met with rural resistance, and cadres 

frequently did not have the political will to enforce policies that many men opposed (ibid:23). 

Furthermore, the Party has never called into question the one institution most central to women's 

oppression; patriarchy, specifically the naturalized gender hierarchy embodied in the patriarchal fonily. 

Despite exhortations fi'om the Party to end feudalistic practices, core belief r^arding the 

superiority of males and the inferiority of females seem little changed. In Yunnan, informants 

acknowledged the continuing influence of such belief by citing popular expressions like nanzun. mibei. 

or nanzhong. nuqing (both meaning "men are superior/prestigious/important, women are 

inferior/unimportant"). What happened after the reforms, which b^an in 1978, shows this hypothesis 

about "core beliefe" to be true. With less governmental amtrol, traditional attitudes about women have 

resurfeced, revealing how, as other social scientists have suspected, the deep structure of society has 

remained intact throughout the massive policy changes of the last 45 years (Potter and Potter 1990; Croll 

1984). 

The aforementioned limitatinns notwithstanding, the Party's policies did succeed in improving 

women's status on many finnts. Party leaders realized that for women to be able to rise through their 

own achievements they would have to enter the productive economy to gain some independence fix>m 

men. This was accomplished through women working outside the home for work points. Work points 

made women's contributions tangible, resulting in a new recognition and some independence, both of 
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which strengthened women's status, self-esteem aixl power within the &inily. Women were called upon 

to join the socialist transformation. Women entered the socialist eccmonw in numbers never seen before-

- their near-total inclusion was radical in comparison to developing and industrialized countries alike. 

In addition to changing structural positions, the Party also attempted to change traditional 

attitudes. Rather than working hard for one's &mily, the Party caUed on the people to work hard for the 

good of ail. Mao attempted to destroy all the vestiges of feudalism — the hierarchical order based on sex. 

age and seniority, and the pursuit of one's &mily interests above all else — and replace it with class-

consciousness and the creation of material equality. In addition, the Party hoped to eradicate traditional 

philosophies (Confucianism), religions (Buddhism and Taoism) and superstitions. Several campaigns 

stressed the importance of denouncing Confucianism, an ideology wiiich lay at the heart of feudal 

attitudes, including ideas of male supremacy. 

Women's position improved through new job opportunities woridng in the collectives,'" access 

to education, health care and other social services, and the expansion of l^al rights. Marriage laws 

attacked traditional social institutions. For example, the Marriage Law of 1950 granted women freedom 

of marriage and divorce as well as l^al rights to property and underage children (Andors 1983:22). Yet 

at the same time that these changes marked a new era for wcHnen, traditional attitudes within households 

continued to emphasize women's role as unpaid domestic caretakers. Women's working day became 

longer, as they were expected to simultaneously manage the home front and at the same time join in 

collective production. Women were asked to do the double duty common in the West, and their 

participation in the collective economy did not provide remuneration on par with men (Potter and Potter 

Collectives refers to the centralized control of agricultural and industrial management (Gao 1996:57-
58). Villages were organized into production teams. Management was sometimes so centralized that all 
fanners were to begin work in the fields on cue from the production team leader's whistle blow (ibid). 
Urban enterprises were all publicly owned, with production plans (and prices) determined by the central 
administration (ibid). All profits were returned to the state. 
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1990; 116; Croll 1984:39). On the phis side, being able to bring home a tangible contribution to the 

household in the form of work points added to women's self-esteem and position in the housdiold. (The 

domestic chores wcxnen had done all along were, as the Potters cfescribe it, "socially invisible" [Huang 

1990:68.]). On the n^ative side, being shunted into unskilled jobs and receiving less work points for the 

same job done by men, the message sent was that "wcsnen can do work, but not as weQ as men." 

Many justifications were offered for these discriminatory job assignments and lower work 

points for women. For example, the cadres viewed female participation in the collectives as inconsistent 

as die amount of labor they could onitribute cfepended on what housdiold duties they were responsible 

for (Andors 1983:60). Socially-oriented collectives, such as public dining halls cind nurseries sometimes 

alleviated household duties, mahling wcnnen to use their labor more competitively. These collective 

services were seen as the answer to the contradiction between women's participation in the public work 

force and household demands. However, the services had many problems (including the wage that had 

to be paid cooks, whereas cooking was previously an unpaid service in each household), and in tough 

economic times these collective services were the first to be disbanded. 

Most accounts of the collectives show that while participating in production outside the home 

and having that participation acknowledged through work points improved women's status, a 

discriminatory division of labor continued. Such discriminatory divisions arose fiom cultural 

assumptions about what was natural for men and women, and such essentialisms supported gender 

inequality in spite of the party's policy to equalize the sexes (Potter and Potter 1990:96). Cultural belief 

are often not consciously recognized, which helps explain the persistence of sexual discrimination even 

while public policy called for its end. 
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Post-1978 Reform Era: The Iron Rice Cracks 

Deng Xiaoping &vored individual material incentives over a commuoal work ethic. Under 

[Ceng's sweeping reforms, b^;un in 1978, the econcni^ has been liberalized and communal &rms 

devolved to the household resptHisibility system. Under the housdiold responsibility system, individual 

timing &milies lease land frcHn the local government, deciding for themselves what crops to grow and 

how much. In the cities, managers have gained more decision-making power over state-owned 

enterprises, administration has been simplified, and some profits are retained by successfiil enterprises 

(Gao 1996:69). The goals of both rxiral and urban reforms has been to promotes workers' incentives. 

Chinese leaders have assumed that these changes are gender neutral and would bring women, as well as 

men, increased job opportunities and increased income (Croll 1984:91; Judd 1994:14). The Chinese 

Communist Party believes that if women were unable to participate on an equal basis with men, this was 

due to the persistence of feudal ideology (Cioil 1984:7). However, in addition to traditional attitudes, 

structural and political constraints continue to undermine women's progress. For instance, the relations 

of production within the household have not been addressed by the reformists' (or the Maoists') policies. 

Women continue to do the bulk of the household labor, labor wiiich is not remunerated or acknowledged 

— instead it exists as an exploited subsidy in the econcnny. hi general, domestic work is not 

acknowledged as contributing to the household's survival to the same extent as cash income eamed 

through wage labor. 

The "iron rice bowl" refers to the comprehensive welfare system instimted by the Communists. Now 
partly dismantled under the economic reforms, it includes free medical care, public educatioa subsidized 
housing and. most importantly, guaranteed lifetime employment (Butterfield 1982:273). A professor 
offered this description: **If you are not overly ambitious and don't have any political troubles. life in 
China is pleasant, like living on a slow-moving conveyor belt. Everything is provided for you, you don't 
have to worry, and there is little pressure to make you hurry" (ibid:274). 
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Gender and Economics in the Reform Era 

The reforms of the 1980s and 1990s have contributed a rising contradiction: while 

disposable income is much higher for both urban and rural dwellers, socio-economic stratification 

has increased. Many wel&re programs have been reduced or eliminated and wage allocation is 

more flexible, which allows for increased income disparity (Davis 1989; Liu et al. 1995). In the 

transition from state employment to private entrepreneurship, women as a group seem to be lagging 

behind men. Women are under-represented in the higher status state sector and in the potentially 

much higher paid private sector, and over-represented in the generally lower paid and lower status 

collective sector. 

Workers in state enterprises (56 percent of all employed in 1989) have the highest status 

(Bian 1994). State workers also enjoy free medical care through national labor insurance and other 

welfare benefits including public housing, dining halls and sports facilities. Those employed by 

collective enterprises (35.8 percent) have lower status, and wages are tj^ically lower for the same 

type of work as state enterprises. Collective workers usually do not have insurance or other fringe 

benefits, although if money is available managers can increase wages with more freedom than is 

possible in the state sector. 

Individuals employed in private enterprises made up only 4.8 percent of the work force in 

1989 (and only 2.8 percent in Yunnan province in 1987, supporting Yunnan's reputation for being 

somewhat conservative by national standards). The percentage of private businesses is probably 

under-reported, perhaps by quite a bit. Many private entrepreneurs mask their identity by 

registering as a collective enterprise (Ikels 1996; 182). Entrepreneurs are assiuned to both under-

report earnings as a strategy of tax evasion and to maintain their generally higher incomes. 

Because of these assumptions officials pressure them to contribute to community projects, so they 
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will share their wealth (ibid). Private entrepreneurs must contend with various anxieties, including 

the possibility their business could suddenly be seized by the government (Gates 1991). Yet the 

wages of privately employed individuals are typically twice that of state woticers (Bian 1994). 

Continuing gender discrimination is clear in a breakdown of sector employment by gender (1988 

figures, Bian 1994): 

Table 1 
Sector Employment by Gender 

State 40 percent female 60 percent male 

Collective 64 percent female 36 percent male 

Private 38 percent female 62 percent male 

Women dominate in the sector with the lowest wages — collective enterprises. The wage gap is 

also largest in this sector, with men earning on average 13 percent more than women (Qian 1996). 

Since the reforms, the percentage of women employed in the more prestigious and better paid state 

sector has declined (Croll 1995). Fewer women than men have entered the lucrative private sertor, 

although once employed in this sertor, their wages appear to be practically equal to men's (Zhang 

1998; Qian 1996). As measured by salaries and bonuses, urban Chinese women generally poorer 

paying jobs than Chinese men (Loscocco and Bose 1998:92). Yet compared to women in other 

societies, capitalist and socialist, Chinese women enjoy relatively greater wage equality (ibid). 

Job security is as important to consider as wages. In the reform era, female employees 

have typically been among the first to be laid off. In 1992, it was estimated that of the 20 million 

laid ofiF or fired workers, 15 million were women (Croll 1995). The 1990 statistics for Dehong 

show that of 42,303 unemployed people (about 20 percent of the population), about two-thirds 
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were women.''' Generally, married women, older women, and women widi small children appear 

to be most at risk for losing their jobs.'' Croll notes that at one fectory when there was a not 

enough work to do all women over age 45 were expected to go home. Other cases of 

discrimination include an official retirement age for men of 60 while women are expected to retire 

at 50. Women are also commonly laid ofif after the birth of a child and never re-hired, or simply 

laid off when enterprises need to cut costs. 

Discrimination also exists in hiring practices. A perhaps unintended consequence of the 

reforms is that managers often have hiring practices that are extremely discriminatory towards 

women. Such discrimination is necessary, managers argue, to remain competitive (Pearson 1995). 

Reasoning that women are too much trouble because they need special services such as nurseries, 

or that women do not have skills or strength on par with men. managers engage in biased hiring 

policies with little or no interference from government authorities (Honig and Hershatter 1988). 

Managers discriminate against women by requiring female applicants to score twice as high as the 

minimum necessary for male applicants on entrance examinations, or by setting quotas requiring 

that the majority of new workers be men. For yoimg people in China today the wait for a job 

assignment may take up to three years (Kraus 1991). The majority' of those waiting for a job 

assignment are female: in 1992 70 percent of youth waiting for employment in urban areas were 

reportedly women (CroU 1995). For urban women, the market reforms have clearly had a 

disproportionately negative effect. 

All of this evidence leads to the conclusion that far from 'taking over' the job market, 

women have borne the brunt of the dislocations and market adjustments of liberalization, losing 

From the Luxi Coimty Annals. 1993. 
According to Chinese surveys, divorce, family violence and depression are all higher-than-normal in 

households where women have been laid off (Rosenthal 1998). 
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jobs and filing to find employment in much higher proportion than men. This raises the question; 

what might the fear that women are ^"taking over" be based on, if not reality? If women are not in 

fact competing neck and neck with men for scarce jobs (because of pervasive discrimination 

against women), then what other &ctors are behind the backlash against career-minded women? 

Contextualized interpretations of this question, including an increasingly high urban unemployment 

rate, are offered in Chapter 5. 

Paradoxes of Gender and Ideology 

...reality produces a wealth of the most bizarre combinations. 

Before introducing the main questions guiding this dissertation, I want to mention some of the 

broader paradoxes inherent in a study on gender. Scholars focus on gender find that they face 

several analytical dilemmas. One such paradox is that because inequality between women and men 

is universal, we tend to assimie that it must be based on some biological &ctor (Lorber 1994:6). 

But in terms of one of the most dramatic biological differences between the sexes, the fact that 

women alone have the ability to give birth should be a difference that gives women power. Judith 

Lorber notes succinctly that "this paradox is resolved if gender is conceptualized as a social 

institution often rooted in conflict over scarce resources and in social relationships" (ibid). Another 

paradox is that by focusing on gender we often find that the same gendered categories we wish to 

destablize instead become reified (Chow 1993). Chow criticizes the trend within cultural studies to 

describe cat^ories of difference (based on race, class or gender) in such a way that the categories 

are stabilized, rather than critically challenged through attention to diversity within the category or 

Antonio Gramsci. The Modem fr/'/ice (1971:200). Gramsci's comment here reminds us that dominate 
(and subordinate) ideologies take many forms, and are internally diverse. In addition, dominate and 
subordinate perspectives, far from occupying separate spheres, are in dialectical relationship to each other, 
thereby creating many paradoxes and contradictions. 
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other interpretative methods. Ironically, like the study of other forms of naturalized stratificatioQ, a 

focus on gender can problematically reinscribe the very distinctions and classifications that we 

wish to call into question (Gocek and Balaghi 1994:7; Mohanty 1991:71). 

Another paradox of gendered domination is that women often complicitly support 

patriarchal values, norms and practices.'̂  This particular paradox is not stirprising. Eiuneshed as 

it is in everyday life, developing an awareness of how we support (or how we might resist) 

dominant ideologies is difficult. As Eagleton queries; "How do we combat a power which has 

become the 'common sense' of a whole social order, rather than one which is widely perceived as 

alien and oppressive?" (1991:114). Despite the paradoxes and contradictions within the study of 

gender, it remains a critical area for analysis.'® One of my goals is to demystify the ideologies that 

make women's subordination appear "natural. '̂ 

Most broadly, the question driving this analysis centers on how on-going gender ideologies 

in-the-making are deployed so that the hierarchical status quo appears naturalized and legitimated. 

Ideologies, whether supportive of a dominant order or in opposition to it are typically open-ended, 

fiactured and contradictory. Social actors engage in a continual negotiation between dominant and 

subordinate ideologies, as they internalize, and reinvent, dominant perspectives (Eagleton 

1991 ;45). I use the term ideology primarily to refer to beliefe v^ch l^itimate hierarchical social 

relations, specifically beliefe which reproduce gender-based power differences. My second use of the 

term ideology refers to the use of culturally-mediated trop)es, such as "woman," to symbolize and 

Yet another paradox of critical analyses of gender is the conunon implicit assumption that there is some 
'"authentic self underneath the myths and social conventions of our gendered identities. If we have some 
real self underlying our social roles and social identities, what would it be based on? Something 
biological? Something mystical? 
"The need for more engaged analyses of gender in contemporary U.S. society is also great — the paucity 
of public discourse on gender relations in the U.S. is stunning. 
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comment cm scxnai anxieties and desires. In both ofthese senses, I explore the complex links between 

gender ideologies and (1) socio-economic changes since the reforms. (2) Communist Party ideology, (3) 

nationalism and, (4) the use of women as symbols, particularly as symbols of modernity and progress. 

Analysis of these networks of discourse reveals that gender has many dialogical dimensions (Bakhtin 

1981), such as the phenomenon of performing gender to make a statement about something else. 

Ambiguities and Contradictions 

There was a man who liked to go out a lot. drink and visit prostitutes. This playboy finally got 
married. After his wedding night, he woke up hungover and told his firiends: "I really messed 
up. Last night I was confitsed and I paid my wife 100 yuan. " 

"What a loser. " said his fiiends, "now your wife knows what a playboy you were. " 
"There s something even worse. " said the man. "she gave me 50yuan in change. "" 

I m the boss of my wife! (laughs) No. I don't control her. she's free. She works for a 
private enterprise, at seven at night she's still working.-" 

Dominant ideologies must be continually recreated and reaffirmed. Yet dominant 

ideologies are never completely reproduced in identical ^hion, and their effects are distinctly 

uneven. Such schisms are the source of the ambiguities and paradoxes surrounding gender 

ideologies and gendered practices in contemporary Yunnan. The jokes above illustrate this 

phenomenon and provide a taste of the kinds of questions with which I am confronted. How do 

received ideologies continue to underpin gender norms, and to what extent are such norms 

changing? What contradictions surfece between the growing commercialization of urban life in 

Yuiuian and the reproduction (or disruption) of neo-Confiician gender norms? What schisms 

emerge between social practice (i.e., the increasingly common e?dstence of female entrepreneurs) 

and ideology? Do independent career women exhibit pragmatic adaptations to a contradictory 

Popular joke in Mangshi, Yuiuian, as related to me by Wang Fushaiu October, 1996. 
^ A lawyer in Mangshi. joking about his relationship with his wife, who frequently works overtime for a 
private enteq)rise (getihu). M^h. 1997. 
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social field"' that allows for their economic independence while chastising them for not being 

feminine enough? 

A movement towards greater autonomy for women appears to be taking place in China, 

judging from some economic and social indicators.' From certain vantage points, the perceived 

empowerment of women constitutes an alarming threat to the status quo. A symbolic backlash, 

evident in popular magazines as well as in everyday commentary, challenges women's efforts to 

gain independence. ^ Journalists and everyday people, for e?{ample, comment critically on the 

"strong woman" {ml qiang ren), a woman perceived to be especially powerful in the business 

world or in academics. The characteristics of this strong woman, described as unfiling, lonely, 

and neglectful of her &mily, are discussed as self-evident. 

The issues 1 discuss are multi-dimensional and require attention to various interpretations. 

For example, media portrayals of men as becoming weak or fi^le may be interpreted in several 

ways. On the one hand, male complaints in the media that they have become '"weak" or "fragile" 

speak to how men feel threatened by women's growing economic independence. The image of 

weak men, 1 will argue in Chapter 5. is part of a backlash meant to maintain male dominance and 

female subordination. Women are said to threaten men with their "unnatural ambitions."' The 

implication is that unless women retreat and abide by certain feminine norms, men will become 

I use the term social Held to connote the heterogeneous discourses through which power is dispersed, 
discourses which are in continual dialectical flux. 
^ The empirical indicators that women's autonomy may be growing include the increasing divorce rate 
(most divorces are initiated by women), young women's parity in institutions of higher learning (Rubiee 
1998). and wage parity among female and male woricers in the joint venture and foreign sector (Qian 
1996). More important than these perhaps not commonly known statistics, however, is the perception 
that women are becoming increasingly empowered and autonomous. 
^ In the conte.\t of 1980s semi-urban Malaysia. Aihwa Ong (1987) has written about similar phenomenon 
in which working women become the symtralic focus of certain anxieties; in the Malaysia context these 
were anxieties surrounding rapid cultural change. Ong argues that at stake are (1) external 
representations of gender roles and (2) the self-constitution of identity (1987:8). 
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disempowered and the social and &mily order disrupted. 

In the context of high urban unemployment and anxiety over job securi^. women appear 

to be scapegoats, although in reality women are firequently discriminated against in the job market. 

Consideration of this backlash reveals how talk of "strong women" and "weak men" actually 

reasserts normative limits on women's behavior. Ultimately, however, we must go beyond political 

analyses to consider how men's perceived fiailties and the nascent men's movement in China also 

reflects the personal pain and social pressures men experience. Men face personal and economic 

crises, such as divorce and job lay-offs, but are socialized not to express fear or despair. 

At this jimcture of history, it is clear that women are held up as the main scapegoat for 

men's fears. Interpretation of this phenomenon has drawn the attention of literary critics, such as 

Lu Tonglin (1995). Lu argues that the reaffirmation of patriarchy seems partly a response to a 

male inferiority complex, which is in turn linked to the absence of moral certainty.'̂  A gaping 

ideological vacuum (the Communist Party has lost nearly all legitimacy), Lu says, as well as 

growing nationalistic sentiments, provide a political envirorunent ripe for the creation of an 

imagined Other to serve as scapegoat. In China, Lu argues that "Other" is womea^ 

The reproduction of hegemonic systems are always historically situated. Beyond 

nationalistically-inspired misogyny such as Lu investigates, I also consider how the reemergence of 

Confucian gender norms serves as a political idiom to counter the dehumanizing aspects of the 

Cultural Revolution. Similarly, I suggest that the resurgence of pre-revolutionary gender norms 

This moral crisis is also charaaeristic of other post-socialist societies, including many countries in 
Eastern Europe. See Gender Politics and Post-Communism: Reflections from Eastern Europe and the 
Former Soviet Union. N. Funk and M. Mueller, eds.. 1993 and Women's Glasnost vs. Naglost: Stopping 
Russian Backlash. Tatyana Mamonova, 1994. 

Nationalistic sentiments appear to be linked to misogyny and the "women as scapegoat/women as 
emblem" phenomenon in other societies, as well. 
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are also part of a liberatory impulse on the part of both women and men, struggling to invent 

gratifying identities in the context of rapid social change. The idioms I am concerned with are 

complex, taking hybrid forms, and mixing different linguistic consciousnesses in a network of 

referential meaning (Bakhtin 1981). The dialogic relationships between the state's authoritative 

(yet not always unified) discourse, the often cynical and critical views of the Chinese people, 

commercialized idioms and other points of view are a constant challenge to sort out. 

On a more quotidian level, socialization among peers and between elders and youth 

continues to normalize behavior and self-presentation along traditional gender lines, as I discuss in 

Chapter 4. Traditional ideals women were expected to embody include qualities such as 

••gentleness '̂ and '•carefulness." I recognize that "tradition" is a problematic term, as it suggests a 

simplification of complex realities. Yet, it is necessary concept; in fact, mdispensable for this 

study. Following Hudson (1994; 125), 1 use the word tradition to refer to conceptions of gender 

that are characterized as natural and socially necessary, and which are uninformed by any 

empancipatory critiques of gender hierarchies. 

In this dissertation, I am particularly interested in how women help reproduce the status 

quo that oppresses them. ••Traditional" role expectations, critical viewpoints and views that 

reflected Party propaganda all emerged when relatively independent women described their lives as 

women and their dreams, as I show in Chapter 3. In this chapter I ask how individual women 

incorporate, or resist, contemporary gender belief. I also consider how women are expected to 

embody certain feminine norms through their self-presentation. As a dialogic response to the 

dominant perspective that women's improved status in contemporary China is self-evident, the 

discourse of women in Yunnan on one level reveals how hegemonic realities are reproduced. Yet 
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these women also spoke with subtly critical double-voices,^ suggesting that both an internal 

dialogue with themselves as well as certain ironic intentions also animated their perspectives. 

As multi-&ceted and divided as China is. certain cultural &ctors seem broadly 

characteristic of urban society. Many observers have commented on the moral vacuiun apparent 

after the tragedies of the Cultural Revolution and, more recently, Tiananmen. Clear role models 

have not emerged in post-Mao China. While the possibility of material wealth beckons, many 

urban adults are demoralized, struggling to find a new identity in the context of e?ctremely rapid 

socio-cultural change. Asonejoumalistputit: "Values have become so pluralistic that they make 

people dazzled and confused. The old orders have been thrown into confusion'' (Ding 1996). 

Some commentators suggest that married relationships provide a safe and nourishing harbor amidst 

these confusing changes. Special emphasis is placed on the quality of married relations, although 

in practice the expectations women and men have of each other as spouses appear to be somewhat 

contradictory. In Chapter 6 I consider the paradoxical changes and commentary surrounding 

marriage and sexuality, and Journalists' attention to psychology as a tool for increasing the 

"quality" of one's relationships. 

In the context of rapid cultural change, moral behavior and standards of what it means to 

be a ^"good" person have become particularly loaded with cultural significance. In China, one 

common yet powerful way to demonstrate one's morality is through acting out gendered 

expectations of behavior, through, for example, being the heroic and powerful breadwirmer, or the 

gentle and conscientious homemaker. While these models do exist, so do other contradictory 

models and practices, as I show in the chapters to follow. The politics of identity cannot be 

reduced to singular choices or frames of reference — and female/male are not the only relevant 

See Bakhtin 1981:337-39 
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categories. Distinctions between minority/Han, the EastMie West, working-class/middle-class and 

between generations are also critical. For instance, in multi-ethnic Yuiman minority women as the 

Other has multiple symbolic fimctions. Some of the contours of this internal Orientalism are 

addressed in the next chapter. 1 also discuss my own journey towards understanding the politics of 

identity in Dehong, as 1 became both sensitized to their meaning and a willing (or sometimes 

unwilling) player in their embodied performance. 
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2 

THE FLAVOR OF YUNNAN: ETHNOGRAPHIC 
RESEARCH IN THE BORDERLANDS 

I begin this chapter by sketching in the contours of commercialized local identities that 

invoke Dehong's image as a trade-friendly frontier area where sexualized "minorities'' add 

"flavor." The aimiversary celebrations for revered Communist Party hero Zhou Enlai, held in 

October of 1996, enable me to discuss the commercial nature of local image-making in more detail. 

1 move from local identities to the question of my position as an American researcher working in 

China. A consideration of how China and America are perceived from each others shores 

destablizes any notions of "objectivity" in the project of cross-cultural anthropology. 

Within a given national location we find it expedient to look abroad for certain symbols, 

symbols which construct Other realities that in turn help us construct who we are, as gendered 

citizens of particular nation-states. I use the word symbol here to mean a politically loaded image 

or category that has an indexical relationship with a particular culture or society, i.e., the image of 

out-of-control prostitution as a symbol of post-Mao China.' Similar to other relational concepts, 

like "female" vs. "nude," nations and ethnicities define themselves in part through representations 

of the Other (Parker et al. 1992:5). In the transnational context, symbols of the Other rely on 

powerful preconceptions which, like a magnifying mirror, distort the gaze looking out/looking in. 

Paradoxically, the mirror of the Other also provides at once a projection of what the Self lacks, as 

^ This symbol touches on several themes relating to current social transformations in China; the 
fetishization of gender differences, specifically the fetishization of women as sexual objects: the growing 
commercialization of social interactions: and the inability of the government to control the lifestyle 
choices of uibanites. 
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well as legitunating the superiority of the Self by virtue of what the Other lacks. The complex 

nature of these stereotypes about the Other as constituted in Yunnan is the subject of the first half 

of this chapter. 

When I arrived in Dehong in 1996,1 found that local ofiBcials were, no doubt partly in 

response to negative national and international reporting about the area, hypersensitive about the 

region's notoriety as a hot spot for drug use and AIDS. Meanwhile, cultural teachers were 

generally sensitive about how discussions of women's status in China reflected on China's level of 

development. The theme of China's changing national identity and status was fi^equently a subtext 

of my interactions with cultural teachers, revealing how intermingled are issues related to self-

presentation, ideology and the dialectic between national and personal identity. National symbols 

of China as victim and the Communist Party as savior, for example, reverberate in other 

ideologically-laden discourse, including discourse about changing gender roles. Finally, this 

chapter includes an on-the-ground discussion of the kinds of daily interactions I had with cultural 

teachers. 

The Flavor of Dehong 

Although Mangshi is culturally and politically rather conservative, the attitudes of local 

people are in many ways outward-looking. Among the middle-class Han* Chinese I interacted with 

the most, interest in foreign countries^ runs high. Many people I met in Mangshi had traveled to 

Kurmiing; some had lived there for some time working or studying. Furthermore, there was a 

general acceptance of cultural differences, at least on a superficial level, which local people 

^ Han refers to people who ethnically identify as "Chinese." 
^ Mangshi residents visited Biuma on day trips. Thailand is another a tourist destination growing in 
popularity among Kunming residents — Aust^a and the U.S. were also (usually unattainable) desirable 
destinations. 
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sometiines explained by reference to the high number of non-Han peoples living in the area. One of 

the first things that struck me about Mangshi was how, in the generally easy-going ambiance of 

Yunnan, people in this frontier region seemed even more relaxed, more suibian* 

Early in my stay, when I remarked to my new friends on the easy-going atmosphere of 

Mangshi that 1 found so refiieshing, they would firequently explain this as a consequence of the mix 

of peoples living in the region. The standard expression for this was that "[here we] have the 

flavor of the nationalities,*'minzu de weidao. a characteristic that was associated with the 

relaxed, unhurried pace of life in sub-tropical Mangshi. This expression, you minzu de weidao. 

when spoken by Han residents (members of the ethnic minorities I spoke with never used the 

expression), implies local pride in the diversity of cultures in the area, as well evoking a subtle 

subordination of ethnic minorities. Minorities add "flavor," which implies that their presence in the 

area has value mainly as a form of enjoyment, and as something which can be, literally and 

figuratively, consumed. Han (and other visitors) can "consume" the "flavor" of the minority 

cultures through eating minority food, or looking at women wearing traditional clothes, or watching 

cultural performances.^ 

24 different ethnic nationalities (besides the majority Han Chinese) make up 30 percent of 

Yurman's total population of 37 million. Many are transnational groups, and many live in the 

mountainous areas of the province. From the perspective of well-to-do Chinese who enjoy 

traveling, Yunnan's large variety of ethnic groups makes the province an attractive vacation 

destination. Dai-dominated and tropical Xishuangbanna in southem Yunnan is one of the &vored 

* A polyvalent e.\pression. suibian might be generally glossed as similar to the English colloquialism 
•^whatever." 
® Or. as Sandra Hyde (1998) notes for Jinghong, capital of Xishuangbaima. through "consuming" "Dai" 
women prostimtes. who more often than not are actually Han women &om Sichuan or Guizhou posing as 
Dai women. 
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destiiiations.^ Yunnan officials and business leaders usually promote the province as a mecca for 

ethnic minority tourism with images of minority women in particular—provocative "candid"' 

photographs of semi-nude Dai women bathing in a river are among the most common seen in 

brochures and magazine articles promoting travel to the region. Variations on this particular image 

of'"Dai women bathing in the river" exemplify how ethnic minority women are eroticized as well 

as exoticized. 

From the perspective of goverrunent administrators keen to industrialize all of China, 

Yunnan's nationalities represent more of a problem as they are seen as under-educated peoples 

who do not make full use of their lands. As Han anthropologist Fei Xiaotong put it, "the Han has a 

large population while the minorities have land, each a perfect complement to the other" (1982:82). 

'"It is fitting that the two enter into an exchange," another Han scholar notes, "with the minority 

areas supplying the needed raw materials for &ctories in the Han areas to process" (Yin 

1985:109). From this Han point of view beyond their "entertainment value" minority cultures are 

not valuable in their own right. The disregard or even contempt with which some Han view 

minority cultures was apparent in Yunnan, where subtle and not-so-subtle discrimination against 

non-Han was common. Casual discrimination against non-Han seemed commonplace in Mangshi. 

One afternoon as I sat eating my lunch at a street-side restaurant a Dai woman pushing a wooden 

cart asked for directions. (Many Dai women walk to Mangshi city from outlying hamlets, pushing 

large carts as they sell or buy goods at the markets.) The Han proprietess scowled at the Dai 

woman and waved her on with a dismissive bu xiaode. "I don't know." 

In and around Mangshi city itself the main minority group in residence are the Dai, who 

indeed seem to be a subordinated group insofar as they seem almost exclusively devoted to 

® Sandra Hyde (1998) reports that 1.5 million tourists visit Xishuangbanna every year. 
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agricultural work, which provides for an income level lower by half compared to the lowest paid 

city jobs. Most Dai study through only six years of grade school. In the table below, we see that 

compared to the Han proportionally far fewer Dai continue on to Junior High, High School or 

University. The following statistics should be read with caution, as state bureaucrats have been 

known to compile figures with an eye to fiilfillii^ preconceived notions, or generating numbers that 

make their work unit/area look best. It should also be noted in interpreting the following table, that 

while the non-Han percentage of the population in Luxi County is 51 percent, in Mangshi city their 

numbers are much smaller. 

Table 2 

Number Graduating/10,000 Graduating 
1990 Luxi County' 

Ethnic Group 
(% of 
population) 

Total Population University High School Junior High Grade School 

Han 49.0% 146,375 143 781 1468 3336 
Dai 37.0% 107,907 25 187 494 4586 
Jingpo 8.0% 24,945 40 393 1157 3751 
De'ang 2.7% 8,153 18 90 343 2827 
Lisu .09% 2,646 72 544 824 2959 
A'chang .05% 1,530 222 1013 837 2693 

Source: Luxi County Annals 1993. 

The Dai people's emphasis on agriculture as well as their relatively low level of participation in the 

(Han run) school system seem to be Dai strategies of resistance against assimilation by the Han. 

This resistance to "outsiders" was something I felt very keenly in my interactions with Dai people, 

and was a factor in my decision not to pursue a comparative Han-Dai study as originally plaimed.^ 

^ Laxi County is the subunit of Dehong that includes Mangshi, capital of Dehong. 
° Most Dai I interacted with were superficially quite friendly, but beyond that regarded me with great 
suspicion and disinterest. Beyond this barrier of trust, maiQr more Dai women than I had anticipated 
seemed to be monolingual Dai speakers. While other researchers working with minority nationalities in 
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Considering the wave of reform-minded Han who have flooded into the area after 1949, assmning 

positions of power and cultural authority previously held by Dai, I could hardly blame the Dai I 

met (and even the individuals I befiiended) for keeping me at a guarded distance. 

The Dehong Dai Jingpo Autonomous Region in western Yunnan was officially opened to 

non-Chinese travelers in 1990. A subtropical monsoon area bordering Myanmar, the area is home 

to large nimibers of "minorities." I use the term "minorities''' with quotes for several reasons. 

First, until relatively recently (beginning in the 1960s) the so-called national minorities (xiaoshu 

minzhu) made up the vast majority of the population in Dehong (as well as in other areas of 

Yunnan only recently settled by the Han, if at all). Currently the Han are the majority of Mangshi 

city. 

Through conversations with older Han residents, I foimd that the stereot>pes they had of 

the region before they or their families migrated there included images of Dehong as a wild frontier, 

a backwards place where one could expect great hardships. Job assignments to do Party-led 

"minority work" was the reason why some of the older residents I met originally came to Dehong. 

"Minority work" entailed working for the Party to help convince non-Chinese residents that the 

Party was there to better their lives and should not be feared. Thousands of Dai and other long-

term non-Chinese residents of the region had fled to Burma after the Communists moved into the 

area. (See Appendix I for more information on Han settlement after the revolution). The various 

nationalities of the area also gave Dehong an appealing image for at least some migrants. One 

older woman I interviewed moved to Mangshi in 1966 with her family during Cultural Revolution. 

China have used interpreters in this situation, not being able to speak directly to potential cultural teachers 
runs against my belief in the centrality of language as a site for understanding and interpreting social 
phenomena. Faced with these barriers and a difGcult political situation (described further on). I largely 
abandoned my previous hopes to work on a comparative study. 
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She recounts; "I came here when I was twelve years old. I was excited to come to a place with so 

many minorities. At that time Mangshi had just one main road." Local intelligentsia generally 

express a positive view of the large numbers of non-Han in the area. I was told by college-

educated people who grew up in Mangshi that Dehong and especially Ruili are best considered as 

"one place, two coimtries'' in reference to heavy Dai and Burmese influences. 

From a Han perspective these stereotypes from the 1950s and 1960s, both positive and 

negative, continue to the present. For example, "frontier allowances" are given to state workers in 

Dehong, compensation for living in a "backwards" area, where the quality of education and other 

amenities is perceived to be low. These allowances do not seem to account for much monetarily 

speaking (one, a "cold drink allowance" for the hot simuner months, is only 10 yuan a month), but 

ihey do symbolize a holdover from the days when Dehong was seen as an uncivilized frontier.' 

Dehong also has a reputation as a good place to do business. One of the friendliest government 

workers I met was a driver for a state woric unit, Wu Yimin. Wu came to the area in the late 

1970s, having migrated with his wife from far-away Shandong province because of perceived 

business opportunities. 

The degree to which images of "minorities" in the area have been exoticized as highly 

sensual sometimes startled me. One dance and musical performance I attended (staged in the 

town's only movie theater) featured women dressed in modified Jingpo dress (the skirts, falling 

g 
See C.Y. Lee's colonialist tale of his tenure as a secretary to a "Sawbwa" (leader) of the Dai in Mangshi 

in the 1940s. When offered the position Lee hesitated to "^go into the jungles on the disease infested 
China-Burma border to work with the primitive tribes" (19S8;3). To his surprise he finds that Mangshi 
was small Utopia... endowed with rich valleys and rolling hills.... The rice fields extend for miles like 
soft green velvet carpets, dotted here and there by huge banyans and tall and slender papaya trees; beyond 
the hills mountains rise into strips of haze in the deep blue semitropical sky. The red Buddhist temples 
peek from behind clusters of bamboo'' (ibid:4). Yet he notes that Manshi was still ''rather primitive, 
inhabited by the fim-loving Shans [the Dai], the wild Kachins and a few other minor mountain tribes who 
still use bows and arrows for hunting" (ibid:5). 
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several inches above the knee, were much shorter than they would be traditionally). They opened 

their dance number with a slow, riiythmic drum beat playing and in low light that cast long 

shadows behind them. Moving their arms up and down as if pounding wheat, they undulated their 

hips suggestively. I wondered that no one seemed perturbed by such an overtly sexual portrayal of 

a "Jingpo dance.*^ This dance was performed during an important event that was celebrated on 

December 14, 1996: The Fortieth Anniversary of Zhou Enlai's visit to Dehong. The way this 

event was celebrated illustrates well both the commercialism of Mangshi as well as the gendered 

uses made of "minority cxiltures." 

Commercialism and Image-Making on tiie Border 

The Anniversary celebrations were part of a series of efforts the city of Mangshi made 

during the time I lived there (and no doubt continues to make) to publicize the area in a positive 

light. Many government and business representatives from Kunming and Burma, as well as a 

legion of Kunming print and broadcast journalists, were invited to attend. Whether financed by 

drug money or not, it is clear that the leaders of Mangshi (and of Dehong — Mangshi is the capital) 

were aiming to make a name for the city, and to take control of images of the area created for wider 

consumption. The overarching goal of this event seemed to center on a desire to attract conunerce. 

Since the region became open to outside trade in 1990 (much of such trade is with Burma), the 

economy appears to have grown at an astonishing rate — nearly thousand percent (see Appendix 1 

for more information). 

Regional Party leaders seemed to place maintaining this phenomenally high growth at the 

top of their agenda. One wonders if the Anniversary celebrations were not also motivated by the 

hopes of ofBcials who want to avoid the negative reputation Ruili has garnered as a place primarily 
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known for prostitution, AIDS and drug use. The main event held to celebrate the Anniversary was 

a two-hour long performance by hundreds of amateur dancers and work units. The venue was the 

centrally-located sports stadium, The People's Square.'' Besides the hundreds of dancers and 

other performers in brightly colored costumes, the field was marked with a huge wooden cube 

painted oa all sides with a portrait of Zhou Enlai and long red barmers that streamed down from 

huge heliimi balloons. 

At first I thought the banners might have been quotes from Premier Zhou. In &ct they 

were all advertisements: "Luxi: The Source for Border Trade." ^"Golden Phoenix Jade and Fine 

Gems," "High QuaUty Ladies' Fashion House," "New World Advertising Company." Premier of 

China under Mao, Zhou Enlai is not only the highest-ranking Party leader to ever visit Dehong, but 

he is also genuinely revered among older Chinese for his attempts to soften some of Mao's harsher 

policies during the Cultural Revolution. Old film footage of Zhou visiting the region and walking 

with a Burmese leader (wearing a distinctive turban) were shown fi-equently on the news in the 

days preceding the anniversary celebration. However, at the main event itself, during the hour of 

speeches that preceded the performances, very httle said about Zhou Enlai. The emphasis was on 

trade and the importance of good relations between China and Burma. The intended audience 

appeared to be not nostalgic Party members, but rather trade-fiiendly Burmese leaders and the 

large contingent of journalists and cameramen. 

In the context of the whole event minority cultures, through the medium of rather lifelessly 

performed dances, were clearly being exploited for commercial purposes. Beyond a few hundred 

local spectators, the dances were primarily intended for the cameras which were recording it all for 

later consimiption throughout the province, and perhaps even nationally. The aggressiveness of the 

cameramen on the field was itself quite striking. The ''voracious domestic consiunption" of 
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"minority"' cultures that Schein has described for the 1980s (1997:70) appears nnahatpH 

For me, the events associated with the Anniversary highhghted the image Dehong and 

Mangshi wanted sent through the airwaves: a place where commercial interests are welcomed, and 

officially-sanctioned sexuality [preferably young — and Other) make doing business that much 

more "flavorful."' The dancers, many of whom traveled from outlying hamlets, practiced for many 

days before the performance, although they were paid but a pittance to portray their various 

nationality groups through their dances and costumes (a Lisu fnend said she was paid 20 yuan a 

day, or about 2 and a half dollars). Schein found that certain class and gender asymmetries 

typically structure this kind of Han/non-Han encounter, in which "minorities," usually represented 

by rural women, perform for "male urban sophisticates" (1997:70). 

Why are urban sophisticates so attracted to minority performances? In part, such 

performances seem to represent an authentic tradition that helps define national identity. China 

appears to be in an age of cultural fi^fell. Rampant cynicism and distrust of the state, along with 

increasing influence from the West and rapid cultural change, have resulted in a destabilization of 

social norms and identity. In this context "ethnic" cultures seem to fill a nostalgic longing for 

something Past, something authentic about the Chinese nation-state (Schein 1997; Zhou 1998). In 

an interesting parallel to Western scholars/colonizers conquering Asia by sv-mbolically rendering 

her female, thus "seductive, mysterious, fecxmd, devious, and vulnerable,"'" urban Chinese men 

seem to in&ntilize and fetishize minority women. 

Another way in which the value of "Han culture" is often shored up in the media is through 

particular images of foreign visitors. Feature articles on foreign students (and less often, of 

tourists), are ubiquitous in magazines, newspapers and television shows. In the postcolonial 

As Gyan Prakash sums it up in "Orientalism Now." in History and Theory, 1995, 34(3). pp. 199-212. 
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context, an obvious subtext underljdng media images of foreign visitors to China could be 

paraphrased as "foreigners respect our culture so much that they travel here to experience it first

hand." Perhaps it was fitting in the context of the ^"coming of age" celebration that day in Mangshi 

that Dehong T.V. came to interview me, the token foreigner, sitting in the stands." The reporter 

asked what I thought about the performance and about Zhou Enlai. A willing partner in this image 

production, I said something innocuous about the "minority dances" and the kindness I had heard 

Zhou Enlai was revered for. My presence in Dehong, as docimiented by the local television 

station, indexed it as a place interesting enough to draw a foreign tourist.'* 

Transnational Gazes: Looking Out/Looking In 

Within China, the country's Southwest region is generally viewed as an underdeveloped 

backwater. Far from the cultural and political centers of Eastern China, the Southwestern border 

provinces (Yunnan, Sichuan, Guizhou and Guangxi) are thought to be economically, and to some 

extent culturally, backward. According to the dominant Han worldview, the borderlands of China 

where many non-Han live (and the minority peoples themselves), are culturally, politically and 

economically marginal. This marginalization is complexly interwoven with Han Chinese 

"civilizing projects" which have typically feminized and infantilized minority peoples and regions 

(Harrell 1995). 

While in Yunnan I mainly interacted with Han Chinese (who make up 70 percent of the 

Watching myself later on television was a revelation. To begin with, after three and a half months in 
Mangshi. I had forgotten how odd my Caucasian features must appear. But even more striking were the 
animated facial expressions I used as I talked to the reporter. Compared to the calm, motionless faces 
around me. it seemed that I had some sort of facial tic. an uncontrollable urge to move my eyebrows up 
and down. Embodied differences which I had been mostly unaware of until that time were made 
startlingly clear as I watched myself reflected in the television. 

In fact, the television crew knew from other events that I was not a tourist Perhaps they wished to 
portray me as a tourist as this role would be more expected and was more in line with one of the goals of 
the entire Zhou Enlai anniversary event; to promote commerce and tourism to the area. 
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province's population). Here in the U.S. when menticning to Chinese friends (most hail fnim the 

big Eastern coastal cities) that I did my research in Yunnan, they usually assume that I must have 

worked with "minorities,"' or non-Han peoples. When I note that I actually worked with Han 

Chinese, Chinese friends and colleagues often want to know next how Yunnan is "different" from 

the rest of China, what "special characteristics" it has, and how will I account for those differences 

in my dissertation. For me, my fhends* comments underscore how provinces like Yunnan are 

exoticized and marginalized in the national imagination. To some extent it seems that it is not 

possible in the on-going story of China as a modernizing nation-state for places like Yunnan to be 

very similar to Guangzhou, Beijing, or Shanghai. Yuiman, with its poverty (although concentrated 

in certain rural areas) and its "backwards," exotic minorities (although the majority of the 

population is Han) is a necessary slate upon which the scientific and civilizing project of the 

Communist state can depend for its own moral justification.'̂  That is not to say that the 

perception of Yunnan as in need of some state assistance is entirely baseless — over half the 

counties in Yunnan are classified as poor, and in^t mortality is high compared to other provinces 

in China''' (Watson 1996:15). What I want to draw attention to here is the "internal 

Orientalism"' - that characterizes stereotypes of "minorities" in China, and by extension, regions 

where large numbers of minorities live. 

Historically, early Han administrators from the East referred to assignments in '"wild" 

(yeman), remote and hard-to-reach Yunnan as "eating Yimnan bitterness," chi Yunnan ku (ibid:2). 

Lucian Pye points out that the necessity of legitimizing political power through moral superiority has 
continued into the post-Mao political climate (1988; 103). 

Infant mortality was 56/1000 in Yunnan in 1992. compared to 20/1000 on average in China in 1986 
(Watson 1996:15). 

See Louisa Schein's "Gender and Internal Orientalism in China," for a e.\cellent discussion of such 
stereotypes and certain (Han and Miao) crises of identity based on her fieldwork in Guizhou. In Modem 
China 23 (l):69-98. 
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Recently Yunnan has also garnered a reputation as a somewhat "dangerous" place where drug 

trafficking and AIDS'̂  are rife. Beyond the borders of China, Western journalists have also 

focused on the issues of drugs, HTV and prostitution in China and in Yunnan as a titillating angle 

for stories about the "new"' China. Drug trafficking is a major problem Chinese authorities now 

fece.'" 

Yet while Mangshi is one of the main entry points for drugs shipped from Burma through 

China and beyond, this distinction is not readily visible in the everyday life of this medium-sized 

prefectural capital. The drug-fiieled economy was generally prosperous (unlike many other 

Chinese cities today, where unemployment is as high as 25 percent), and expensive foreign cars 

were occasionally seen on the streets of Mangshi, but otherwise the effects of the drug trade 

seemed largely hidden for those not in drug-dealing or drug-using circles. 

While the issue of drugs appeared largely hidden, there are some exceptions. One very 

public sign serves as a warning for would-be smugglers. Government-maintained bulletin boards 

line one block on a city street. Many people pass by these bulletin boards on a given day. Within 

the display cases are mug shots of women and men. The accompanying description reveals that 

these people are convicted drug smugglers who will be sentenced to prison or frequently to death. 

In an article on STDs and AIDS in the Beijing Review, for example, the staff writer reports; "Yunnan 
has the most AIDS victims of any of China's provinces. The sever^ hundred infected caught it through 
taking drags" (Wei: 1993:42). The Beijing Review consists of articles translated into English, based on 
articles published in the Chinese version. It is a state-run publication, hence largely represents the 
^vemment's perspecti\'e on the issues. 

Between 1991 and 1994. Chinese authorities seized an estimated 14 tons of heroin (Li 1995), or an 
average of 4.6 tons a year during this period. This compares with, for example, the 1.6 tons of heroin 
confiscated by all U.S. federal agencies in one year (1993). After heroiru opium is the second most 
common drug shipped through China, and marijuana is third (9.7 tons and 3.1 tons, respectively, were the 
reported amounts of heroin and opium seized during 1991-1994). Heroin is called "number four" (si 
hao), named after the purest grade of heroin produced in laboratories in Burma, opium is known as 
yapian and marijuan dama. The reported price of heroin in Dehong was about 3,000 yuan ($375) for 100 
grams. 
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Since 1990 the punishment for conviction of smuggling 1,000 or more grams of opium, or 50 or 

more grams of heroin, is death'* (Li 1995; 13). As Zhou notes, the most noteworthy aspect of the 

current anti-drug campaign is the "^massive use of state violence" (1998; 1). 

Most of the people in Mangshi, and all of the people I interacted with on a regular basis, 

have little knowledge of and little or no experience with the underground culture of drug dealers 

and users in the area. Yet even so, it is striking how often Chinese journalists write about Yunnan 

in relation to drug trafficking. Similarly striking is how often Western journalists write about drug 

trafRcking and prostitution in China, although these phenomena are not necessarily pressing issues 

from the perspective of urban Yunnanese people. Within China the focus on Yuiman and drugs 

constructs a dangerous and illicit internal Other. Meanwhile, Western accoimts comment on the 

perceived side effects of China^s experience with modernity, with an eye towards deflating the 

dangerous "dragon" that China's growing economy/population represents. 

One of the powerful stereotypes some Chinese journalists and state officials in particular 

routinely invoke views Westerners/Americans as morally degenerate, and the Chinese population 

as uniformly moral. It would appear that the stereotype of morally bereft Westerners is only 

bolstered by American films and television shows. Such shows air almost nightly on various 

nationcil television statiora, revealing Westerners to be as an almost unbelievably sex-obsessed and 

violent people. The perceived low moral development of Americans and of Westerners is 

important to keep in mind. It relates to the perception that Western people, ideas and material 

goods are morally polluting, endangering China's presimied moral sanctity. According to this 

See Dcels (1996:39-41) for a brief description of national level justifications for using the death penalty 
very liberally against dmg smugglers and others. Human Rights Watch estimates that perhaps 2.000 
organs (mostly kidneys) are transplanted in China every year, and executed prisoners are the principal 
source. Many of the recipients are &om neighboring countries, including Japan. Singapore and Korea 
(Rothman 1998:64). 
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model, drug smuggling/using, prostitutioii and AIDS have become problems in reform-era China 

largely due to morally polluting foreign forces. In this view, China is sometimes fbninized as a 

passive victim, prey to salacious, corrupt outsiders. From an ofiBcial position, given the obvious 

moral depravity of American society, it is particularly grating that the U.S. still insists on its role 

as an international busy-body. From Chinese shores the U.S. is commonly seen as an imperialist 

would-be world dictator, and Americans are viewed as selfish capitalists who nonetheless have the 

temerity to stake moral claims on China's "internal affairs" (i.e., human rights and the mandatory 

one-child poUcy). 

Yet perceptions of the West are more complicated than the sketch above might imply. 

Party dogma on immoral, polluting Westerners does not seem to have found a secure purchase in 

popular consciousness. A schism exists between state propaganda that "our problems are due to 

negative foreign influences'' and the opinions of urbanites, many of whom are quick to criticize 

Chinese people for being greedy, self-centered, not moral enough, or when it come to state 

officials, for being corrupt. In part this schism may be related to the Party's crisis of authority. 

The Party's legitimacy has been so damaged by the Cultural Revolution and Tiananmen that many 

people official view propaganda with a great deal of cynicism. When seen through the political 

mirror of the Communist Party, American sexuality represents moral depravity, but viewed 

through another mirror others see a kind of sexual freedom that is admired. The ways in which 

Western sexual mores are alternatively viewed as polluting or liberating is just one example of the 

complicated love/hate relationship China, especially Chinese intellectuals, has with the West. In 

some instances "Western" sexuality is demonized, in others fetishized. 

One of the most striking images I encountered over and over in urban Yunnan were posters 

of Westerners posed provocatively and often half-naked. Typically, such posters featured a well-
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muscled white man embracing an equally well-proportioned white woman. The posters ranged in 

explicitness. All varieties of this ubiquitous ^Western man seducing half-naked Western woman" 

(the genders could also be reversed here, perhaps the woman is seducing the man) poster, as I came 

t o  c a l l  i t  i n  m y  n o t e s ,  w e r e  d i s p l a y e d  n e x t  t o  o t h e r  p o s t e r s  a n d  k n i c k k n a c k s  i n  g i f t  s h o p s . A  

young man I knew who owned such a poster seemed unable to articulate (to me) why he found it 

appealing. No doubt their provocativeness alone was part of their appeal. But the &ct that it was 

always Western bodies and &ces suggests to me that Westerners represent sexual freedom. 

Women I knew never had such posters bringing on their walls, but they frequently bemoaned the 

lack of affection they said was traditional for Chinese lovers. They looked to the West, as seen on 

television, for models of how couples might express affection; holding hands, kissing, embracing, 

perhaps some of this even in public. 

Yet according to official propaganda the kind of sexual fimlom Westerners represent is a 

threat to the "traditional" moral order of Chinese society. In official reckoning, both drugs and 

prostitution were eradicated after the revolution. The success of communist "clean up campaigns,"" 

which were many and varied in their scope, was proof of the moral superiority of the Communist 

Party and the social order it created. One of the most emotionally charged clean-up campaigns was 

the effort to eradicate opium. Feelir^ of national shame about the Opium Wars of the mid-

nineteenth century with England still fuels strong patriotic sentiments which the Party draws on in 

current anti-drug campaigns (Zhou 1998). Under the corrupt administration of the Qing rulers, 

China's defeat in the First Opium War resulted in '"humiliating unequal treaties with foreign 

imperialists," including British sovereignty over Hong Kong (ibid: 15). In 1990, the 150th 

Ironically, in the U.S. one finds posters olAsian women posed provocatively, part of Westerners' 
fetishization and exoticization of Asian women's sexually. 
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anniversary of the first Opium War was the occasion for anti-drug rallies and other activities in 

Yunnan and Dehong (ibid). In this patriotic context, it was publicly announced in Dehong at the 

anti-drug rallies that 14 drug traffickers would be sentenced to death (ibid). As Zhou's perceptive 

analysis makes clear, the latest fight against drugs (as well as the symbolically-laden "Tetum of 

Hong Kong to the motherland," as the state news incessantly referred to the event in the Spring of 

1997) are part of a broader ideological project to legitimate the state's authority. 

Substantial opening to the outside world and significant liberalization of the economy 

began in the early 1980s, and both trends have generally continued to intensify since then. China is 

still characterized by one-party rule and tolerates no opposition. But the loosening of Party-led 

social control since the Dengist reforms of 1978 continues, and like the opening to outsiders and 

economic liberalization is no doubt an important factor behind upswings in both prostitution and 

drugs. However, according to the official Chinese version of cause and effect, it is primarily the 

opening to the outside world that is responsible for influx of drugs into China. Since the economic 

reforms and opening to the outside world, foreign forces directly and indirectly blamed for the 

recent "reappearance" of drugs and prostitution. Interestingly, here Liu uses the same expression 

that Hershatter (1997) has found is most common in describing the reappearance of prostitution (Li 

1995:12, my emphasis); 

Narcotics reemerged much like dying embers flaring up due to a gust of wind. Foreign 
drug dealers cast their eyes on China and colluded with unscrupulous domestic criminals 
to wantonly engage in transit drug smuggling and peddling. China has since ^en victim 
of [sic] such activities... In addition to small amount planted, harvested and processed by 
unprincipled domestic dealers, most narcotics originated firom the 'Golden Triangle.' 

In this view of how drug smuggling has become a big business in China, China is made out to be a 

victim — passive and innocent of any wrongdoing. The '"dying embers" expression suggests that 

although the Commimists had successfully eradicated drugs a "gust of wind" (outside forces from 
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abroad) have brought them back. The portrait of the ^foreign drug dealers" who are primarily to 

blame that emerges is of evil, rapacious figures who ""cast their eyes on China" to "wantonly 

engage in... drug smuggling." Such language also has the interesting effect of masculizing the 

"foreign drug dealers" and feminizing China, who has "fallen victim [to] such activities." Here Liu 

also emphasizes that only a "small amount" of drugs are produced in China proper, by 

"unprincipled" Chinese, implying that such immoral domestic producers are an aberration among 

the more generally principled population. 

Propagandistic views. like the perspective that Chinese are unifomily moral compared to 

corrupt outsiders, appear to have uneven effects on the opinions of urban Yunnanese. In some 

instances I was struck by how pervasive were certain Party dogmas, such as the general 

"imperative of optimism." This hegemony of optimism was mind-numbingly apparent on the 

nightly news, whose meta-message could be siunmed up as "we can look forward to a bright 

tomorrow in the motherland." At times my fnends and acquaintances in Mangshi would also 

display what seemed like willful ignorance of anything negative about the area. For example, in 

the Spring of 1997, partly due to a temperature inversion, but no doubt also due to smoke fi-om 

croplands scorched in preparation for the next planting, cooking fires, and the smokestacks of a 

paper mill and a crematorium, Mangshi mornings and evenings were characterized by a dense 

smog. Yet when I asked, I was invariably told that the smog was really just a "fog" caused by 

humidity. This denial of anything negative on the local scene, including the taboo surrounding the 

open secrets of the drug trade, HTV and prostitution, was certainty the politically astute 

perspective. Anyone who might dare to point out that the Emperor was wearing no clothes might 

put themselves as risk for official harassment or worse. '̂ Playing along" with the dominant 

perspective as a strategy of survival is one thing — believing the dominant perspective is another. 
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To what degree might urban Yuunanese believe ofGcial characterizations of social problems, such 

as blaming "foreigners" for problems like drug trafBcking and AIDS? 

In Yunnan, I found strong generational differences between urbanites in their twenties to 

early thirties, who appeared more likely to believe government ideology, and people in their forties 

or fifties, who were often quite cynical. It seems likely that younger people were generally more 

naive as they were fresh from the ideologically-laden experience of formal schooling and had less 

life experiences to contradict the official version of things. Older people were more likely to have 

wry outiook on the contemporary social scene. For example, one day I learned from a friend in her 

mid-forties how the pet reform-era phrase '̂ socialism with Chinese characteristics" was commonly 

reinterpreted. The phrase was probably intended by the Party to emphasize that the reforms were 

culturally appropriate (i.e., they had "Chinese characteristics"), and that despite economic reforms 

the system was still '"socialist." Yet this businesswoman in Mangshi told me with a chuckle that 

the phrase was often reinterpreted so that the "Chinese characteristics" referred to corruption. 

While American business and political players are eager to ensure a strong foothold in 

what is often promised to be the "largest consiuner market in the world," racist Orientalist 

stereotypes of the "exotic" Far East continue to color views of China from U.S. shores. The 

language used by economists and journalists describing China's rapid industrialization often recalls 

the old stereotype of China as the "Yellow Peril." The country is often described as a "dragon" 

that is "waking up," with the implication that the rest of the world should be fearfiil of what this 

"dragon" might do once ftilly awake. ̂  Perhaps an even more pervasive Western fear is a sense 

For e.vample. two New York Times reporters titled their recent book (1994), China Wakes: The Struggle 
for the Soul of a Rising Power. Inside the dust jacket we read: "'When China wakes, it will shake the 
world." Napoleon Bonaparte once remailced... Attracted by China's potential for greamess and repelled by 
its propensity for cruelty. Kristof and WuDuim struggle to reconcile their optimism about China's futtire 
with the brutality that always seems to break their hearts... With the Chinese economy (the world's third 
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that Asia in general (and China in particular) is a society of automatons bent on overwhelming the 

individualistic West with sheer numbers.*' 

Prostitution and the drug trade in China have proved irresistable topics for Western 

joumahsts. Journalists describe Mangshi's sister city, Ruili, as a seductive yet dangerous place 

(Tyler 1995; Richburg 1996; Tempest 1994). These journalists seem to implicitly invoke a link 

between the new afiQuence of reform-era China and the potential for spaces where sex tourism 

flourishes. Western writers indulge in evocative language and artistic license to describe 

contemporary China. Richburg (1996) provides one example with his sensationalized description 

of Ruili: 

This frontier town, sinister and sleazy, is the Wild West of China's rugged Yunnan 
Province... For centuries, this mountainous region has been defined by its remoteness — a 
place to which Chinese emperors banished criminals and malcontents, where Marco Polo 
marveled at the "natives" who "eat the raw flesh of fowls, sheep, oxen and bufl&Io," and 
where World War 11 American intelligence operatives funneled arms to Chinese guerrillas 
along the Burma road. 

Ruili becomes linked to a particular imagined space that has been defined as barbarous since at 

least Marco Polo's time. Generally Western media sources reveal that when it comes to drug 

smuggling and prostitution it is mainly the mere fact of their existence in contemporary China that 

is newsworthy, more so than the context in which they occur or the messy real-world effects they 

have for local people, economies and politics (see Teffl 1995 for an exception). Similar to Western 

accounts of newly opened regions in the former Soviet Union, sensationalized stories about the 

reappearance of crime in China fulfill more than Westem appetites for titillating stories of 

largest) on a trajeaory to oveitake Japan and the United States in the coming decades. Kristof and 
WuDunn describe a spectactular economic boom...And with the world's largest army, the People's 
Republic continues to embody a tremendous challenge to the stability of the Pacific Rim." 

Claudia Putnam pointed this particular stereotype out to me. 
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nefarious activities abroad. Even though these stories, whether about the mafia in Russia (Wilson 

1997) and Poland (Freeman 1997), prostitution in the Czech Republic (Katz 1997) or drug 

smuggling in China, are appearing in the 1990s, part of their appeal derives from Cold War 

sensibilities in which the capitalist West and the socialist East vied for moral superiority. The 

Western interest in crime in these former socialist countries outweighs their relative importance in 

the places where the "crime" is actually taking place. Part of why Westerners find such stories 

fascinating and indeed perhaps satisfying in a curious way is that they are interpreted on some level 

as "Oh, you see, 'they' [former socialist societies] are just as immoral and materialistic as "we' 

are." 

In accounts of the seamy side of life in China, Orientalist stereotypes are added to the mix. 

In a 1994 article journalist Tempest uses anecdotal stories to bolster his thesis that "today's China 

can be a wild ride." Remarkably unconcerned with accuracy. Tempest's contextualization seems 

to rely on stereotypes alone: 

It is not yet the wild China of the last 18th century — when pirates ruled the rivers, and 
gangs of secret-society bandits sometimes led by women, terrorized the land. But in the 
past few years, travel here has become increasing [sic] adventurous, and, in some cases, 
dangerous. 

Tempest's concluding story is also based on anecdotes. The "context" he mentions first is that a 

few foreign prostitutes (mostly Russian) now woik in China. From this &ct he leaps to the 

conclusion that "the knowledge of their existence has made travel a hell for many unaccompanied 

young foreign women." It remains open to question whether Tempest has evidence and if so of 

what nature that ''many foreign women" have been assiuned to be prostitutes. 

He does, however, have a good story from one American graduate student who says she 

checked into "'what looked like a good Chinese hotel. There were several leering men hanging 
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around in the lobby. As soon as I got to my room, the phone began to ring, men offering to come 

up and visit me — asking how much I wanted." What does it mean that the ''climax," the most 

dangerous of the dangerous stories in Tempest's "wild ride," is about an American graduate 

student who is sexually propositioned as if she were a prostitute? This story represents a 

particularly loaded scenario of the nation/woman who is at risk of being sullied by the Other. The 

student's story also evokes a racialized stereotype of rapacious "leering" Chinese men who cannot 

keep their hands off foreign (white) women, perhaps under the spell of the white women's supposed 

"compelling beauty" (or, alternatively, drawn by the stereotype that Western women are sexually 

"loose"). Ideologically, the presumption that the student was in danger of being treated as a 

prostitute serves as a warning for American women who might stray too fer from the protection of 

their brothers/fether/husbands in the protective patriarchy of the U.S." The emotional punchline 

of Tempest's last anecdotal story draws upon the impUed horror of crossing racial and cultural 

boundaries. Among the other examples of lawlessness that Tempest describes, we are meant to 

feel especially aghast that white women might be sexually attacked by Other (Chinese) men. 

Finally, in a note of nostalgia for the days when China was known a country of "railroad 

attendants who followed tourists to faraway cities to return ball-point pens," Tempest ends his 

article with the observation that "the innocence of those days is gone..." 

The categories of difference described above all influenced my experience as an American 

woman doing anthropological research in Yunnan. Given these trajectories for understanding the 

Gina Marchetti discusses the implicit ideological messages behind "captivity tales" in her book. 
Romance and the "Yellow Peril": Race, Sex and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood Fiction (1993). 
especially pp. 46-66. In films such as The Bitter Tea of General Yen. the white woman's captive state and 
potential to be raped by the Other symbolizes how women will be '̂ severely punished for straying from 
male authority. In fact, her odyssey takes her to a point at which she comes to imderstand her true 'place' 
as a woman — kneeling, stibservient. passive, and broken by her own passion" (ibid;56). The elements of 
sadism and masochism in this powerfully symbolic protrayal implies that female sexuality cannot help but 
be passive and submissive. 
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various Others we are concerned with here (the West/the East Yunnan/China, minorities/Chinese), 

how did I enter into the field as an ethnographer? What kinds of everyday interactions did I have 

with people in urban Yunnan, what kinds of relationships was I able to build? My presence in 

urban communities in Yunnan was often an uneasy fit, indicative of various dimensions of power 

and difference. Yet despite these ripples of uncertainty and misunderstanding certain serendipitous 

&ctors, includii^ the increasingly open political climate of China and the great generosity of the 

Yuimanese people, led to an experience that was more finitfiil and rewarding than I had ever 

expected. 

Engaging Questions 

In getting to know cultural teachers in Mangshi and Kunming, I tried to develop a research 

topic based on what the people around me cared about. Building on my long-standing interest in 

gender, my original plan focused on how women made decisions in the context of the China's 

growing entreprenuerial sector. I began initial interviews with my original research questions in 

mind, but I was never too attached to this preliminary plan which was developed on the basis of 

other scholarly writing about contemporary China. In feet I expected that after immersing myself 

in interactions with urban Yunnanese it was likely I would change or at least modify my research 

topic. "Fieldwork" should ideally leave plenty of room for a responsive engagement with issues of 

local concern. 

I should note that I use the term "cultural teacher,'' rather than the more typical 

"informant," as this term reflects with more accuracy and respect the role of those individuals who 

helped me understand social life in urban Yunnan. Some of these individuals I literally called 

"teacher,"' in keeping with language usage in China where any older person, whether or not they 



56 

had ever really been a teacher, might be given this tide out of respect. While I did not call most of 

the individuals "teacher," I did express my appreciation for those individuals I interacted with on a 

regular basis by telling them that were ^"my teacher/' In the context of woridng in urban Yunnan, 

it seemed easy to fell into student/teacher roles in research-related interactions. Cultural teachers 

seemed to find it amusing when I would complain to them, only half-joking, that I had no idea how 

I was going to pull off this feat of'"explaining Chinese culture"' when I returned home and &ced the 

task of writing my thesis. 

I developed interview questions, which I would modify after review with key cultural 

teachers who suggested what specific terms or concepts would be most salient. After conducting 

interviews with a given set of questions, certain questions generally appeared more productive than 

others, or generated new terms or topics of interest to follow up on in later interviews. Some 

questions proved almost entirely unproductive. The first set of questions, for example, included a 

question on the "Five Phases,"' a diagnostic tool of Chinese medicine that refers to illness patterns 

and personality types. However, when I asked cultural teachers "Which phase are you. Wood, 

Water, Fire, Earth or Metal."' it quickly became clear that these were not in fact salient categories. 

(Although some cultural teachers tried to meet the expectations of the interview format by 

guessing. They would say, "Well, I must be Earth, because I can grow plants well," or "I must be 

Fire, because I get mad easily."') 

In the course of preliminary interviews, I found that issues related to gender and 

personality commonly emerged as compelling topics. It seems likely that the undercurrent of 

conflict over gender roles in contemporary Yunnan stimulated cultural teachers to talk about 

gender issues. In addition to commentary about perceived gender differences and status, in my 

casual interactions with Yunnanese criticisms of Chinese society frequently emerged. Complaints 
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about official comiptioa, 'too many people" (overpopulation, ren tai dou) in China, the "low 

quality" (suzhi di) of Chinese people, and the "poor [material] conditions" of life in China 

(Zhongguo tiaojin cha) were so frequently mentioned that I nearly became numb to their 

appearance in the course of conversation. This profound feeling of lack, and its twin longing for 

something more (often symbolized by the lifestyles of "Westerners") appeared when individuals 

described their lives, as well as characterizing a more difRise and generalized relationship between 

discourse about '"China" and the "West." 

No doubt every person I came in contact with during my nine months in Yunnan has 

informed my current understanding in some way, including countless taxi drivers in Kuiuning who 

always seemed to have an opinion about Chinese society they wished to share with me. However, 

63 individuals, mostly middle-class,^ took the time to talk with me on two or more occasions at 

length about topics related to my research questions. Divided by sex, this "core group" of cultural 

teachers includes 37 women and 26 men. Divided by locale, the core group includes 50 individuals 

in Mangshi and 13 in Kuimiing. People in Mangshi generally had more traditional attitudes and 

practices compared to people in &st-changing Kunming. According to cultural teachers familiar 

with both locales, norms and values in Mangshi seem to reflect mores in Kunming ten years ago. 

Interactions with cultural teachers in the two locales included open-ended interviews with 

prepared questions, directed conversations and casual socializing. I found the productivity of 

interviews based on prepared questions to be decidedly mixed. Especially for older cultural 

teachers, pulling out a sheet of typed questions which we would proceed to go through one by one 

^ The most salient class marker in this context is comparative level of education. "Middle-class" in urban 
Yunnan also implies the e.\pectation of upward mobility for oneself and one's children, and the 
consumption of increasingly more sophisticated material goods (as PuruShotam describes for Singapore 
[1998:1291). 
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seemed to provoke some discomfort, perhaps recalling memories of being "grilled" by Party 

officials during the 1950s-1970s, officials who might be tiying to ascertain a family's class status 

or degree of Redness. A friend of mine, a retired teacher in her fifties I called "Teacher Lin," 

escorted me to her retired friends' houses for a few interviews. Earnestly trying to help me, and no 

doubt wishing to minimize her friends' discomfort, as we went through the interview questions 

Teacher Lin would frequently answer the questions "for" her friend. During these encounters 

Teacher Lin did her best to see that we got through the "interview" portion of the visit as quickly 

as possible, which under her direction had an exam-like feel about them, so we could then enjoy the 

"real" interaction of informally socializing. 

Younger cultural teachers in contrast often seemed to enjoy the kinds of questions I asked 

during interviews, and were often quite loquacious in response. Many educated Chinese I have met 

over the years have struck me as natural social analysts. These individuals, who enjoy cultural 

analysis and who seem to be almost hyper-sensitive about Chinese society and how it is changing, 

have added an exciting edge to my interactionally-based research. Even though the interviews were 

sometimes strained with older cultural teachers, one valuable result of using prepared questions 

was that they yielded comparative data on the same topic, whether objective information such as 

age of marriage or subjective infonnation such as explanatory models of why gender differences 

exist. Directed conversations (which I would begin by asking about a particular concept or 

expression) were the staple of research-related interactions I had with the handful of people I 

considered ""key cultural teachers." Key cultural teachers would often ask me many questions as 

well, often questions relating to American views or practices on whatever topic was under 

discussion. 

Handwritten notes were taken during interviews and directed conversations, and field notes 
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reflecting daily activities were recorded on a notebook computer. Perhaps partly due to lack of 

familiarity and partly due to collective memories of invasive state surveillance, cultural teachers 

were generally not comfortable with my tape recording our conversations or interviews. My 

husband^ who came for the last three months spent in Mangshi, did record many interactions with a 

video recorder. In fact, many fhends and cultural teachers took great pleasure in watching tapes of 

themselves on the cainera*s built-in screen. Although the video-recorder records more than the 

disliked tape-recorder. I suspect that one reason why this was not felt to be a threat was because of 

its interactive nature. Cultural teachers might also have felt more comfortable with the video-

recorder because it is an increasingly common gadget used on important social occasions. 

Weddings, for example, are often recorded with a video-recorder. 

In just three years time the climate for international scholars doing field research such as 

my own seems to have opened up quite a bit. In 1993 I traveled through northwestern Yunnan 

with a group of scholars fi-om Yunnan University, on a "research trip"-'' paid for by their work 

unit within the university. At that time, the scholars on the trip that I talked with seemed evasive, 

and seemed as a matter of course to respond to my questions in the most conservative, "politically 

correct" way possible. I recall speaking with an economist about the gap between haves and have-

nots that has increased dramatically with the reforms, curious what insight he might have as an 

economist. When I asked, he curtly replied "No, there hasn't been any economic stratification." 

In 1996-97, people were generally more open and less cautious in conversation with me. People I 

talked with would firequently complain about the corruption of the governmental officials, the lack 

of freedom in China, and the '"low quality" of the Chinese people and/or of anything made in 

In fact the trip was more of a holiday for all concerned. We all ate well and visited many "^ethnic" 
tourist sites along the way. 
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China. People in Mangshi, however, were generally more cautious and reserved interacting with 

me compared to Kunming residents. Meanwhile, Mangshi government woiicers generally treated 

me with kid gloves — even people in the government work units I was assigned to seemed to view 

contact with me as the kiss of death, as I describe more fully below. 

Generally speaking, I think being female was an advantage for me doing fieldwork. People 

tended to trust me and frequently invited me into their homes, sometimes without even the 

reassurance of a mutual acquaintance. The most unpleasant experience I had as a female 

researcher relates to a particular type of pedagogical speech employed by some men. I experienced 

this pedagogical style as a listener many times, sometimes from a well-meaning male cultural 

teacher (usually older) who wished to "set me straight" about gender relations. Using the 

stereot3^ical lecture-style cadence, such men would offer didactic explanations of gender relations, 

usually starting with the oft-repeated statement that "men and women are equal in China." 

The power dimensions of male speech directed towards me also surfaced in another tj^e of 

interaction. At the restaurant near the Guesthouse where I ate, I usually enjoyed my meals with the 

owner and his femily. When male Chinese tourists or businessmen staying at the Guesthouse 

happening to be eating there too, inevitably some would seem to find it quaintly amusing that a 

foreign woman, emblem of modernity and the West, was traveling so far from 'the Center' 

(Kuimiing or Eastern China, depending on their perspective). Well-to-do men would address me, 

thinking I was a tourist; Xiaojie, they would call out in a voice dripping with condescension, ni shi 

bu shi lai Dehong war? "Miss, didn't you come to Dehong to have a good time?" This question 

and the way it was asked implied that these city men regarded Mangshi as a two-bit town where 

none of the "locals" were probably fit to talk to. 1 got the feeling from these men, who were 

usually confused and disappointed when I did not engage them in conversation, that from their 
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perspective I should be grateful that an urbane man, someone I could have a ~real '̂ conversation 

with, took interest in me. This question also assumed that I was '"out for a good time," and might 

perhaps be sexually interested in them. 

Living LQ Mangshi: Encounters witii Local Moral Communities 

Six years after Dehong was declared open to non-Chinese, I decided to make Mangshi. the 

capital of Dehong, my primary research site. By 1996 two daily flights ferried travelers from 

Kunming to Mangshi and back. Most of the passengers on the small jetliner were businessmen, 

although f^hionably dressed yoimg women, retired workers, and pleasure travelers from as far 

away as Guangzhou or Beijing were also on flights that I took. Looking out the window on the 

flight to Mangshi, an endless succession of steep green ridges and ravines made it clear why the 

fifty-minute flight takes forty-eight hours by bus. Deplaning in early September, the passengers 

were enveloped by the moist warmth of the semi-tropical valley. Clumps of giant bamboo stalks, 

two stories high, fnnged the surrounding rice fields. 

My official sponsor at Yunnan University had friendly contacts at a governmental work 

unit, and they agreed to sponsor my stay in Mangshi. The acting head of this unit Xiao Lijun.~^ 

sought me out amidst the chaos of all the passengers crowding into the small arrival area. Xiao 

was clearly nervous about dealing with me, anxiously dragging on his cigarette as the ashes spilled 

down his shirt and onto the floor. Xiao, in his late thirties, wore a stylish silk shirt and despite his 

nervousness had a self-contained, aloof air about him. He seemed more than a little suspicious of 

me. Xiao valiantly struggled to retrieve my bags through the tight knot of men vying for attention 

of the bag handlers (the handlers would shout out the claim tag at which point the owner would 

All names are pseudonyms. Some details of occupation and place name have also been altered to 
conceal particular identities. 
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surge to the fix)iit of the crowd to catch their bag thrown to them), drove me into Mangshi city, 

stood waiting patiendy as I checked myself into the Mangshi Guesthouse, and helped lug my heavy 

bags up to my third floor room at the &r end of the Guesthouse. Throughout all this, Xiao kept a 

polite distance and asked virtually no questions about me or my intentions. 

Later, I would come to recognize and expect this "closed" demeanor in other professionals 

working for the local government, although Xiao's circiunspection was among the most extreme. 

The suspicious and indeed paranoid ethos of the state managerial class in Mangshi seemed to filter 

down in diluted form throughout the local population. Enigmatic references to issues that were 

"too sensitive" to discuss, and repetition of party dogma flowed easily off the lips of most. I 

remember when I mentioned to one of my early acquaintances, a doctor named Gao. that 1 had 

heard AIDS was problem in the area. "Yes, it is, but I can't talk to you about that," he said 

smugly. Gao seemed rather proud of his "inside knowledge" (as a physician working in the 

hospital) of HTV infection in the area, knowledge too sensitive, tai minggan, to share with a 

foreigner. The political conservativeness of Mangshi was in sharp contrast to the open atmosphere 

of Kunming, where, for example, I attended a meeting of health professionals and educators who 

debated the best way of "getting the word out" on HIV prevention. 

In this general atmosphere of suspicion in Mangshi, the immediate trust^® I felt from 

entrepreneurs Zhou Mingxia and her partner Hu Tao was refreshing indeed. I met Zhou and Hu 

soon after I arrived in Mangshi, through an introduction from a firiend in Kunming. Zhou and Hu 

were business partners, and as I later learned, romantically linked as well. Tall and graceful, Zhou 

was in her mid-forties when we met. She kept the books and helped arrange business deals as a 

Their trust was based on my introducing myself as a &iend of my colleague and fellow anthropologist 
Magnus Fiskesjo. Magnus had befriended and traveled with Zhou and Hu some years earlier. I am 
indebted to Magnus for allowing me to benefit from the good graces of his past friendships. 
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partner in this privately owned and operated trading agency. Hu Tao^ in his late forties, had a 

steely focus on his business, but at the same time embodied, in my mind, a calm and refined master 

craftsman. As I was introduced by a friend, Hu and Zhou felt they had to take me under their 

wings and make sure I had the essentials for survival in Mangshi. When I told them I was looking 

for an apartment, Hu arranged to show me the vacant apartment just above Zhou's. The 

apartments there were managed by the work unit^ on the ground floor, a large store selling an odd 

mix of floor coverings and various specialty items for children, such as tiny bicycles with training 

wheels. 

Although the name of the store had an important ring to it, "The Dehong Center for 

Quality Trade,"' in actuality there were few customers and the sales clerks often sat perched on the 

rolls of linoleum and carpeting the shop sold, eating sunflower seeds, the ubiquitous snack food, 

and chatting amongst themselves. Perhaps because of the slow business, so typical for state 

companies, the manager was authorized to rent vacant apartments to others who were not part of 

the store work unit. The building was located near the center of the city which made visiting 

fhends in any direction convenient. The central location also meant near-constant noise from cars, 

trucks, buses and street-side karaoke. (Noise levels in both Mangshi and Kunming are quite high — 

midnight to sLx a.m. is the only time that is relatively quiet.) A spatial view of who lived where in 

the building might look like this; 

Work unit or danwei. refers to a state or collectively owned and operated business or service agency. 
Work units in urban China typically provide employees with subsidized housing, health insurance and 
other benefits. When meeting someone for the first time, urban Yunnanese might ask. "What is your 
work unit" by way of locating the individual within the social order. 
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Tables 

Apartments for the Dehong Center for Quality Trade 

Roof Flat, open space covered with half a meter of soil where some 
residents grew v^etables. 

Fourth Floor Ke Guangli (Courtney Coffey) Bai Xinping (worked at 
store) and &mily 

Third Floor Zhou Mingxia (entrepreneur, 
single) 
(colleague is Hu Tao, "Teacher 
Hu") 

Miss Fang and Miss Tan 
(prostitutes, single) 

Second floor Mr. Liao (unknown 
occupation) and &mily 

Huang Lan (worked at store) 
and&nily 
(sister is Huang Wenjuan, 
fiancee of Wang Fushan) 

First floor Store Storage Space 
Ground Floor, Street level 
(Wang family caretakers live 
in a section in the back of the 
store) 

Store — The Dehong Center for Quality Trade 

I moved in on the first of October, into the apartment directly above Zhou's. Two floors below 

lived Huang Lan and her husband Zhang. Huang was friendly towards me from the start, telling 

me on the stairwell as I visited the building the first day that she would like to have an American 

living in the building because it would "'be a lot of fun" and she could leam English. The prospect 

of having fnends as neighbors certainly influenced my decision to take the apartment. Indeed, after 

1 moved in I often met with Huang for an exchange of English lessons and ethnographic interviews, 

and I found myself fi^uently socializing with Zhou, Hu and their various diimer guests. The 

relationships I was to develop with my various neighbors, including Zhou and Huang, were 

complicated by their different statuses and different concerns regarding maintaining a good 

reputation. 
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Zhou always made me feel like a welcome guest in her home. She and Hu had an easy

going manner, and Zhou's apartment was the rare place in Mangshi where I felt I could let my 

guard down and not worry about cultural ga£fes I might make as an uncouth American. 2%ou and 

Hu. I thought, knew how to have a good time. In &ct, as I came to understand more of the various 

social positions of my neighbors, I saw that Zhou was actually barely playing within the rules of 

the game as defined by local moral standards. 

She and Hu were both married—but not to each other. Their estranged spouses lived in 

other cities in western Yunnan. But the fact that they were in an adulterous relationship made their 

status as lovers especially vulnerable to moral judgment. They took some pains to uphold 

respectability in their public presentation in many small ways: Zhou, for example, referred to Hu 

with the respectful address "Teacher Hu." while Hu always referred to Zhou as "Miss Zhou." (As 

opposed to the more familiar and intimate terms one might expect, like Xiao Zhou and Lao Hu. or 

little Zhou and old Hu.) Zhou and Hu did allow for the irony in their use of these terms of address 

— in playful moods, they would invest these terms with sardonic inflections. 

Through my other good friend in the apartments, Huang Lan, who lived across from Zhou 

on the floor below. I learned that Zhou was generally viewed as somewhat disreputable.^ Zhou's 

female neighbors, most of whom worked in the terrifically unbusy store downstairs, had plenty of 

time to gossip, and Zhou was sometimes the target of their mean-spirited talk. I first began to 

realize that Zhou's reputation was in question when I was still getting to know Huang. "Who are 

you getting to know around here?" she asked me. I spoke glowingly of Zhou Mingxia. "Oh, she's 

not someone I would become fnends with, I'd probably become fnends with Yang before her." 

Her lover Hu's reputation did not seem to be damaged in the same way. although he was also still 
married to his wife, who lived in another city. Hu's affair with Zhou was tolerated by the neighbors with 
a smirk that seemed to say "WeU. that's how men are." 
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Yang was one of Huang's co-workers, notable for her unvaried depressed affect. The dark scowl 

on her face usually kept me from ever approaching her. Yet she was married, had a baby, was 

respectable. Part of me got the hint, but part of me did not want to hear anything negative about 

Zhou. A couple of months later, Huang brought the issue to my attention more directly; "What do 

you think of them (Zhou and Hu) being together?*' she asked. I said I thought that Hu was a good 

man, and I thought they made a good couple. Huang persisted; "Well, we don't think that's 

right," she said. "But," I argued, "if two people are happy together, how can that be wrong? Miss 

Zhou^ has had a difficult life, if being with Teacher Hu makes her happy, what's wrong with 

that?" '̂So," Huang replied, '"why don't vow have a lover?"^ 

Meanwhile, directly across from Zhou's apartment, on the same floor, lived two young 

women who worked as prostitutes. (They did not, as far as I know, entertain customers in their 

apartment. Most likely they met customers in one of the many hotels in Mangshi.) I wanted to 

befhend Miss Fang and Miss Tan also, to learn more about their lives and perspectives. But 1 had 

to accept that cultivating a relationship with these women would be too complicated. Zhou was 

already walking a fine line in terms of maintaining what "respectability" she had. I intuitively 

grasped that for me to be too fnendly with these young women might not only isolate me from my 

other neighbors, but might also cost me my growing friendship with Zhou; she had too much to 

lose if she were associated, even through a third party like me, with her nearest neighbors. I did 

visit occasionally with Fang and her roommate Tan, but negotiating the timing of my visits with 

my various neighbors was sometimes a challenge, given the panopticon-like effect of neighborly 

^ Women under about 45 years of age are generally referred to as "Miss." regardless of marital status. 
^ Perhaps Huang was just being sarcastic with this question. I did wonder however if she wasn't on some 
level also asking me why. contrary to what many who did not know us well assumed. I was not having a 
sexual relationship with her sister's fiancee, my good friend Wang Fushan. 
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surveillance in the apartments. '̂ 

I focused almost exclusively on the relatively small urban middle-class, a group which in 

many ways is periiaps not really representative of urban China, representing periiaps 8 percent of 

China's total population. Yet on this first extended field experience in China I simply foimd it 

easier to relate to middle-class folks. In feet more than being '"American." it was my sense of 

bourgeoisness that I was most conscious of while in China. Usually, this self-consciousness 

stemmed from situations in which my material privileges were contrasted with the more modest 

lifestyles of my middle-class friends. Once, however, a Chinese fiiend made the distinction 

explicit. My roonunate in Kuimiing was a young working-class woman, Li Yun. One evening 

after she had been laid off from woric Li Yun and I talked of her future. I encouraged her to use 

her English and computer skills to aggressively look for a better job. We both knew that she 

dreaded going back to her old position as a naimy for an abusive young mother. Countering my 

insistence that she write a resume as a first step towards landing a better job, Li Yun looked me in 

the eye and said Wo shi dagong. "I am a worker." 

Besides my own class biases, considering the network of dense relations I became part of 

in Mangshi it may have been impossible to also work extensively with working-class urbanites. 

One woman with whom 1 shared mutually friendly intentions was Miss Wang, wife of the building 

super. One day (after I had moved back to the Guesthouse) I went by my old apartment. Wang 

flagged me down with the typical invitation to come and sit a spell, Qing zuo yi xia. She was 

washing dishes. She and her family lived inside two small metal warehouse-like rooms attached to 

The level of surveillance in Mangshi city was quite a contrast to Kuiuning. in my e.\perience. Living in 
a ''private" highrise apartment complex in Kuiuning in particular, it was striking how little neighbors 
seemed to know each other. 
^ I base this 8 percent estimate on Hooper (1998:167). Hooper notes that over 100 million people in 1994 
earned an annual income of more that US S 1.000. 
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the store. She had a very simple kitchen set up, with a hot plate for cookiiig. Three toddlers 

played on her doorstep making mud pies (it had recently rained), one girl barefoot. Wang was a 

very pretty woman with a quick smile. While I was visiting, she had to change her socks, which 

were wet. She was embarrassed about her feet, fPb de jioa hen nan lean she said, "My feet are 

really ugly." She had corns on the tops of every toe, as if she had always worn shoes too small or 

ill-fitting. Several nights later, I walked by Wang's home with Huang Lan and her husband. 1 

smiled at Wang and she smiled broadly back at me. Huang, however, just gave Wang a superior 

sort of glance, and I felt very uncomfortable about her disregard for Wang and a bit angry that it 

seemed impossible to extend my fnendships as widely as I would have liked. 

A couple of weeks after I had settled in, Huang Lan told me that her sister's boyfriend was 

anxious to make my acquaintance, that he too was interested in learning English. I was a bit 

suspicious about this, but u the interest of maintaining good relations with Huang Lan, who I 

quickly became friends with, I agreed to meet with Wang Fushan. Much to my surprise, Wang, a 

young man of twenty-six, became my closest friend and "key cultural teacher' in Mangshi. 

Somehow I had expected that an older woman would be my main teacher and guide through the 

contemporary social landscape of Mangshi. Instead, a thoughtful and articulate man five years 

younger than me filled this role. 

One of the pleasurable aspects of doing research in Yunnan was the pervasive hospitality 

and generosity that urbanites extended to me. Living alone in Mangshi, fer from Chinese fnends in 

Kunming I had known since 1993,1 relied on the hospitality of many individuals and femilies for 

my own social survival. My solitariness may have also been an impetus for people to invite me 

over. In addition, in Mangshi (more so than &st-paced Kuiuning) it is customary for Han families 

to have frequent visitors, who may be invited or simply show up. Spending time together with 



69 

friends and l^mily, enjoying each other's company and joking together, was highly valued. During 

my initial interviews focused on health, several older female cultural teachers linked such easy

going socializing to their continued good health. As one woman said with a smile, "I like to talk, to 

laugh, this makes us very happy (kaixin) and healthy."'̂  

In this tradition of conviviality, Zhou Mingxia, my downstairs neighbor and friend, made 

her apartment a center for many informal social gatherings. Zhou was also one of two 

friends/cultural teachers who had no problem with my tape-recording our interviews, and in what 

follows I offer Zhou's perspicuous view on my presence in the apartments and in her social group. 

The views Zhou articulated here point to important themes that characterized my interactions with 

her, and to some extent with other friends/cultural teachers as well. Zhou's thoughts here also 

enable me to show more clearly my position was in the fieldwork setting. At times my position 

vis-a-vis cultural teachers was disjointed, if not awkward, which is interesting in itself as a 

comment on cross-cultural research. Furthermore. 1 want to work against certain anthropological 

fictions, such as that of the "detached" ethnographer who merely processes raw data which is then 

unproblematically processed for consiunption "at home'' (Rosaldo 1989:31). Here Zhou describes 

the "lively" gatherings at her apartment, and how, perhaps partly out of pity, they invite me to join 

them: 

Well now, it's me and my little son living together, colleagues. Teacher Hu, Little Xia, and 
also Little Xia's wife {xifit), Chinese say ''xifii\ Everyone together, well that makes for a 
kind of atmosphere that is very lively (renao), Chinese appreciate liveliness, appreciate an 
easy-going style, appreciate harmony. Little Ke, one person upstairs, quite lonely, we 
invite her to be with us, to enjoy being together with all of us. 

While my presence in the group of Zhou, Teacher Hu, fellow business partner Xia and his 

^ In response to my questions, female cultural teachers would firequently reply using the third person. 
This raises an interesting question regarding identity as focused on the individual or the group. Kaixin, 
one of the many poetic nouns used to describe emotions, means literally to have an "'open heart." 
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wife (and sometimes Zhou's son) was tolerated and no doubt sometimes enjoyed, it was also a 

strain sometimes for all concerned. I never learned the Yuiman dialect, so conversations which 

would frequently be in dialect went mostly over my head, nor could I usually contribute much to an 

on-going conversation in Yunnanese. In order to include me, everyone had to speak in Mandarin, 

in putonghiia. (Depending on the people and the nature of the social interaction, different groups 

would make more or less of an effort to speak Mandarin for my benefit.) Besides that, there was 

the matter of my foreignness which to a greater or lesser extent always colored my interactions.^ 

Especially in Mangshi, where few foreigners pass through and far fewer stay for any length of 

time, I was initially regarded as an oddity by most residents, perhaps not quite human. The degree 

of my strangeness was revealed to me on several occasions, once in the honest words of a child. 

One day I was having lunch at the restaurant near the Guesthouse where I frequently ate. That day 

I sat with the husband of one waitress and his daughter, a precocious seven-year old. Sitting with 

me apparently provoked a question for the littie girl, who turned to her &ther and asked "Daddy, 

do foreigners have a mom and dad too?" "Yes," he replied, "Even animals have parents."' 

The difficulty my local fnends had in assimilating me also had to do with my stated 

position as a graduate student doing research for a Ph.D. dissertation. Almost all of my cultural 

teachers would ask at one point or another what did 1 do for my "research," and when did I do it. I 

think that "research" was expected to be something one did in a library, something that involved 

books. A few friends in particular seemed worried that I had not yet started my 

research, or was not working on it enough, as they did not see me going off to a library or office 

somewhere. The manager of the store, who was in effect my landlady, would ask as I passed 

^ Margery Wolf notes that '̂ xenophobia is deep and widespread in China, and for anthropologists it must 
remain a profound influence on their research" (1985:34). 
^ Another interesting expectation was that I would write my dissertation simultaneously as I did the 
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through the store every day to say hello, "Oh, are you going to do your research now?" or "When 

will you start your research?" My vague answers only seemed to increase her concern — perhaps 

she was worried about the implications of a foreigner living in the apartments who had no real 

work to do, no ofiBce to go to, no work unit to report to. Perhaps too my apparent "unemployed" 

status called my morality into question. When I would explain in response to other friends" 

questions that our conversations and interviews were in &ct the basis of my research, they seemed 

bemused by this, but generally seemed to accept this unorthodox method of "research." Even so, 

key cultural teachers would sometimes stop in the middle of a research-related conversation to ask 

with concern; "Is this helpful to you?" 

In Yunnan, as is the case throughout China, education and particularly higher education 

are generally respected a great deal, and my Ph.D. student status gave me more prestige than is 

true in the U.S. The prestige associated with my academic status, and the even greater prestige 

associated with my status as an American (conferring an aura of relative wealth and power), both 

had the effect making my relations with many friends/cultural teachers more formal and distant 

than they would be othenvise. In some cases, particularly with friends around my age (then 31) or 

younger, informality and greater intimacy came to characterize our relationships with time. 

However, for my friend Zhou, 43 years old when I knew her, I was always referred to with the 

formal appellation "Miss Ke." Here she points out that by rights I should be referred to as Litde 

Ke; 

That is to say. Miss Ke, to use that term of address, came here. I call you Miss Ke. Well, 
according to us Chinese, that's Little Ke, very close. Litde Ke is on the floor above me, or 
Guangli lives on the floor above me. She's single, I'm also single. 

"'research." It seemed strange to my friends that I did not plan to begin writing the dissertation until I 
returned home to the U.S. Especially when academic friends at Yunnan University told me forcefiiUy; 
"You should write it here." I began to question the wisdom of American anthropological expectations that 
""writing up" was something one did at a distance from "the field." 
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My role in Zhou's social circle, and in relation to her as co-confidant and neighbor, was 

problematic and instable. It was never a complete or an easy fit. It seemed that Zhou wanted to 

put me into the likely ready-made category '̂Little Ke,'' yet because of my foreignness and my 

graduate student status I would not fit. In an interview, Zhou revealed to me the difficulties she 

had assimilating me, making me "fit'' into the scheme of things; 

So I say '"Let's all eat together." So I say, '̂ Little Ke, you're here, even though you are a 
foreigner." Anyway, we, sometimes it's as if we are almost, sometimes we are joking with 
you, "Miss Ke," joking with you. Most of the time, you are our true fiiend. I should say 
foreign fiiend, [we] treat you the same as a litde sister. 

The discrepancy between the social position I would unproblematically occupy if I were a Chinese 

woman ("Little Ke,"' a little sister) versus my actual position (a foreigner. Miss Ke) remained 

um^olved. The indeterminancy of my role (was I a "Tme fiiend,'' a "foreign fiiend" or "the same 

as a little sister"?) was perhaps uncomfortably uncertain for Zhou to some degree. The irony of 

Zhou and her fiiends calling me "Miss Ke" was double-edged. It was humorous because I was the 

youngest member of their party, so to call me "Miss Ke" showed me a degree of respect which 

according to my age I had not earned. But it was also ironic because in calling me by a Chinese 

name Zhou's circle was in effect bestowing on me a fictive Chinese identity. 

Zhou and her co-workers worked hard promoting their trade agency, often working 

overtime and on weekends to finish certain projects. Zhou graciously agreed to tape-recorded 

interviews, and everyone in her circle was patient with my questions, no matter how seemingly 

obvious or simple. Yet compared to other fiiends in Mangshi, Zhou and her work-driven fnends 

seems much less interested in my research, what brought me to ChinaA^unnan/Dehong, or what 
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future career plans I had (other friends frequently quizzed me about the latter issue). Given the 

chance to reflect, though, Zhou surprised me with her comments about my project and my interest 

in China; 

You traveled fi'om abroad, you came to China, you came to Mangshi, you came to the 
floor above me, we live in the same building. Well then, we have to live in harmony. That 
is to say, speaking from my point of view, I should think like this: '"She came from a 
foreign country to our country, in regards to our great motherland China [she has a] kind 
of, a kind of what, a kind of admiration. She came here, and as regards Chinese people, as 
regards Chinese women [she feels] that Chinese women are very mysterious, she's willing 
to go alone to explore this topic. This is something great, I think so. So 1 especially 
respect you, that is to say, although age-wise you're rather young, you call me Older Sister 
Zhou, but from this kind of, I don't know how to put it, in this sense I really respect you. 
At least I don't have this grant money, I didn't have this plan, to say I want to go abroad. 
To go and do a project like Miss Ke. To go and research another country-... 

1 was struck by. and indeed touched by, Zhou's expressions of respect and admiration for my 

attempts to carry out a research project in China. Interestingly, Zhou guessed that one motivating 

fector for my project is that 1 feel "Chinese women are very mysterious." In the context of her 

other comments. I think Zhou means by this that my presumption that Chinese women are 

"mysterious" shows how much regard 1 have for Chinese women in all their complexity. It so 

happens that given current political debates in anthropology, in making this statement Zhou also 

attributes to me a motivation which ironically enough recalls the very Orientalist stereotypes I wish 

to work against. Zhou also alludes to some bitter feelings towards the financial wherewithal I 

enjoyed to be able to do the project at all, noting that ''I don't have this grant money..." I interpret 

this as part of a general angst that many yoimger Chinese seem to experience, the feeling of lack 

and sometimes resentment towards the perceived wealth Westerners enjoy. 
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Mangshi City: Paranoia and Pleasure on the Burma Road^ 

Open Secrets and the State 

One fiiistrating ordeal in my fieldwork was the struggle to obtain o€5cial permission to do 

research in Mangshi. To my mind, there were a variety of reasons why permission for me to live 

and conduct research seemed to be so difficult to obtain, including the relative remoteness of 

Mangshi, the political conservatism of the Dehong area and local officials' sensitivity to the area's 

reputation as a hot spot for drug use, prostitution and HTV infection. When I arrived in Mangshi in 

September I went with the graces of Yunnan University, my official sponsor, but I did not have 

official permission to conduct research. (Theoretically provincial approval was necessary; in 

practice local officials could and sometimes did look the other way.) While this official permission 

was being prepared by the University and provincial officials. I was told by people in Kunming to 

confine my research to "library work," a restriction which was easy enough to overlook as I was 

not required to have an official guide/interpreter accompany me. '̂ 

After two and a half months of waiting in Mangshi for official permission to begin my 

dissertation research, it was finally granted on November 15. But there was a catch: 1 was to 

finish the project by December 31.^® While 1 waited for official permission to conduct research 1 

feared that I might be asked to leave at any time. Given this theoretical possibility, I felt a great 

deal of pressure to leam as much as possible every day, which made for an often harried field 

^ During World War II a road for Allied supplies was built through Dehong to Lashio. Burma. It was 
constructed by 100.000 local people in forced labor in a a little over a year (Watson 1996). 

Official Chinese national counterparts, or peitongs. are generally an e.\pected, if often undesired. part of 
the foreign researcher's e.\perience in China. Without a peitong I was able to condua all aspects of my 
research at my own discretion. I was not required ot have a peitong by virtue of my particular affiliation 
with a sympathetic department at Yunnan University. 

An advisor at Yuruian University offered this e.\pIanation for the December 31 deadline: "These 
bureaucrats do not understand the expectations of Ph.D. research in your field. They think you should be 
able to finish your research in six weeks, no problem." 



75 

experience, and unfortunately probably colored my interactions with cultural teachers which would 

otherwise have been more relaxed. Getting official permission also meant more control, at least in 

theory. One of the new rules, which I ignored, was that I was no longer allowed to ride a bicycle. 

Another new rule was harder to avoid — I was told that living in the apartment where I 

was happily settled was illegal. According to the rules, the only place where I could legally live in 

Mangshi was in the government-owned and operated Mangshi Guesthouse. I had hopes that this 

rule could also be ignored. Indeed, a trusted local firiend, a retired state worker, encouraged me to 

man man ban jia. to "slowly slowly move" — in other words to drag my feet and not move at all. 

This same friend was among the most conservative and cautious people I knew in Mangshi. or so I 

thought, so it was interesting to me that she encouraged me to resist official rules. In any case, 

moving from the apartments where I felt secure and happy was a rather traumatic experience, and I 

dreaded moving back into the Guesthouse where I would not have the same privacy (or as much 

space) as I enjoyed in the apartment. 

I will probably never know the "real" reason why I was forced to move into the 

Guesthouse, but I was told that one reason was because it would be "more secure" for me. This 

was indeed ironic, as in my fourth-floor apartment I had the comfort of friends nearby and bars on 

all the windows. The Guesthouse, located on the edge of town near some rural Dai neighborhoods, 

was actually a very pleasant place to stay. The grounds were full of exquisitely cultivated tropical 

plants, and most of the time the rooms in the various wings had only a handful of guests. As the 

government-run hotel in Mangshi, the Guesthouse was the venue for banquets and meetings for 

various state cadres - conventions for the People's Representatives from the countryside and the 

Prefectural Border Patrol (military police) were held at the Guesthouse during my stays there. 

Ironically enough, in addition to its Party-dominated guest list and bright bougainvillea plants, the 
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scene at the Guesthouse also included prostitutes working in the Guesthouse massage parlor and 

members-only nightclub, as well as a cluster of brothels located directly across the street. 

Like the mystery of how the Guesthouse could possibly be considered more "secure," I will 

never know exacdy why permission was so late in coming to begin research, and then for such a 

short time. As I found out later, however, one major reason for the delay had nothing to do with 

political sensitivities. Apparently the head of the Yunnan Education Bureau, whose signature was 

needed, was away on business for a month. When I asked about the strict time limitation, a 

Kunming official told me it was due to 1) politics, which he was not at liberty to discuss in detail 

with me and 2) concern for my personal security. In any case, returning to Kunming in January 

was an unexpectedly positive experience; during that month and a half interactions with cultural 

teachers began to flow with greater ease and were generally enjoyable. Permission to return to 

Mangshi was granted in mid-February (by which time my husband had arrived), and then for only 

one month. However, 1 was able to extend our stay with a compelling excuse; We had to stay for 

Po Shui Jie, the &mous Dai Water Splashing Festival, which took place in late April. I think the 

local officials may have also been more willing to look the other way at that time because I had 

returned to Mangshi with my husband, Kurt. Perhaps they felt reassured that I now had "a man" 

to take care of me. rather ironic if so as Kurt speaks little Chinese. When we went to the local 

authorities to talk about extending our stay, after some fast talking on my part, the officials agreed 

that we could stay. We all stood up to say good-bye, and the two oflBcials formally shook hands 

with Kurt, as if he were the person with whom the agreement had been made. 

While the uncertainties of permission to stay in the field and the disliked rules from 

officialdom in Yunnan were quite frustrating in many ways, the research climate (from an official 

perspective) for international scholars seems to have opened up considerably in recent years. 
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Mayfeir Mei-hui Yang offers an especially lengthy and insightful description of her struggles to 

obtain permission to carry out her research plans in 1982. Originally, she had planned to base her 

dissertation research on participant-observation in a Beijing fectory (Yang 1994). After months of 

persistent networking by Yang and her friends, she was finally granted permission to visit a factory 

(not the one she requested), for one month. Yang took many precautions to protect those she talked 

with, working in, as she describes it, a "culture of fear." Yang notes that she enjoyed some 

advantages because of her status as a huaqiao. or Overseas Chinese (her family emigrated to the 

U.S. when she was a child). Yang describes the culture of fear in Beijing in the early 1980s 

(1994:22): 

Soon the politicizadon of daily life became a palpable reality as I came to experience the 
disorienting and mind-numbing effects of a fear that was reinforced by the guardedness 
and reticence of many people with whom I came into contact... It affected my readiness to 
ask questions, for fear that they would make my interviewees suspicious of me, get them 
into trouble for telling me too much, or prompt someone to inform on me...The realm of 
secrets is a large one in this society, and there was often a vague sense that what people 
knew and had experienced in their personal lives, no matter how ordinary or common, was 
best kept a secret. 

In the late 1990s in Mangshi, the atmosphere was generally relaxed, and information about 

"personal life" certainly did not seem taboo. However, when it came to "research,"' suspicions 

such as Yang describes would still surface, and the sense that HTV infection, the drug trade and 

prostitution were open secrets which could not be discussed with me, an outsider, was strong. This 

was particularly the case with professionals working in local government, the very people who, had 

I chose to pursue it, would have been best able to give me an understanding of how these three 

issues affected local people. 
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Parallel Paradoxes 

The distrust I encountered among ofiBcialdom has its roots in certain nationalist and anti-

colonialist perspectives. One theme within current nationalist discoiuses in China is that of "China 

as victim." This origin myth of the Commimist Party declares Chinese Marxists the saviors of 

China, hostage to the imperialists and capitalists of Europe and the United States. As Zhou has 

shown, this theme has been recycled for use by the current leadership, which portrays China as 

once again victimized by rapacious foreigners. Yet another way in which the Party has legitimated 

itself has been through claiming that the Chinese women were victimized (by "feudalistic" attitudes 

and practices), with the Party stepping in to ""save" women with scientific and modernizing 

solutions. 

Yet in the late 1990s it appeared that women have been largely abandoned as a rhetorical 

class of victims. The main official message to women now is more along the lines of''save 

yourself." The main Party-affiliated women's group, the Women's Federation, promotes the 

slogan that women can achieve equahty by practicing "self-love, self-strengthening, and self-

respect." What is the significance of this shift, away firom women as the victims and towards 

"China" as a victim? Does this shift possibly indicate that women really have progressed, so no 

longer need saving? Not entirely. Women are still Aetorical victims, as evidenced by their 

inclusion among the "six evils" targeted as enemies of the Party's agenda to "construct a socialist 

spiritual civilization"; drugs, the abduction of women, secret societies, superstition, pornography 

and gambling (Zhou 1998:7). But women as a group do appear to have lost their once central roles 

as victims. Although concerns about women's status appears to have &llen by the wayside as a 

national priority "women's status" and other issues relating to gender relations are still deeply 

ideological, as I will attempt to show in this dissertation. 
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Meanwhile, misconceptions about China from U.S. shores abound. Fear and paranoia, 

partly as a legacy- of the Cold War, foster images of China as a potentially dangerous dragon that 

is waking up. As an antidote to this fear China is labeled "backwards," and journalists focus on 

sensationalistic problems like drug trafBcking, prostitution and the abduction and sale of women as 

both a titillating angle on the international scene as well as a convenient way to deflate the power 

of China the dragon. On the other side, ideologically-motivated misconceptions about the U.S. 

(i.e., the often emotionally charged complaints about U.S. "meddling" in China*s "internal a£[airs" 

[a euphemism for human rights]) did not seem to color how urban Yunnanese viewed me. Instead, 

my friends and acquaintances dealt with me as an individual, a satisfying experience that for me 

affirms the value of humanism. 

In this chapter 1 have considered the politics of Otherness as revealed through multiple 

categories of difference: the East/the West, Yunnan/China, and minorities/Chinese. These 

categories are on one level categories of power, and we find that stereotypes of the Other serve to 

bolster the SelTs moral authority. 1 show how historical and local issues inflect these categories of 

difference; for instance, the impact of commercialization in portray^als of both the West as seen 

from China as well as commercialization in how Dehong, a marginalized region long labeled as 

"backwards," portrays itself as a "flavorful" place to do business. While depictions of the 

Selfi^Other typically represent a maneuver for power and legitimacy, they also reveal a paradoxical 

projection of fear and desire. The ways in which minorities in Yunnan (and elsewhere in China) 

are exoticized as highly sensual speak to a lack that Han Chinese yearn for, while the particular 

gender and economic dynamics behind sexualized minority performances simultaneously reinforce 

Han and male domination. 

These categories of Otherness which I entered into impacted me both professionally and 



80 

personally. As a U.S. citizen who e^qiressly intended to do research, my presence in Mangshi was 

regarded with suspicion by state and and local authorities. The fears projected onto me meant that 

I was subject to certain controls, most notably strict time restrictions for how long I could legally 

remain in Mangshi. Meanwhile, as a Western woman, it seemed that I represented certain qualities 

which in &ct overlapped with the projected desirability of minority women; sponteneity, 

entertainment and relative sexual liberation. These expectations were revealed to me most 

obviously when fnends and aquaintances wanted me to "disco dance*' for them. My discomfort 

with this expectation seemed lost on companions, who perhaps thought my inability/refusal to 

perform for them was simply unfriendly. These contrary expectations projected onto me, that I 

was a threat to the "national secrets'' of China, or that I was a living emblem of America as 

sexually liberated and entertaining, composed two sides of a superficial caricature that was in turn 

firustrating and hurtfiil. The micropolitics of negotiating my position were much more complex, 

and included the delicate balance between friends' relative moral and class statuses, the sometimes 

inflated status bestowed upon me as a Ph.D. student, and the real difficulties local friends had 

assimilating me into their world. 

The categories of difference described in this chapter may also impact how my work is 

received. Stereotypes of Chinese women as victims, or of Chinese people as spiritually-empty 

hordes who threaten to nimierically and economically overwhelm the "West" or the '"free world," 

are already there when I write about China, and 1 have to assume that they have informed any 

potential readers. '̂ The multi-layered differences projected between the West/the East, 

Chinese/minorities and Yunnan/China derive much of their power from a very misleading 

^ As they have informed my own sensibilities, much as I might wish that a conscious effort to eliminate 
them could somehow enable me to transcend such stereotypes altogether. 
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simplification and distortion of real di£ferences. In this next rhaptftr I will use a case study 

approach to show how the tnicropolitics of women's lived realities challenge the simplifications 

and distortions built into the binary division between women and men. 
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3 

PASSING: MASKING INDEPENDENCE 

Zhang took part in the U.N. Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995 as a representative of 
outstanding Chinese women...unlike her avant-garde painting style, however, Zhang Leiping 
lives a very traditional life. She places great emphasis on family and took the traditional 
concept of "assisting [her] husband and raising children " as her womanly duty. She believes 
that a modem woman should neglect neither family nor career.' 

In this chapter I will present five women's lives in an effort to reveal some individual 

responses to the hegemonic social expectations that are the subject of this dissertation. Like many 

of the women I knew in Yuiman, these women share a paradoxical relationship between their 

careers and their mode of self-presentation. These five women are all financially independent, all 

value their independence, and all wish to be identified as "conservative,"' rather than "modem." 

Women's economic independence is a site of enormous contention in contemporary urban Yuiman. 

The women I knew in Yunnan sometimes embodied the passivity deemed desirable in women, while 

on other occasions they subverted that ideal. In their discourse as well, I found a mix of 

conventional attitudes and resistance to those attitudes. To some degree their discourse can be 

linked to certain pragmatic goals of self-presentation, i.e., the desire to present oneself as culturally 

conservative, and thus, morally acceptable. 

Standards of gendered morality are an important tool for ensuring women and men's 

support for recreating the social field, for producing and reproducing power-laden gender roles. 

The independent women I talked with often emphasized that they were not "modem woman" as a 

way to reaffirm their primary commitment was to their femilies, not to their careers or other 

^ From "Zhang Leiping; Painter Wife and Mother." by Guan Yiming. in if omen of China, March 1998. 
pp. 29-30. translated by Zhang Fengru. 



83 

interests. In the social field of late 1990s urban Yunnan, women could identify themselves as 

morally upright through showing their commitment to family. 

Despite expectations that urban women present themselves in certain ways, it is 

noteworthy that the following five women were in &ct quite financially independent, and not at all 

unusual in the urban Yunnan landscape in that r^ard. No doubt this paradox between 

presentation and practical realities is, in part, simply a consequence of the rapidity of social change 

in urban China. Yet the question still begs fiirther explication — what does it mean that although 

independent career-oriented women are quite common in urban Yunnan, a general stigma still 

adheres to women in this category? What are the practical effects of such a stigma, since 

prohibiting women fi'om seeking and maintaining independence is not one of them? 

The stigma against independent women seems to reinforce the imperative, already in place, 

for women to appear "conventionally female,'' no matter how independent a woman might be in 

reality. My goal here is not to force the complicated and contradictory stories of the five women 

featured in this chapter into neat categories to illustrate a particular theory. Rather, the stories 

presented here are meant to describe the social field that gendered actors inhabit in urban Yurman. 

The women featured here include three women in their thirties; a peripatetically employed artist, a 

white-collar state employee, and a working-class entrepreneur, a 43-year-old middle-class 

entrepreneur and a white-collar state employee in her early twenties. All were urunarried (or 

separated firom their spouse), another stigma that applied to all but the 23-year-old woman. 

Goffinan provides a starting point for thinking about the stigmatized identities of 

independent women in Yunnan. We categorize people, Goflfinan writes, by assigning certain 

attributes deemed natural and expected for each category (Goffinan 1986:2). When we encounter a 

stranger, on the bzisis on their appearance we anticipate that they belong to a certain category (or 
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perhaps categories) with its associated attributes (ibid). The category we are concerned with here 

is that of women. What attributes are expected for a woman, what is deemed "natural/' and what 

potentially stigmatizes individual women? Stigma as Goffinan uses the term refers to an attribute 

which is "deeply discrediting," that damages a person's reputation or status in some serious way 

(ibid;3). He makes the important distinction that stigma is also a relational concept — an attribute 

that is deemed undesirable in one context may be deemed desirable in another context. For 

example, a woman who is very focused on her career may be viewed as "cold" according to social 

convention, but within her family the woman's career efforts may be greatly admired and 

appreciated, especially if her income is the family's sole support. 

A further qualification is necessary for the following discussion, namely that there is not a 

clearly defined, universally agreed upon set of positively evaluated, preconceived, anticipated 

attributes for urban Yunnanese women versus another set of negatively evaluated, deviant, 

discrediting attributes. Indeed, one of the intriguing aspects of gender ideologies in Yumian is their 

negotiated quality, the sense that social norms and values are in flux and in fact growing 

increasingly indeterminate." Nonetheless, certain normative expectations are still recognized as 

incimibent upon women in urban Yunnan, although not everj'one follows them or agrees that these 

should be expectations. Whatever qualities are opposed to the expectations can be generally 

understood as discreditable attributes. Again, not everyone would agree that the attributes in the 

right-hand column of the following table are discreditable. A valid question, for example, would be 

if it were really unanticipated that a woman over twenty-five remains single. In some social 

circles, for a woman to remain single past her twenties may be unremaricable. Yet even in such 

^ The rapidity of change in contemporary urban China poses a rhetorical dilemma. How can we "capture" 
through writing a moving target? Writing about something inevitably codifies it making it appear more 
settled and defined than the more jumbled reality. 
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hypothetical progressive social circles the following prototypes, if not necessarily followed, would 

still be recognized as carrying some social force. 

Table 4 

Expectations and Discreditable Attributes for Urban Women 

Expectations Discreditable Attributes 

If over age 25 > Married or engaged Single or divorced 

One child No children 

Ambitions/energy focused on &mily Ambitions/energy focused on career 

Discreet, soft/gentle (wenrou) personality and 
conversational style 

Straight-forward, open personality and 
conversational style 

The kinds of stigma Goffinan discusses (including those based on major physical 

handicaps) are more specific and more extreme than the loosely defined and less damaging stigma 

attached to women in Yunnan who have one or more of the discreditable attributes. Yet his basic 

definition of stigma, is useful here; "an undesired difFerentness from what we had anticipated'' 

(ibid;5). Furthermore, those who are stigmatized often share the same beliefs about identity as the 

larger, stigmatizing society. Therefore, the stigmatized may themselves feel shameful about 

whatever discrediting attributes they possess (ibid:7, my emphasis). 

[ think it is particularly important to pay attention to these feelings of shame, and the 

related need to cover up discreditable attributes, as these are phenomenon which shed light on how 

we internalize received ideologies. Shame has particular importance for women in patriarchal 

societies, because in such societies women as a group are generally deemed less valuable than men. 

Shame also imphes an interpersonal referent. One feels as if one were being "watched" by an other. 
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and that this other judges the self critically. As Lorber notes, we "learn appropriate behavior from 

the social categories we belong to — if that social category is highly valued,'̂  we value ourselves 

highly, if the social category is low status, we loose self-esteem (1994:25). Because the feminine is 

denigrated in patriarchal cultures, women and men come to e:q}erience feelings of shame about any 

"feminine" aspects of the human personality (Eurich-Rascoe and Kemp 1997: 52). The paradox is 

that women are expected to be gentle, dependent, submissive and so on, but because qualities coded 

as feminine are devalued women are made to f^I shame in relation to their femininity. So women 

may feel ashamed of their feminine qualities even while fulfilling social norms. Futhermore, 

women who possess one or more of the discreditable attributes listed above may feel an added level 

of shame. Doubly shamed, yet still conditioned by certain hegemonic discourses claiming that 

"men and women are equal in China," it was not suprising that the women I talked with expressed 

contradictory beliefs about gender norms and their effects on their lives. The fact that women in 

urban Yunnan needed to mask their independence and career ambitions in order to maintain their 

status as "moral" women also gave rise to certain contradictions. 

Claudia Strauss' vvork^ provides another framework for understanding the contradictory 

attitudes towards gender ideology that emerge below, particularly for understanding how public 

perspectives intersect with the individual. Her intuitively developed theory postulates that the 

reason why some ideas tend to be expressed with ease and in a somewhat codified form is because 

they are learned as propositions that can be easily remembered and repeated (Strauss 1990:314). 

The similar wording of particular views indicates shared cultural models, or what I would term 

^ Strauss' woric on the phenomenon of contradictory ideologies within individual consciousness (1990. 
1997) lacks the incisive critical edge of others concerned with the same issue (Willis 1977; Gramsci 
1971). Her work does have the benefit though of an empiricist foundation, based on many hours of 
recorded speech which she subjects to a sensitive yet rigorous analysis. 
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received ideologies. Although received ideologies are, by definition, socially constructed, 

individuals are "active interpreters'' of received ideologies rather than passive reproducers 

(ibid:325). In other words, we do not internalize received ideologies in identical fashion. 

Strauss found that individuals express other ideas that are less theorized, presented with 

less depth and with greater difficulty (ibid;315), ideas that may be termed implicit ideologies. 

According to Strauss, the two types of ideologies can be distinguished by how explicitly they exist 

in one's consciousness; received ideologies are more explicit, hence more easily verbalized, while 

implicit ideologies are more tacit, and one might not even be aware that they are part of one's 

beUefs. Similar to Strauss, the Gramscian concept of contradictory consciousness posits a 

distinction between an implicit consciousness, and an explicit consciousness which the individual 

has uncritically absorbed firom the past (Gutmarm 1996; 14-16''). For Gramsci. implicit 

consciousness, as a nascent form of class solidarity, has a certain transformative potential. The 

differences between received and emergent ideologies are politically crucial in another way as well. 

By framing the dominant perspective, received ideologies tend to close off the emergence of any 

alternative perspectives. The public, explicit, formal nature of received ideologies effectively 

subsume other perspectives that might challenge the status quo (Willis 1977:165-7). This raises a 

question; how transformative can implicit criticisms of the status quo be, if such criticisms are 

usually hidden under the sur&ce? 

The five women I focus on in this chapter seemed to exhibit a contradictory consciousness 

about the gendered status quo that defined what was acceptable for them as women. Sometimes 

apparently supportive of normative gender ideals, at other times critical, their discourse did not in 

* Gutmaim draws upon Gratnsci's concept of contradictory consciousness" as a tool for unraveling the 
perspectives of working class men and women in Mexico City. 
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&ct always fit with neat categories of'for or against.*' Other issues of personal and social 

significance were also apparent. 

GofBnan also mentions the role of the sympathetic other, who may or may not also possess 

the stigma in question (GofBnan 1986:20). By sharing the stigmatized person's perspective, the 

sympathetic other helps the stigmatized to feel that they are essentially "normal,*' and, I would add. 

morally legitimate, "a good person.'' In my roie as a Female anthropologist living far from my 

family and my husband (apparently more focused on my career than on my fbnily), I was in fact a 

sympathetic other in relation to the women I interviewed, and this contributed to the productivity of 

my talks with independent women in Yunnan. 

Qi Fengmei: Embodied Conservatism, Underground Critique 

I met Qi Fengmei through Huang Tifan's extended family. Qi was a good fiiend of 

Huang's. Qi and Huang were the same age (23 years old), but Qi seemed less driven as regards 

her career than Huang. Since Qi had recently moved to Mangshi firom Kunming and her work unit 

had not yet assigned her housing, she was living with the Huang femily. Whereas Huang Wenjuan 

was usually rather distant towards me, perhaps because of her discomfort with the fnendship 

between myself and her fiance, Wang Fushan, I enjoyed an easy comaraderie with her fiiend Qi 

Fengmei. 

In befhending Qi, I had a glimpse of how important it is to maintain a certain public 

appearance, regardless of whatever critical viewpoints might be hidden under the surface. Qi's 

dress and mannerisms appeared conventional in many ways, yet she also held some untraditional 

ideas that she shared with me. Qi's views about her future <dso reveal something about how 

imagined futures for young women in Mangshi were rather tightly constricted. 
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Qi was tail and attractive, with two deep dimples that set offher pleasant smile. Her 

clothes, carriage and subdued manner of speaking all conveyed an overall sense of mildness, of 

non-confrontation. She owned several skirt sets, including a longer plaid skirt which, when 

combined with her low-heeled loafers, gave her a schoolmarmish look despite her youth and 

beauty. Other, more fashionable work clothes she wore included tailored dress suits made of 

pastel-colored synthetic fabric; the hems of these suits fell just midway across the knees. On 

weekends, Qi might wear pressed jeans and a blouse. The normative female body language seemed 

like second nature for Qi, who invariably sat with her knees close together and refrained from any 

large or sudden gestures when speaking. In conversation, Qi seemed skilled at drawing others out, 

tilting her head to the side to listen appreciatively to the other person's story. Qi, like other local 

women I knew, was skilled at doing emotional work, of behaving in a way that puts others in the 

desired state of mind' (Hochschild 1983:7). The kinds of emotional work that I saw women like Qi 

fi^uently engage in included the following: 

Table 5 

Emotional Work 

Women Appear Others Feel 

attentive cared for, noticed 

careful non-threatened, secure, cared for 

demure non-threatened, secure 

® In the U.S.. Hochschild argues that American women, especially middle-class women, engage in more 
emotion work because they depend upon men for money. Women tend to do emotion woric that ''afiirms. 
enhances, and celebrates the well-being and status of others" (1983; 165). 
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In short Qi's dress, body language and personal e?q)ression gave her the superficial identity of 

"normal" if not in feet "ideal": non-threatening and conventional. 

Like many middle-class young women, Qi had spent several years studying in the capital. 

(She bad studied marketing for four years at a vocational college in Kunming.) Yet in contrast to 

other local young women who had also spent time in Kunming, for Qi the experience of living in 

Kunming seemed to have given her a broader perspective, one which made her somewhat cynical 

and critical about her status as a woman. She took my friendship with the Huang femily and with 

her friend's fiance Wang in stride — she seemed to find it natural that I would want to ask her so 

many questions about her views on gender relations. Perhaps she enjoyed the chance to tell an 

outsider that she saw her future as constrained as a woman, that she knew there were other possible 

futures available elsewhere, but not in Mangshi. Sometimes Qi, Wang, Huang Wenjuan and I 

would take an afternoon stroll on a weekend, with Qi and I walking together as she offered lengthy, 

almost breathless commentary on local gender relations. More often, we would sit together in the 

Huang living room, relaxing after a meal. The living room contained few decorations. Old, dried 

bouquets of roses, no doubt gifts fi-om Wang to his girlfriend Huang, sat abandoned and dusty in 

one comer. A plastic basket on the coffee table was almost always filled with fhiit; bananas, 

apples, oranges or pears. And a huge new television dominated one end of the room, facing the 

couch. While family members passed through or sat nearby watching television, I would fill up 

pages of my notebook with Qi's comments about the parameters of possibility as she saw them. 

When we met she had just started working as an accountant for a state work unit in 

Mangshi. She described her work as generally satisfectory, although there were some tensions in 

working as part of a hierarchical bureaucracy. (She was sometimes irritated by the expectation 

that you "have to ask your boss about everything, even if the answer is obvious.") One of the 
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topics I asked her about was the characteristics she wanted in her future husband. Qi mentioned 

that he should have a stable job {guding de shouru) and be able to support himself. The ability to 

support himself {ziji yang ziji) was mentioned by several unmarried women I talked to as an 

important characteristic would-be future husbands should have, and this often struck me as a bit 

odd. I heard these two requirements for potential husbands (a stable job and the ability to support 

himself) so often and phrased ahnost the same way each time, which suggests that these 

requirements index a received ideology. Traditional expectations that men should be able to 

support a femily (not to mention themselves) were no longer taken for granted — these 

requirements for potential mates seemed to index one way in which the disappearance of the "iron 

rice bowf has seeped into public consciousness. This destablization of "man the breadwinner" has 

important implications for on-going gendered power conflicts, as will be apparent in throughout 

this dissertation. 

In addition, Qi said she wanted a man who would be "strong" {jianqiang) and have a sense 

of humor. For herself, she felt it was important that she have her own career, fnends and activities. 

She said that most young women wanted the same and that in this desire for their own career and 

so on they were heavily influenced by the West. I suspect that stories about the lives of Western 

women which appear in popular magazines may be part of the "Western influence" Qi referred to, 

stories which provide models for career-minded women. ® In a sotto voice, Qi went directly on to a 

critique of conventional attitudes regarding gender: 

People say that if a woman is too capable {tai nenggan) and only minds her career, then 
her household will fall apart, people here have this kind of attitude. Males, they are 
strong, they have better chances than females, because of social influences. Women are 
hard-working. There's nothing we can do about it, we have to be hard-woridng {mei banfa. 

^ Haiyan Fan reports that among the magazines that are most popular for young, educated people in China 
are those like the Chinese version of Reader's Digest" which contain many articles taken directly from 
U.S. magazines and translated into Chinese. 
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bixu qinglao). It's not fair. Women must have children, must do housework... (women) 
can't smoke, can't drink... In a big city it's not the same, but here in Mangshi... my mother 
is angry with me because I don't have a boyfriend. 

In her understated way, Qi Fengmei stated these expectations in a monotone Utany that implied 

some bitter feelings about her limited options. The view that successful career women and a well-

managed house do not go together was indeed commonplace in Mangshi (and in Kunming), as Qi 

said. Yet by adding that "people here have this kind of attitude,'' Qi effectively criticized this view 

and distanced herself from it. The dysfluency Qi exhibited in articulating her criticism of male 

dominance may reflect the feet that this is an emergent, implicit ideology. First Qi said men are 

"strong,"' as an explanation for their dominance, but then she revised this to "they have better 

chances... because of social influences." Qi appeared unclear as to whether male dominance was 

due to "nature" or "culture." Criticism of male dominance was a line of thought that Qi had some 

difficulty articulating — it is possible that my conversations with her were the first time she was 

challenged to articulate them at all. 

In contrast, she characterized women's subordination with an almost formulaic expression; 

Mei banfa. bixii qinglao. "There's nothing we can do about it, we have to be hard-working." This 

attitude of resignation towards women's subordination, expressed in nearly the same way by many 

other women I talked to. reflects a received ideology, but one that is somewhat critical of the status 

quo. First, men would never make the same remark about women. Secondly, some women, as Qi 

did here, would make this remark with bitterness in their voice. This tone of bitterness seemed to 

express resentment of women's double-duties, although there was also an air of resignation to their 

expression. None of my other female interviewees continued as Qi did with more direct criticism 

("It's not fair. Women must have children, must do housework... (women) can't smoke, can't 
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drink'̂ . While Qi's direct criticism seemed rather singular in my experience, she did not have any 

trouble e?q)ressing these views. In this context, Qi appears to take full responsibility for an attitude 

that can be termed '"implicit" only in the sense that such critical perspectives do not yet appear 

common among middle-ciass women in urban Yunnan. Perhaps Qi's easily expressed criticisms 

are "pre-emergenf for many of her peers, "active and pressing but not yet fully articulated*' 

(Williams 1977:126). Among Qi's other criticisms here, I was particularly struck by her comment 

that "(women) can't smoke, can't drink." 

I had long been curious about the "freedom"' to smoke and drink, which in Mangshi 

seemed to be a man's prerogative only.^ Did women feel envious of men's indulgence in smoking 

and drinking, did these activities represent a sort of freedom that women felt excluded from? In the 

context of her other criticism, Qi's corrunent informed me that they might. I saw women in their 

teens smoking at a Mangshi disco, so this may be changing. In Kunming, it is uncommon but not 

unheard of to see a woman in her forties or younger smoking cigarettes or drinking a beer. The one 

disco in Mangshi, like discos in Kunming, seemed to be a place where alternative lifestyles 

flourish. 

Beyond the freedom to indulge in alcohol or tobacco, the more important issue Qi raised 

here concerns women's roles within family networks. According to Qi, whether or not to have a 

child is not a question local women can entertain; the expectations that all women will marry and 

have a child are so overpowering that these ""decisions" are in effect already made if one is bom 

female: '"Women must have children." 

Finally, here Qi noted one way in which these expectations have a direct impact on her 

^ Yet smoking, and more importantly, drinking, offer men more than a social activity. These substances 
are also relied upon (sometimes self-abusively so) as powerfiil coping devices for myriad life pressures. 
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own life: "my mother is angry with me because I don't have a boyfriend." Qi was twenty-three at 

the time. The prototypical age of marriage for local women, middle-class and educated like Qi, 

was about twenty-five. No doubt from the perspective of Qi's mother,* the time for meeting a 

fiance was upon her. Qi did not indicate to me that she did not wish to marry — indeed we talked, 

sometimes jokingly, about how hard it would be in Mangshi for Qi to find a "good man,*' which in 

the context of our conversations implied a man who was progressive in his thinking and not likely 

to enforce traditional roles on the reiatiooship. Yet what struck me about Qi compared to other 

women I knew her age was her high level of critical awareness about her situation. 

Criticism of the status quo was also implied in how Qi described "women's personalities" 

in general versus "men's personalities." Women, she said are kind and gentle (wenrou). Men, she 

said, believe they are superior {da nanzi zhuyf). and usually want to "be the leader." Other 

women I knew in their twenties in Mangshi did not share Qi's critical perspective. I became 

friends with several other local women whose social positions were quite similar to Qi's although 

they were a few years older (i.e., they were middle-class Han women who had been raised in 

Dehong). These other local women I knew were already married, and almost all had a young child, 

or they were pregnant. As regards gender relations none were as critical as Qi. Indirect criticism 

would sometimes surface in ironic references to housework, cooking or childcare. For example, as 

part of their explanation of why women were "hard-working" (a frequent characterization of 

women as compared to men), these women would recite in a tired, ironic tone the jobs women had 

to do; da sao weisheng. dai xiao wawa. chu mai cai. zuo fan, clean house, take care of [lit. 

^"carry'T the little baby, go buy vegetables, cook. I never heard these women note directly as Qi did 

® Her mother lives in Ruili. 
^ Literally, Tjig man-ism." which may be glossed as male superiority complex or as "machismo." 



95 

that this arrangement was not &ir, bu gongping, but a critical perspective was implied by the tone 

of voice. 

A dimier party on one of my first evenings in Mangshi, in fact, impressed me deeply as an 

example of the "structure of feeling'̂  surroimding gender roles in the area. A friend who worked as 

an accountant for a coimty office had invited me out. Bao was about 26 years old. His girUhend. 

three of his same-age male colleagues, the wives of the two married colleagues, and I all went out 

to eat at a popular restaurant near the guesthouse where I was staying at the time. I was struggling 

to fit into the entire milieu, which was new for me and for them. I tried to sit appropriately and 

without too much pain on the low stooL contemplated whether or not to eat some of the deep-fned 

bee larvae (which I gathered was a special treat), and attempted to draw out in conversation the 

wives sitting next to me, (both of whom had jobs and one of whom was pregnant, all of which I 

wanted to know more about). The men began drinking baijitt, a potent clear alcohol, out of little 

teacups soon after we all sat down. 

Just when the two wives and I really started talking, the shots of baijiu the men had been 

drinking began to take effect. Their voices became louder and more animated, and they started 

placing "count fingers." the drinking game ubiquitous throughout China. Although the man who 

had invited me (Bao) seemed at times reluctant and had to be goaded to continue, they continued 

playing count fingers, more and more loudly (the loser must drink a shot), for another hour. Their 

voices were so loud that conversation among us women, the non-players, was out of the question. 

There was nothing we could do except watch. The way in which the men monopolized the evening 

with their exuberant game of count fingers was significant on several levels. 

At the time, I was merely struck by how the other three women made no effort to 

encourage the men to control their loudness (if not their drinking), or to suggest we remove 



96 

ourselves, which we easily could have done by taking a stroll which is common after dinner, so as 

to continue our conversation. The fact that the women sat silently for over an hour, watching a 

game that they must have seen played countless times before, seemed deeply symboUc of their 

status — their own pleasure in the evening's outing seemed to be completely inconsequential. 

Throughout the months I spent in Mangshi, I saw this scene replayed many times, suggesting that 

the loud voices and aggressiveness men exhibit in this drinking game (while their female 

companions are literally "drowned out") are, in part, a ritual enactment of male dominance. 

Similarly, in a rural context, Andrew Kipnis has written about how men's drinking rituals are used 

in micro-political negotiation, rituals from which women are excluded'" (1997:53). 

Later I became fhends with Bao's girlfnend, Deng Xia, but I never saw his colleagues or 

their wives again. Thus, while in my mind they are similar to other young Mangshi women 1 knew 

who seemed to accept the status quo, perhaps in fact had 1 known them better I would have found 

that like Qi Fengmei they were ambivalent as regards gender roles. 

Qi Fengmei's ambivalence seemed to pervade her attitude towards the double-duty 

expectations of women. While on one occasion (quoted above) Qi seemed resentful of this burden, 

during another interview she described her future hopes as pinned on fulfilling just that role. In 

terms of what she hoped for in her own future, and the kind of person she admires, she described a 

woman who: 

...works outside the home, but also a lot at home. Both are completely and beautifully 
managed, everyone is satisfied with you. 

In the North Chinese village (in Shandong province) where Kipnis did his fieldwork. banquets where 
officials and state workers made important connections were segregated by sex when women were 
included, although apparently the banquets were generally all male (1997). When women attended 
banquets they drank a sweet red wine, hongjiu, while they made their own connections. 
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When Qi imagined her future, managing her household seemed to be just as important and as 

potentially fiilfilling as a successful career. Significantly, her hopes were centered on making 

others happy: "everyone is satisfied with you." In this respect, Qi's ambitions are reflective of the 

larger society that values fulfilling social roles over individual aspirations. It goes almost without 

saying that one of the roles Qi will soon play is that of a wife, and, hopefully, mother. However, 

she does not appear anxious to find a suitable fiance quickly, which might be explained in part by 

her family history. 

Unhappy marriages seem to run in her mother's line. Her maternal grandmother was a 

"little wife," adopted by a family when she was a girl and raised to marry the femily's son. Qi said 

her grandmother was deeply unhappy in her marriage to this man, a man whom she had grown up 

with and considered her brother. Qi's own father, now deceased, was an alcoholic who was 

abusive to her mother. No matter what happened, Qi said, her mother would tolerate (kuanrong) it 

all. One evening Qi told me the story of the worst experience her mother had lived through, which 

happened before Qi was bom. 

Her parents lived with her fether's parents at that time. As her mother tells the story, her 

husband came home, drunk, and passed out in an awkward position. Worried that he might not be 

able to breathe, Qi's mother, who was seven months pregnant at the time, struggled to roll him 

over. She called out for her in-laws to help, but they would not respond. In the effort to move her 

drunken husband, Qi's mother had a miscarriage and lost the baby. In an echo of what several 

other younger women told me, Qi said that her mother's most adamant advice about finding a 

husband was "find a kind man." In this conte?ct, "kind" refers to a man who would be considerate 

towards his wife, and not abusive. This story was clearly a moral (and gendered) parable for Qi, in 

which her mother is portrayed as a good, dutifiil wife. Despite her mother's tolerance, she is 
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vicdmized in a dramatic way by her drunk husband and her uncaring in-laws. This story, like 

similar stories I heard other women fiiends telL, reveals the di£ferent generational expectations for 

what women should tolerate in their mates. The implication of her mother's story, Qi implied, was 

that she, the daughter, should leam from her mother's life. It seems likely that the changes brought 

about by the revolution, marginal though they were for women's lives, helped make the critical 

perspective underlying Qi's mother's story possible.'' Yet the expectation that a woman's 

happiness is dependent on marrying a "good man," is passed on in the motherly advice to "find a 

kind man.'' 

To the extent that she is critical of gender relations, and apparently not anxious to get 

engaged, Qi's actual social identity could be construed as stigmatized. Yet I do not think she is 

stigmatized. Perhaps some of her co-workers, like her mother, look askance at the &ct that she is 

not yet engaged. Yet. based on my observations of Qi interacting with others, I believe that her 

critical perspective on gender relations is mostly hidden from view. 

Zhou Mingxia: The Margins of Respectability 

Zhou Mingxia, as described in Chapter Two, was my downstairs neighbor in Mangshi. 

Estranged from her husband, who lives in another city, she was romantically linked to her business 

colleague, whom we all affectionately called 'Teacher Hu." My own relationship with was 

complicated. On the one hand as a friend she was an important social support for me, and I was 

grateful for the company and food at the many meals I shared at her place, as well as frequent 

visits in the evening when we would watch television together, or just talk (sometimes with other 

guests who might also be visiting, including Teacher Hu). Yet there were also certain tensions 

^ ^ The relationship between mothers and daughters in the development of a critical consciousness 
warrants further attention. How have mothers' critical perspectives on gender relations influenced their 
daughters' rising expectations of their spouses? 
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between us, a certain competitiveness that encountering me seemed to bring out in Zhou. Out of 

this competitiveness, perhaps too out of a certain bluntness that Zhou also displayed in her 

interactions with others, she was sometimes unkind in conversation with me. Sometimes she would 

speak with exaggerated slowness and enunciation, as if to emphasize my non-fluency in Chinese. 

At other times she seemed to delight in making references to literary terms or historical figures 

which she guessed (usually correctly) that I would not understand, and would have to have 

explained to me. 

Our relationship was also complicated, for me, by's suspect reputation within the moral 

community of the apartments, as described in Chapter Two. It was probably the leeway given to 

me as an outsider that allowed me to maintain fiiendships with "morally suspect" Zhou as well as 

"morally upright" Huang Lan. For Zhou herself, her problematic status as a married woman living 

alone and having an affair with another married man (Hu Tao) damaged her reputation, making her 

the subject of malicious gossip in the apartments and to some extent apparently damaging her own 

view of herself Knowing Zhou Xia gave me insight into the life of a woman living independently, 

on the edge of acceptability. 

Always well dressed and well groomed, wearing make-up and her hair in a curly style 

fashionable among women her age, Zhou's superficial identity was that of a conservative yet 

stylish professional woman. Her actual identity included the problematic fects of her estrangement 

from her husband, her living by herself, and her affair with Teacher Hu, the latter feet an open 

secret. In sum, her actual identity included the stigma of a woman who is living outside of the 

norms. From Zhou I learned some of the social costs of such stigmas, as well as the insights she 

offered about how she viewed herself and how she presented herself to others.'' 

The atmosphere of my interviews with Ming was relaxed and unhurried. My only concern was that the 
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Zhou's response to one of the standard questions I was asking at that time (in late October) 

was revealing. The question was simply, "Do you feel that your life is happy?" First noting that 

the question was too abstract, Zhou continued with uncharacteristic dysfluencies to talk about her 

son and her "femily": 

Zhei ge xingfii Hang ge zi. wo xianzai... wo xiangdao wo de erzi he wo zaiyi kuar. wo Jiu 
pie de hen xingfu... Ta shi henyi zhong hen rongyi manzhu de shiqing. ah? (CC: Shi de. 
shi de.) Nemo Jiu shi shou tuiran wo Jiu jue de uhh. umm. biru shou zou wo ziji de 
zhei zhong. uhh bi fang shou Jiating ba. ha. .. Nemo, jiu shi shou. dui ni de wen ba 
jiating ni de jiating xing bu xingfu. (CC: Ah. ah.) 

"Happiness," these two characters, right now... when I think of my son [living] with me, 
then I feel very happy... That's something that obviously makes you feel satisfied, right? 
(CC: That's right, that's right.) Well that is to say suddenly I felt uhh, umm, for 
example making my own kind of, uhh for example "family," ha... Well, that is to say, 
about your question [it should be] family is your family happy or not? (CC: Oh yeah.) 

Most broadly, here Zhou was telling me that when it comes to questions of "happiness," it might be 

more appropriate to ask about a person's family rather than about the happiness of one person as 

an individual. Considering how satisfying social relations (more so than personal fulfilhnent, 

however defined) is generally one of the primary indications of mental well-being in Chinese 

society, this suggestion Zhou offered me was certainly a point well taken. Yet through the 

dysfluencies apparent here the unsatisfying nature of her own small scattered femily is apparent. 

Her uncharaterisically Jumbled expression suggests her discomfort with the weirdness of her 

situatioiu which I unwittingly highlighted with my question. Her grown son, 19 years old at the 

time, came and lived with her periodically (living most of the time with his fether in another city). 

Zhou also alluded to the improvised nature of her '̂ family," which she ^"makes herself." From my 

perspective, I had nothing but admiration for how Zhou found happiness, it seemed, in the social 

tape recorder was working correctly, on this rare occasion in which my informant said she felt comfortable 
with me using it (later Ming asked for a personal copy of our taped interviews, which I made for her). 



101 

circle she helped form that included the gentle Hu Tao, her other coworker Little Xia and his wife, 

her son occasionally, and myself during my short stay. She did give herself credit later in the 

interview for creating this social circle (see Chapter Two), but here the thought of "happiness'' 

seemed to recall an idea of a "normal family" which Zhou was no longer part of, hence her 

dysfluency in articulating her response. 

After siunmarizing her major life experiences so &r, including being "sent down'' to 

Yunnan as an Intellectual Youth during the Cultural Revolution, her marriage to a Yunnan man 

and their subsequent separation, Zhou talked about how she put "all her hopes" on her son. She 

used the analogy of cultivating a tree to describe how she hoped to guide him, ending with the hope 

that he will ultimately grow up straight, with no twists, like "useful timber/a useful person" w ke 

chengcai de shu (the latter English gloss is the idiomatic meaning). She concluded these thoughts 

about her son by saying; 

So that's how I express my values and my philosophy of life. So indeed as a woman I'm 
not bad. So then, I have my own actual financial income, in time, I can like Miss Ke, I 
daren't say go traveling abroad, but 1 can travel around China. You know I long for 
Xinjiang'̂ .... 

As sympathetic as I was to Zhou's situation, in accoimting for her life she seemed automatically 

defensive. Her marginal status seemed to necessitate that she pay special attention to her moral 

identity. This attentiveness to proving that she was not a ^"bad woman" is ironically part of the 

very system that limits ±e field of possibilities for Zhou and other women. Her concem for 

bringing up her son right, "straight, with no twist" validates in part her value as a woman and as a 

mother. Her son is important to her, yet so is her "own actual financial income." By referring to 

her "own actual" income Zhou seemed to imply that she experienced the income she earned as a 

China's Northwestem-most province. Ming noted that she wanted to go there to see "China's ancient 
culture." 
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somewhat exceptional privilege, although she is not particularly unique in her status as a woman 

who is a well paid partner in a successful private enterprise. Here she also alluded to the economic 

difierences between us, noting somewhat sardonically that she cannot "dare to'' think of going 

abroad as I had done. As regards her success supporting herself in a patriarchal society, Zhou's 

evaluation of herself seems worth repeating at length: 

Chinese women's independence (ziqiang^*), self-esteem (zizhun), self-love (ziai) are most 
important. Because China is a really feudal country. Like women earlier, they didn't go 
beyond the housegate and they didn't walk across the threshold. They couldn't joke with 
the male guests. They weren't permitted to sit at the table to eat. Chinese women's status 
was really low. They weren't permitted to talk and laugh, or to laugh showing their 
teeth.'' Also, before there were the "three inch golden lotuses" [bound feet], wrapped very 
small, it was that kind of a feudal country, [but] it could change into what it is today, in 
China there are many strong women, called ''strong women," they are self-reliant (ziwei), 
inde{)endent and love themselves. So, take myself as an example, I've been a woman for 
forty years, and I feel like others still look on me favorably as a very successful person. 

Here I find it interesting that Zhou highlights women's self-perceptions as most important in 

regards to improving their social position and status. In part her viewpoint can be attributed 

directly to the influence of the "four selves" promoted by the Women's Federation; "Self-Respect, 

Self-Reliance, Self-Esteem and Self-Value" {zizun. ziqiang, ziai. zizhong). Rather than focusing 

on male attitudes or wider gender ideologies at work, Zhou, like other women I talked with, 

emphasized concepts like women's self-respect {zizhun) and self-value {ziai). Yet beyond the 

influence of propaganda, what is the significance of this common focus on women's self-concept as 

the key element towards women's hberation? This is a theme I explore in Chapter 4. 

In the excerpt above, Zhou makes direct reference to the paradox introduced at the 

beginning of this chapter; the ubiquity of independent women on the one hand, and the stigma 

Literally •'self-strength." but best glossed in English as "independent." 
I am reminded of Judith Lorber's observation that "gender norms are inscribed in the ways people 

move, gesture and even eat" (Lorber 1994;23). 
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(subtle, and not so subtle) attached to independent women on the other. Zhou noted first that '̂ in 

China there are many strong women,'̂  then gave one of the most positive descriptions of the 

"strong woman" that I heard; 'they are self-reliant, independent and love themselves.^ This 

strikes me as very significant as a counter-discourse to the backlash more commonly directed at 

"strong women." However, her own self-perception "as an example" of such a strong woman 

alludes to how this status is problematic. Following as it does on the heels of her description of 

"strong women," I think the next statement can be read as "I've been [an independent] woman for 

forty years." Yet, she says, "I feel like others still look on me fevorably as a very successfiil 

person." The qualifier "still," I think, implies that despite her great independence, she is "still" 

admired: in other words "independent" women are not viewed favorably. 

She may be admired as successful in her career, but among the other women I knew in the 

apartments we all lived in, she was not admired as a moral woman. Zhou offered the following 

comments about the phenomenon of malicious gossip, comments which no doubt reflected her 

awareness of the gossip directed at her. Significantly too, before she made the following comments 

she had discussed materialistic jealousy, which suggests to me that the jealousy others may have as 

regards her financial success may be linked in her mind to the malicious gossip about her that the 

same people indulged in. 

Also, there's a certain kind of woman, who really likes to quarrel and fight with others. 
Also, between us sitting here, like if we say bad things about others. So then, if I go to 
someone else's house and repeat those insults, that's especially disgusting. Especially 
there are these kinds of people, there are a lot of these kinds of people. These kinds of 
people, well they say things about other people's lives, both good and bad. She likes to 
talk about it all, that kind is really disgusting. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, I was too aware of the low opinion Huang Lan and her co-workers 

had of my friend Zhou. I am not sure how or to what extent Zhou was aware of the things they 
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said about her. Zhou's phrasing of the number and intensity of the gossips C^Especially there are 

these kind of people, there are a lot of these kinds of people.'0 seems to indicate that she did feel 

somewhat threatened by the gossip about her. 

At the end of my stay I learned about another dimension of the harassment the 

neighborhood women directed towards Zhou. Huang Lan told me about how she and her co

workers in the store downstairs used to like tease Zhou Mingxia. Zhou was a bit vain, and 

sometimes proud of the modest material possessions she would occasionally purchase to improve 

her apartment or just to enjoy. Huang and her co-workers would use this vanity and pride to cajole 

her into bragging. Once she started to boast, however mildly, they would subtly insult her with 

glances between themselves or indirect insults aimed directly at Zhou. Zhou, who struck me as a 

sharp observer in other instances, probably understood the true nature of these '"conversations" 

with the store clerks, her neighbors. 1 think Zhou understood even more, at least intuitively, insofar 

as she linked the topics of "jealousy" and "gossip." My friend Huang made 300 yuan^^ a month as 

a clerk in the store, at the bottom rung in terms of what one might expect for a state job. Huang, a 

high school graduate, actually had more years of education behind her than Zhou. But although 

Zhou only had eight years of education as a youth, through self-paced study she later obtained a 

university' degree in finance. This degree, her adeptness at business, hard work and perseverance 

have paid off for Zhou. As she related: 

Fve been working for the trade agency for two years. It's a kind of private industry, it's a 
private investment venture that we created ourselves. It's the kind of place Chinese people 
call "self-employed" (ziyou zhiye). It must be said that the work is tiring, yet then again 
it's not tiring at all. And why is that? Well, it's tiring because everyday we work long 
hours, because our company has a lot of business, so indeed we should be devoted to the 
job heart and soul. How can I say it's not tiring? Because what we do is for ourselves, 
you feel really secure in your heart, so you feel that you earned what you worked for. 

300 yuan was about $38 dollars in 1997. Huang and the other store workers did receive housing in the 
apartments as their biggest benefit; rent per month (for non-work unit residents) was 200 won a month. 



105 

Anyway, this expression that I use, well it's really practical. You see how much your 
salary is each month. And our salary, the monthly salary, compared to the workers 
employed by others it's a bit more. Because you work for yourself. Well, every month we 
can actually make 1500-1600, just myself I make 1500-1600. 

Zhou noted that her job requires a lot of commitment while offering the reward of feeling "secure 

in your heart." Working for a private enterprise in which she is a partner, Zhou felt that she earned 

what she worked for. This link between effort and reward is in contrast to state jobs, where 

salaries are notoriously unconnected to effort. The hedges she used in revealing her salary suggests 

how she struggled not to appear too proud. 

Jia Wei^^: Self-styled Iconoclast Grounded in Tradition 

Jia Wei, an active artist, poet and writer, lived by herself on the outskirts of Kunming. 

Knowing Jia, 1 was made aware of how, at least under certain circumstances, it might be possible 

to openly live outside of received gender norms. I believe that Jia was able to live outside of the 

margins because of her status as an artist, and because of the relative freedom in Kunming 

compared to outlying cities such as Mangshi. Ironically, although she herself subverted some 

gender norms, her views on women's status were generally uncritical. In her struggle to maintain 

her unconventional identity and lifestyle, it seemed she was not able (or willing) to simultaneously 

support women as a group through any sort of feminist solidarity. 

Jia was married to another artist, but he lived and worked in Beijing. Thirty years old 

when we met in the winter of 1997, Jia embodied the intensity, idealism and often iconoclastic 

viewpoints one might associate with an artist. Yet for all her apparent "radicalism," Jia also 

defines herself as conservative. After meeting through a mutual friend, we arranged to meet for an 

$188 U.S. - $200 per month. 
Her real name. Per their requests. I did not use pseudonyms for Jia Wei or the other Yuiuian artists 

referenced in this dissertation. Li Ji. Wu Yiqiang and Yang Yijiang. 
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interview at her place. The building she hves in occupies a liminal space on the outskirts of 

Kunitiing. In this area new buildings, finished and still in construction, are &st overtaking what 

was a semi-rural landscape. Old-style single-story buildings made of exposed brick sit in the 

middle of unpaved ground, where grass, or more commonly, small vegetable gardens grow. 

Directly adjacent to these mixed-use areas are towering new apartment buildings, hastily built to 

house the growing population of Kunming Jia's building is conveniently close to the College of 

Fine Arts, but is actually owned by an agricultural collective. With no work unit of her own, she 

rented a room in one of their buildings only by the grace of her neighbors, workers in the collective. 

Her building is partitioned into rooms about 200 square feet each with bare concrete floors. 

(Communal latrines and showers are located in another building.) 

Jia's superficial identity might be likened to a socially conservative yet absent-minded 

artist, with her somewhat distracted air and self-consciously layered clothing. (She wore an old-

style red silk vest during one interview, the kind of accessory that I noticed gave her a certain 

distinction.) In fact she is living on the edge — literally and socially. Her small concrete room is 

attractively decorated with print &brics, paintings and other art objects on all sides. Her husky 

voice and serious demeanor gave my talks with her a somewhat dramatic feeling, and I would find 

that listening to Jia I would be swept up in her idealism — where nationalist and strong moralistic 

perspectives mixed in an intense medley. 

Although I had standard questions regarding perceived gender differences prepared, I 

found Jia needed little prompting to express her views. She began by noting that the Chinese 

people are "the most complicated" (zui juza de ren), an observation I usually heard made by 

educated men commenting on Chinese society or language." This observation, in my view. 

One evening another male artist named Wu Yiqiang remarked that of all the languages, Chinese 
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connotes both an appreciation of China's long, rich history and nationalistic pride. Especially in 

the context of talking with me, as a representative Western hegemony (midesired, but inevitable 

simply because of my status as an American), emphasizing the complexity of Chinese cultiu^ 

seemed to answer to the need of some Chinese inteUectuals to defend the value and intrinsic worth 

of their traditions. 

Nationalism was a pervasive attitude in urban Yunnan, appearing in many (and for me, 

sometimes unexpected) forms. Zhou Mingxia was a karaoke aficionado, and fi^uently asked 

when I wouldjoin her at the neighborhood club. One night, I finally conceded. Zhou, a gifted 

singer, dedicated her first song to me. The number she chose was an emotional song 

commemorating the war against the Japanese, with an accompanying military music video. Yet, as 

other scholars have argued, it is China's intellectual class which seems particularly enamored of 

nationalistic sentiments. As Tu Wei-ming sirnis up succinctly (Tu 1994:2), in response to semi-

colonial depredations, Chinese intellectuals have 

lost their moorings in a society that for most of two millennia bad provided a secure and 
respeaed anchorage for their predecessors... Their sense of impotence, frustration, and 
humiliation, prompted by a curious mixture of political nationalism and cultural 
iconoclasm, framed the context for their quest for identity.... 

Tu and other scholars, including Ben Xu (1998), have found a troubling parallel between the 

CCP's official promotion of patriotism and the nativist views that currently hold sway among 

Chinese inteUectuals. Among other practical effects, nationalistic and patriotic sentiments 

'"rationalize the authoritarian status quo at home and shift focus to the outside" (Xu 1998:205). 

The current nativist Zeitgeist includes xenophobic tendencies, particularly hostility towards the 

grammar was the most comple.K. In fact Chinese grammar is perhaps the only aspect of the language that 
is comparatively simple. It seemed striking that Wu insisted that Chinese had to have the most complex 
grammar. 
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West. Jia's views as she shared them with me fit within this particular mindset. Most disturbing 

was the &ct that Jia also appeared to support the "authoritarian status quo'' as regards women's 

subordination — while she was critical of sexism as it affected her own life, she did not appear to 

broaden her criticism or show solidarity with other women. 

Jia continued during our first talk by noting that for her generation, Maoist ideology had a 

lasting imprint. Leaning forward to emphasize her point, Jia said, ~A-Ii,^ do you know, especially 

in our moral outlook {daode guannian\ Maoism still influences my generation." When I asked for 

examples, she noted that criticism commonly leveled at the noitveau riche, who were often deemed 

crass and lacking in culture, was one example of the continuing influence of Maoist values. Jia 

also noted with some nostalgia that she remembered singing L' Internationale (guoji ge) in school. 

(Z, • Internationale, written by a Frenchman,"' is a popular song in many socialist coimtries.) More 

personally revealing in terms of the impact of Maoist ideology in her own life is how Jia 

represented herself to a journalist who profiled her in the magazine World Youth [Shijie Qingnian). 

As discussed below, Jia represented herself as someone with high ideals (centered on art) who has 

overcome difficult material obstacles through her persistence, similar to a Maoist model worker if 

one substituted art with "progress for the masses."' 

Her entrance to adulthood (when entered her twenties in 1986) coincided with China's 

opening to the West, she noted in our first interview. Since then, she said, the economy has gotten 

stronger and stronger while morality has declined. For Jia, "the West" seems to be symbolically 

linked to both economic growth, capitalist-style, and to declining morals. Young people aged 16 to 

25 generally had low morals, according to Jia, compared to her generation. When she was growing 

The diminutive form of my Chinese name, which implies some intimacy. 
Eugene Pottier wrote the song in 1871. Since then, it has been associatod with revolutions and workers; 

it was the national anthem of the former Soviet Union until 1944. 
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up her mother told her "don't have a boyfriend, you must be clean," and "you can't Just go around 

however you like with boys for fun," {bu neng suibian gen nan haizi qu war). She said if she 

herself has a daughter, she would want to give her the same traditional messages, but to do so 

would be a contradiction in today's society. Jia also noted that she did not like to see foreign men 

with Chinese girlfriends. When 1 asked why, Jia did not seem to have much to say in response. 

Perhaps just the idea of foreign men with Chinese women was distastefiil to her in some way. 

Finally, however, she said she felt that was "because Chinese women are shy, and if they have a 

relationship with a Western man there will be some sexual conflicts." Besides referring to real 

differences in sexual mores, Jia's statement here also indexes the long-standing belief that in some 

sense Chinese women symbolize cultural purity, and must therefore at all costs avoid contact with 

"barbarians" (Carlitz 1994). In this case, the barbarians are Western men, symbolically linked to 

moral decline." 

Aside fi-om the generally declining morals, Jia noted that women's status has improved 

quite a lot in recent years. As she put it: 

Before women stayed at home, and had no thoughts for themselves. Now women have 
many opportunities, more opportunities than in the U.S., or France. The economy is 
growing... 

Playing the devil's advocate, I questioned whether opportunities were really so abundant for all 

women. Recently the unfortunate situation of my roommate Li Yun had been on my mind, which 

seemed a good counter-example to what I saw as Jia Wei's overly optimistic view. 1 told Jia how 

^ As in other historical contexts of nationalistic fear/desire, men are viewed as sexual conquerors, where 
se.\ual conquest symbolizes control of the Other. In this regard, a foreign man with a Chinese woman 
challenges the authority of the (patriarchal) Chinese social order. A foreign woman with a Chinese man. 
on the other hand, symbolizes the (Western) Other's submission to China's superior culture/race. A 
Chinese movie broadcast on television in 1997 featured a foreign student who becomes engaged to a 
Chinese man. Notable were foreign woman's great efforts to assimilate, as well as the frequency of 
gallant performances on the part of the Chinese man as he "protected" his foreign fiance. 
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Li Yun had just been fired firom her job as a word processor at a small photocopy and printing 

shop. Although she worked every day from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m. for the low salary of 350 won a 

month (about 44 U.S. dollars), Li Yun saw the job as a possible stepping-stone towards a better 

position at a large company. Suddenly let go fix)m the position, Li Yun was compelled to resume 

her lower-status job as a nanny, at least until she could find another job. Her job as a nanny was 

particularly distastefiil for her, because the woman who employed her was verbally abusive. When 

I told Jia of Li Yim's story, she replied that from her perspective Li Yun still had a choice, she 

could find another job if she wanted to. If she accepted the position as an abused nanny, that was 

her problem. 

Other people I talked with, most often men, also emphasized the view that women in China 

have many more opportunities than in the past, and that whatever a woman decided to do in terms 

of a career (or staying at home) was "her choice."' Talking about "choice" in this way impUes that 

Chinese women's social position and career options are only limited by individual aspirations. 

This argument recalls Maoist ideology, which includes the view that correct thought and correct 

action are sufficient to reach any goal. But in China as in other parts of the world these twin 

arguments (that women in China have more opportunities than women in other countries, and that 

women in China now have more opportunities to "choose" their fiitures) are also used to support 

the patriarchal status quo. I call both of these arguments "optimistic ideology." By misleadingly 

comparing the situation of Chinese women (difficult enough to generalize about) with women in the 

West, women's resistance to patriarchal ideology is effectively restricted and controlled (Nader 

1989:324). Chinese women intellectuals, for example, have emphasized to me that feminism in 

China is more advanced than in most other countries, a perspective no doubt gleaned from official 

propaganda. Such women have also noted that nearly all women woiic outside the home in China, 
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as compared to the West, where the existence of many "housewives" is taken as an indication of 

Western women's lower status. As Nader puts it: "By taking a position of superiority vis-a-vis 

the 'other,' both East and West can rationalize the position of their women and manage their 

relation to the 'other,' at least as long as they can keep the fiction of the other in place"* (ibid;328). 

The argument that "development" necessarily leads to higher status for women contains a 

similar logic: if women are unquestionably "better off' with greater development (whether that is 

measured through unlimited "choices" or some other barometer), then it logically follows that 

individual women should have no cause to complain that their lives are constrained in any way. In 

other words, these forms of optimistic ideology create a social field in which women's improved 

status appears self-evident. Given the doxic quality of this ideology, to question its validity, even 

with specific examples of how patriarchy continues to oppress, is to risk appearing quixotic if not 

misguided. 

Interestingly, talk about women's many "opportunities" and "choice" led Jia to discuss the 

phenomenon said to be more and more common: women sleeping with the boss to get a job or get 

promoted. Jia said that this practice is especially common in private businesses. Yet again Jia 

insisted that women had a choice in this situation. She noted that: 

Smart women don't have to sleep with the boss. You have to look at morality... look at 
the morality of employees who don't sleep with the boss. Some women pay too much 
attention to money {ba qian lean de tai zhong), so they sleep with the boss. 

Here Jia implies that the important issues are values and intelligence — those who are not bright 

enough or who do not have the "right" values might "sleep with the boss." Like her earlier 

comments on Chinese women, firee to "choose" and with higher status than Western women, her 

argument here about morality effectively avoids any criticism of the wider cultural norms and 
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values that make sex-for-a-job a conceivable phenomenon. 

Yet when it came to describing her own situation, Jia revealed that she could be critical of 

patriarchy. When I first met her, her own job situation was far firom happy. Her main means 

support was worldng as a journalist for a Kunming newspaper. According to Jia, her male co

workers were "intiinidated" by her talent for writing well and quickly. As Jia put it, with muted 

anger in her voice: "my co-workers didn't like me, so they never cotimiended my work. They 

didn't even want to give me simple things to do." Jia attributed her co-workers" attitudes to 

sexism, and she quit two months after we met. 

Her real work, in any case, is her art. Her husband, Zhu Fadong, is also a painter, rather 

femous within China, and lives in Beijing. She said that her husband is her "best comrade, the 

kind of person who can really see into your heart." Yet she dis not expect him to live with her, or to 

send her money, nor did she plan to move to Beijing. If she went to Beijing, she would be "just a 

wife," without her own career. She said she could just imagine being in Beijing, meeting people, 

and being introduced as "the wife of..." While having her own career and identity (and self-

respect, she noted) is extremely important, she feels she is not like most other women. According 

to Jia Wei. "most women... don't have their own dream, their own name, they forget about 

themselves..." When I asked Jia to describe general differences between women and men she said 

that women's personalities are superficial (biaomian), and they like to talk a lot. One "can't tell" 

about men one way or another, she said, apparently referring to men's relative inexpressiveness.^ 

Women have strong emotions, and focus on love and marriage. '̂If a woman loves a man she cares 

^ Ine.xpressiveness. or the "strong silent type," is a model of masculinity for men in China and the U.S. 
Silence and a relative absence of emotional expression serve to underscore the perception that men are 
more rational than women. Thus, inexpressiveness. while no doubt harmful for both women and men 
interpersonally and painfiil for men who are not allowed the very human activitiy of sharing their 
emotions, is also an important linchpin of male dominance. 
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about nothing else... men are not like this," she noted. Not only did her comments about '̂ most 

other women" reveal her lack of solidarity, they also reveal how she judged other women rather 

critically. This unhappy combination may be attributed to both a survival technique ~ insofar as 

she emphasized her singularity as a way to justify how her off-beat lifestyle — as well as indicative 

of her alignment with "politically correct" views as defined by young Chinese intellectuals in the 

late 1990s. 

Jia noted that she felt she was different from her peers ever since she was thirteen years 

old. She "liked to talk, liked sing, liked to dance," but still felt lonely (gucfu). This particular 

portrait of her youth, as a girl who "liked to...sing, liked to dance" seemed to be a codified 

expression which evokes the happiness of childhood. Time and again, I heard these very words 

(often "liked to play" was included in the litany) as women described themselves as children. In 

addition to evoking the carefree, playful aspects of childhood, this phraseology is also subtly 

indexes the comparative freedom of movement and self-expression that young women, now subject 

to more constrained standards of behavior, recall with a bittersweet nostalgia."^ Now she said that 

she often goes out with fnends, but her fnends don't ask about her "real problems." They also tell 

her that her thinking is too open (ni de sixiang tat kai). Apparently, Jia was subject to some social 

pressures to conform. Yet in interacting with Jia in other group settings, I believe that she also 

purposely alienated herself to some degree. One evening when Jia joined me and a few other artists 

for diimer, she would hum to herself as if uninterested in the group conversation, or take an 

In this instance and others. I found it interesting that my some of my Chinese friends (both male and 
female) found norms for maintainig a subdued demeanor constraining. A couple of friends explicitly 
compared the control of emotional expression that is normative in China with the more "carefree" and 
open emotional expression perceived to characterize Western cultures. In this comparison, they felt 
wistful about Westerners' openness, even while recognizing that they still had to follow more restrictive 
norms in China. 
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opposite point of view to whatever the group's consensus was on some point. Perhaps the struggle 

to maintain a separate identity as an individual and as an artist was such that Jia overcompensated 

to some degree, urged by a compulsion to define herself as unquestionably distinctive. Jia viewed 

herself as different from most others, in part because of her altruistic nature: 

I don't have any money, but I still hve. Fm strong (Jianqiang). 1 love the world, I love 
everyone. I've never harmed anyone, never harmed an animal... Chinese don't like to help 
others. I give money to the Sichuan beggars^ on the street. You help others because you 
must. 

Jia was featured in the magazine World Youth ["Shijie Qingnian"^, in an article titled "Jia Wei: 

Alone in the City." Indeed, the author. Xiao Yu, focused on Jia's solitariness as one of the 

characteristics that makes Jia so distinctive. Xiao said she could immediately spot Jia in a crowd 

because of "her pride and purified disposition, and a long solitary hfe that made her different fi'om 

others" (Xiao 1996:36). The objective facts of Jia's path in life fit well into the stereotype of a 

starving, romantic artist, and Xiao picks up on those facts to paint a romanticized portrait of her. 

For instance, Xiao notes that she eloped with another penniless artist (Zhu Fadong) "for the sake of 

art and love." Xiao writes that Jia has had to confront many obstacles, including loneliness, 

hypercritical views towards her and poverty (living for periods on instant noodles). "Hypercritical 

views" refers to how her forthright nature and unconventional lifestyle have provoked criticism 

among her peers and neighbors. 

Jia's husband did not support her artistic aspirations — in fact when she first expressed 

interest in painting in addition to writing poetry he objected (a point that Jia did not bring up in her 

talks with me). With no help from him, Jia found supplies, sponsors, and exhibition space on her 

own. Her persistence, which included collecting used packing linen which she cleaned and mended 

Yuimanese stereotype members of the "floating population" in Yunnan, whether employed as laborers, 
looking for work, or living on the streets, as all hailing from Sichuan province. 
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to paint on, moved many people, Xiao writes. Her peers in the art world, Xiao writes, "said 

compared to her they felt guilty each time they made up excuses to give up their pursuit." Indeed, 

among Jia's peers who also exhibited paintings, she was the only one I knew who did not have a 

regular income from some art-related work unit. Those of her peers whom I knew, all men, worked 

teaching art at various schools (including the prestigious Art Institute of Yunnan) as their bread-

and-butter job. To my eyes. Jia's paintings are at least as well-executed and provocative as her 

male colleagues'. However, I did not ask her if it was gender discrimination, or some other Actors, 

that kept her off the payroll as a state-supported artist. 

Not only was Jia not supported by any formal institution, but she did not have a Kunming 

resident card. She lived in the farmers' housing on the edge of the city only with her neighbors' 

grudging good graces. Jia's neighbors did not approve of her at first. Xiao writes; 

The landlords wanted to drive her out by raising the rent or cutting off the supply of 
electricity and water. Jia only bad to move out from time to time, protesting against their 
prejudice. To them, a woman having no job was screwy. At midnight, Jia was often 
awakened by unexpected visits by the police. Their sudden visit was to check residence 
booklets, "for the sake of security."^ In her room, they saw nothing valuable except 
books and paintings hanging on all the walls. She could tell that they felt suspicious of her 
and distrusted her, which hurt her so much that she spent many sleepless nights (Xiao 
1996:36). 

Xiao's account of Jia's situation shows how, first of all, surveillance (midnight police visits) and 

control techniques (cutting ofiF the electricity and water) are considered unremarkable. Secondly, 

the tone implies that representatives of Party control (the police, the landlords) are unjust if not 

cruel in their treatment of Jia. Both of these implications suggest that to whatever extent Xiao's 

account here is representative of popular attitudes, invasive threats from Party-backed authority 

My quotation marks to indicate iror^. No doubt this was the reason given for the midnight checks, but 
I believe that Tor the sake of security" is commonly understood as a euphemistic excuse the authorities 
often use for any surveillance or controlling activities they wish to cany out. 
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figures are conunonplace but at least in some cases seen as un&ir and misguided. In any case, 

Jia's neighbors eventually came to accept or at least tolerate her once she became somewhat 

&mous: 

Her landlords and other people were always prejudiced against her until one day they 
happened to see her and her paintings on TV. This changed their opinions about her. 
They thought whoever could be seen on TV must be capable of something, though they 
still did not understand this jobless woman (Xiao 1996:36). 

Xiao implies here that her neighbors are rather simple folk, who cannot "understand this jobless 

woman" but are still impressed because anyone who appears on TV "must be capable of 

something." Xiao concludes her piece by noting that Jia "is no longer used to the normal way of 

living — a stable job and a regular monthly salary... but hopes to lead another kind of life that will 

draw her closer to art" (ibid:37). This flattering, somewhat romanticized portrait of Jia presented 

in World Youth magazine seems to convey the message that if one is motivated by the appropriate 

goals (such as an idealistic pursuit of art), that being different is not only acceptable, but perhaps 

admirable. For World Youth readers, Jia represented herself through Xiao's prose as an idealistic 

emblem of resistance to conformity. Especially for impressionable pre-adult readers, perhaps Jia's 

story suggests both the tantalizing possibility of individualism and independence, as well as 

flmctioning as a cautionary tale, considering how hard-won her survival as an independent artist 

has been. 

Pao Qing: '^God will bring him to me/* 

Pao Qing was single and a little over thirty years old when we met. She worked in a 

university office in an administrative position, and lived in a small apartment, provided through her 

work unit, with her parents. As a single woman, living with her parents was the ideal situation 
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according to social conventions. Yet this living arrangement also restricted her independence in no 

small way. For me, Pao represented a woman who was sincerely trying to live within the bounds 

of conventional social norms, despite her problematic status as single. She was relatively uncritical 

compared to the other women described in this chapter, but in that regard perhaps she was also 

more representative of other middle-class, educated women. In her self-presentation, however, Pao 

seemed to want to make the point that she was "different,unique, not the norm. Her emphasis on 

difference recalls the seductiveness of individualism. In this regard, Pao reminds me of other 

young people I met in Yunnan, especially another young woman, Zhen. Zhen placed great 

emphasis on her uniqueness, telling me at one point that her goal in life was to "achieve self 

realization '̂ (zi wo shi xiari). While Pao's public persona seemed quite conventional, her actual 

identity included some norm-defying qualities: she was umnarhed. Christian, and straightforward 

in her conversational style. 

We met through an inquiry I had posted in her office, seeking a research assistant to help 

find and translate articles from popular magaadnes. When she came to my apartment in Kunming 

for the first time (to begin work as a research assistant), she brought her younger sister, who had 

no interest in my project, with her. Whether her sister was meant to provide "protection" in case 

any Western men might also be found in my apartment, or just as a general precaution, was not 

clear to me. As the apartment I shared with Li Yun was very sparsely furnished, Pao's sister made 

herself comfortable on my bed looking through the books and magazines piled nearby while Pao 

and I sat at the table in the living room. Speaking in short, rapid sentences and looking distractedly 

around the room, Pao seemed more than a litde uncertain about how she might be involved with my 

research project and me. 

As she told me her views on gender differences, one of the first characterizations she made 
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was that women have self control, but no self-confidence {you zikong. bu ztxin). Distracted though 

she was during that first encounter, this comment now strikes me as quite insightful and evocative 

of some important themes r^arding gender and identity. First, personality traits that employ the 

term "self' (zi) were frequently mentioned by many female informants as key to understanding 

women's status. The implications of this are discussed further in the following chapter. Second, 

the statement itself points to two critical points regarding how socially leamed behavior underlies 

women's subordination; (1) women restrict their behavior to suit social norms ("women have self 

control"'), and (2) and they have "no self-confidence," which implies that women may limit their 

ambitions or self-expression because of lack of confidence. Pao's description of herself runs 

counter to this hypothetical repressed, unconfident woman: she described herself as outgoing, with 

a straightforward, decisive (haoshuang) and determined (gangqiang) character. As most 

informants did not offer such completely positive descriptions of their personalities. I wondered if 

Pao was peiiiaps describing herself as she would like to be, or perhaps like to be seen. She said 

that in terms of what she holds important in life that she hopes "my work will be recognized/meet 

with approval." (wo de laodong dedao renke), and that she will "become a useful person." Her use 

of the phrase "meet with approval," dedao renke. seems significant. In the context of Party control 

of state work units (which would include Pao's university job) this phrase connotes approval by 

Party leaders specifically. "Meet with approval" also indexes the importance placed on other's 

opinions in a society where community surveillance of "correct" behavior is on-going. 

Of my female informants, Pao seemed most invested in the status quo and was the least 

(openly) critical of gender relations. During our second meeting, Pao continued to stress positive 

attributes about herself, saying: "My heart is wide, so I can understand^ others." She said while 

Pao said she can kuanrong others. literally "bear with or tolerate." but best rendered as "understand" in 
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she is open (kailari), most Chinese are closed. Yet she is also careful and cautious (shenzhong) in 

how she does things. According to Chinese tradition, she said, girls should be temperate and 

restrained in their manner (wenzhong). 

One windy day, we met in neighborhood park under a bright blue sky with pufiy clouds 

that flew overhead towards the east. Pao made much of what she viewed as a "personality quirk" 

on her part, her love of being outside in the elements.^ Like her recent conversion to Christianity, 

and her bold (from her perspective) move to work with me. Pao's love of being outside as much as 

possible was one of the aspects of her personality that she had a tendency to romanticize and 

emphasize as part of her uniqueness. Although it was a blustery day, the park was filled with 

people, mainly retirees and young children playing under the watchfiil eyes of nannies or 

grandparents. Pao and I meandered past old folks sitting together chatting, playing mahjong or just 

absorbing the scene, over to the tiny concrete roller rink where a few young people skated around. 

After watching the skaters for a while, we sat in the adjacent open-air teahouse, near an artificial 

pond. A surly waitress brought us expensive cups of tea, and we settled down into our bamboo 

wicker chairs. 

Glancing around furtively, Pao told me that she had attended a Bible study group that 

morning. Taking out a thick Bible with the Chinese and English on facing pages, she revealed that 

she had been studying the Bible for the last year. But what Pao really wanted to talk about was her 

past troubles, her kunnan. Nine years previously she had just graduated from college, and was 

posted to teach in a small city south of Kunming. She fell in love with a fellow teacher, and the 

this conte.\t. 
^ In fact the desire for "fresh air" was ubiquitous among my Chinese fiiends. In Yunnan cities when 
someone was home the windows were almost always opened even if the outside air was cold or possibly 
very smoggy. Keeping the windows closed led to stagnant air, perceived to be unhealthy. 
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&ct that they never married was the source of her troubles. She described why she was attracted to 

him; 

One day I saw how he wrote his lessons on the board. He wrote the characters from top to 
bottom, in the classical style. He was a Chinese major. He used classical words. He liked 
to write his letters this way too. It's very complex, compared to the simplified characters. 
After talking, I saw that his knowledge was wide. He was also good at sports, and had 
many hobbies. like singing and qi gong. ̂  We talked and talked about whether to stay 
there or try to get permission to move to Kunming. Although he could probably get a job 
in Kuimiing, it wasn't possible to get a residence card {hukou). 

Pao said she would be willing to relocate to the small city where they taught, but her parents were 

against it. They felt that there was "no culture'' in such a place, and would not agree to the match. 

(Marriages are often arranged in urban China — the most important quality parents look for is that 

the man have a job.^) Despite Pao's apparent independence when I knew her, supporting herself 

through her job and developing her knowledge of the somewhat tabooed Christian religion, her 

parents exterted great influence on her life at this critical juncture when she met the man she 

wished to marry. 

Since then, Pao said she has felt very bitter; "Everytime I find someone, I compare them 

to him, and find things I don't like. 1 say 'No, this won't work.'" Her recent conversion to 

Christianity has helped ease the pain. "I was sad before studying the Bible," she said, "now I feel 

if he's the one for me, God will bring him to me." She liked the philosophy of Christianity, Pao 

said, for its emphasis on kindness, and helping others. Most Chinese, she said, had a "me first" 

attitude (zi guan zip). Like Jia Wei, Pao implies that she is more socially conscious, more giving 

^ A soft form of marital arts that uses breath and other physical e.\ercises. combined with meditation and 
visualizatioiu to move energy through the body for self-healing. 
^ Wolf foimd that most married couples were introduced by a third party. The prospective bride/groom 
would be mentioned to the parents, who would then decide whether to find out more about the person. If 
everything checked out the proposed couple would meet once or twice, and if they agreed the parents 
would begin negotiating the costs of the wedding and other expenses (198S; 166). Other couples meet may 
meet each other through their work unit or school. 
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than most others are. Pao had a chance to embody her concern for others that very afternoon. As 

she was telling me about her attraction to Christianity, a young boy fell into the artificial pond. 

His grandmother (or nanny) had been trying to walk him across the concrete pillars that formed 

stepping stones across one part of the pond, near where we were seated. While the boy^s caretaker 

pulled him up out of the water and carried him across, Pao jumped up and stood watching the 

scene with an expression of vigilant concern. She stood aaxiously watching for several minutes. 

Although the boy was clearly unharmed, he seemed quite fiightened and cold as his grandmother 

tried to calm him. The boy's fall attracted the attention of most everyone in that part of the park, 

but no one went to aid the grandmother. We all just blandly watched; only a few people seemed, 

like Pao Qing, to look on with some concern. 

Through gestures and expressions more than spoken words, it seemed painfully clear that 

Pao's lost love and her continued single status were both thorns in her side. The story she related 

to me seemed important to tell on several levels. Read as a tale of "I was in love once,'' it 

normalizes Pao's status as an attractive woman who has had a heterosexual relationship. This 

story also answei^ the question that she must feel is always unspoken upon meeting new fhends, 

"Why am I "still' single?" The answer as she tells it is that she has never met anyone as good as 

her first love. Her friends and co-workers, she said, were continually trying to introduce her to "a 

fnend." Her belief in God seemed to help her feel both resigned to the fact that she has still not met 

the right person, yet also optimistic that she will someday meet the right man. 

Liu Hui: Independent Survivor 

Adjacent to the apartment building where we lived in Kunming was a long row of 

restaurants. A few were larger and more formal, with closed glass fi-onts and menus. Most were 
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small, independent a£&irs, with open kitchens visible from the street, and plastic tables (invariably 

covered with brightly colored velvet tablecloths) that extended out onto the sidewalk. As one 

walked past the smaller establishments, waitresses would try to drum up business by calling out 

"Come, have some food... what would you like to eat? Come, have some food...." One day, 

looking for a place to have a late lunch, I walked past restaurant row. The hawker in the last 

restaurant, a middle-aged woman with long hair and bangs, was especially persistent — she 

practically took me by the arm and led me to a table. Yet with her friendly smile, it was di£Bcult to 

feel angry towards her aggressiveness. Thus did I meet Liu Hui, owner and probably most 

successful promoter of her small, busy restaurant. Many times I ate in Liu's restaurant, not so 

much for the food, which was rather mediocre, but for the company. During the lulls between 

customers, Liu would sit and talk with me, always on the lookout though for more potential 

customers to draw in for a meal. 

Liu was among the few working-class individuals 1 came to know well. Working in the 

restaurant nearly all of her waking hours, most people she encounters might describe her as 

working-class laoban, or boss. Concentrated as she is on her work and indeed survival, generally 

speaking Liu does not seem to have much time to worry about passing as "feminine"' by whatever 

measure, a reality that she alludes to below. Liu's superficial identity and actual identity seem 

quite different in some respects from those of the first two women described above. To generalize, 

Qi Fengmei and Zhou Mingxia appeared conservatively feminine (and took some pains to maintain 

that virtual identity), yet in feet were independent (and generally ambivalent about that), as well as 

more or less critical of the patriarchal status quo. Liu Hui, on the other hand, had a brusque 

manner, wore the same practical outfit everyday and had, rough, callused hands, all qualities that 

might be deemed rather ''unfeminine." She was not so critical of patriarchy as she was of the 
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poverty she grew up in and which direatened her as a possible reality if her business was not 

successful. Liu did not seem to feel a lot of pride about her independence; instead, she felt 

ashamed. She was ashamed that she could not afford the fine clothes and habits that "modem 

women^ enjoyed, and she was ashamed that she had to work so hard to survive. While I cannot 

presimie to generalize too much on the basis of one individual, for Liu Hui as a working-class 

laoban (boss) it appears that as regards questions of identity and self-concept, class distinctions 

bear more weight than gender. 

In some ways Liu could be a model worker, a case study like other enterprising men zmd 

women the state-run media liked to write about to presumably inspire others: a former fectory 

worker, she quit her job before she was laid off and opened up her own business. Liu's is just the 

kind of success story that the state media like to publicize as part of the Party's self-reliance 

campaign (Bezlova 1997). Yet Liu is deeply unhappy, and has bitter feelings about the difficulties 

she has &ced. Resentful towards her situation, which she blames pardy on "being bom Chinese,'' 

Liu's admiration for the West and Westerners showed me just how extreme the sentiment of lack 

(perceived to characterize China and Chinese) and the countervailing sentiment of plenty (perceived 

to characterize the West and Westerners) can be. Liu was perhaps the most independent (although 

not necessarily by choice) of all the women I interviewed. Similar to the other four women 

described above whose independence (and/or status as single) challenges their femininity and 

morality, she emphasized her conservativeness. 

Late one evening, after overseeing closing, Liu came up to our apartment. I served 

sweetened tea as we sat around the dining table. With her worn, callused hands cupped aroimd her 

tea for warmth, Liu responded to my questions with an enthusiasm and speed that kept my pen 

flying. As she was an apparently successful small businesswoman, I was especially interested to 
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hear how Liu viewed the image of the "^modern woman/' Liu began by saying that the modem 

woman is one who is economically independent {duli de jingji), specifically not dependent on men. 

She added that in addition to being economically independent, the modem woman talks candidly 

{zhengzhi de) and is smart. However, she said that she's not a modem woman. When 1 asked her 

why not, 1 began to see some of the double-edged connotations of this category. Liu explained that 

she wouldn't consider herself a modem woman because; 

I can't be modem. Zuo bu dao xiandai. I don't have the money to play and dress in 
fashionable clothes like a modem woman. I'm conservative... 

Liu continued, in direct contradiction to her previous comments, to describe the modem woman as 

a lazy woman who depends on men. Yoimg, attractive women who relied on wealthy men for 

support, or whose attractiveness/availability were used to get a job, were widely decried ~ one 

informant noted that "their lives are empty." Here, Liu appears to set up an opposition between 

herself, as "conservative." and the morally siispect image of a woman who uses her looks (and 

implied sexuality) to support herself. Part of her motivation to describe herself on the conservative 

end of these two poles and to deny that she is a "modem woman" may spring from her own 

uiunarried status. As a single woman who runs a business, Liu risks appearing anti-feminine and 

in some way unnatural. Furthermore, I would argue that in the context of urban Yunnan society, 

being single is for a woman in itself morally suspect. Perhaps Liu intended to distance herself from 

the category "modem woman" and to diffuse criticism of her "unnatural" economic independence 

by emphasizing her cultural conservativeness. Liu's discourse in this example shows how women 

internalize the backlash against women's economic independence. Her reference to not having the 

money to "play and dress in fashionable clothes," on the other hand, seems to me to reflect some 

bitter feelings about her situation. As discussed earlier in relation to Zhou Mingxia's views. 



125 

commodity fetishism seems to evoke deep frustrations, even among individuals who can afford 

some of the new goods and services available. 

Liu had just opened the restaurant a few months before we met, mostly on her own. She 

told me she had never felt supported (or loved) by her parents, and has accomplished the success of 

owning and running this suburban restaurant through her own hard work. Previously, she had 

been working in a fectory. Her fectory job was rolling cigarettes for 600 yuan a month, or about 

75 U.S. dollars. 600yuan was a fairly good wage in 1997, but Liu said the conditions were bad, 

involving long, monotonous hours in a smoky environment (huanjing zaoyuri). Other factory 

workers she knew were "let go" from their jobs, xia gang.^^ Xia gang is a phenomenon that is 

becoming well known in cities throughout China, where unemployment sometimes reaches as high 

as twenty-five percent. A popular saying draws on the coincidental use of the verb xia in several 

historical idioms to poke fun at the situation; 

Grandpa Mao asks us to go to the countryside. 
Grandpa Deng asks us to go into business. 

Grandpa Jiang asks us to go home.^~ 

Mao Yeye qing women xia xiang. 
Deng Yeye qing women xia hai,^^ 
Jiang Yeye qing women xia gang. 

Sometimes workers would be fired as a result of one company taking over another.^ Liu said one 

had to have a good relationship with the factory leader in order to keep a job. Some people would 

resort to flattery to keep their jobs. If, however, you were not polite to your boss, you might be 

Actually pronounced xia gan in the Yunnan dialect which frequently leaves off the final "g." 
Throughout this dissertation, for clarit>' I will use the Mandarin pronunciation in pinyin transliterations. 

A precise translation of xia gang is "made to leave one's post.'̂  In order to convey the parallelism of 
the Chinese, here I simply write "go home." 

Xia hai, literally, "jump into the sea," is the popular e.xpression for setting up one's own business or 
seeking employment in the private sector. 
^ A practice known as tunbing. literally "to swallow." 
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filed. "Most bosses think they are like gods.'' she said. Liu seemed quite bitter about this kind of 

quotidian corruption within the workplace. 

Women with no self-esteem (xiajian) might sleep with the boss to make sure they could 

keep their jobs, she said. Like Pao Qing and Zhou Mingxia, Liu mentioned self-esteem as an 

important factor towards understanding women's subordination. Generally, she said, it was hard 

to find work. Now she's her own boss, she said, and she liked the fact that "no one else controls 

you" (mei you ren guan ni). Liu's street-side restaurant is open seven days a week, twelve hours 

a day, and she is always there, hawking the restaurant for passers-by, overseeing orders, buying 

fi^h vegetables and meat, supervising her wait staff and cooks, and all of the other tasks involved 

in managing a restaurant. If Liu feels resentful of women who survive (or succeed) through good 

looks and sexual favors, it comes as no surprise. 

Liu seemed bitter about many things. She complained about her parents, her common-law 

husband, and her country. She expressed her negative views about China on one occasion in this 

way: 

I don't like the motivations of most Chinese. They are poor people, fighting all the time, 
often about money. There is no freedom here. Education is low. No civilized behavior. 
No manners. They don't even understand what being civilized means. Life here, it's poor 
mountains and water producing evil people (qiong shan it shui qu dao min). 

The "poor mountains and water produce evil people" proverb expresses cynicism as well as 

criticism. Others I met, not as bitterly critical as Liu, also bemoaned the "lack of civilization,'' said 

to be too common in today's society. A related sentiment that some might mention, alluded to in 

this proverb, is that only if one is well off can one afford to be polite. My good friend Wang 

Fushan, for example, once expressed the disappointment he sometimes felt towards his countrymen 

for not being more "polite.'' Perhaps Wang feh embarrassed about how he imagined I viewed 
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some Chinese habits. Among the examples he mentioned was the common habit (practiced more 

often by men, but certainly by women too) of spitting phlegm in public places. Yet although Wang 

said he wished the Chinese people would stop spitting in public places, in the meantime he felt 

sympathetic as to why they spit: "Chinese people are poor, and it^s because of that that many have 

health problems. They can't help it if they need to spit."' But for Liu Hui the poverty of most 

Chinese people, and any "uncivilized behavior' associated with that poverty, seemed to cause 

feelings of deep shame. Underneath her near-constant smile, and her friendly small talk with 

customers, Liu seemed to feel sad and confused about her own life: 

Why do we live? I don't know. I'm confused. I feel ashamed. You're not willing to be 
bom, it just happens. We live to die. Sometimes I think that's true. I worry too much... 
I'm not very happy. My boyfriend doesn't care about me (wo airen bu guanxin ). 
My femily, my mother, they don't care about me. 

In her comments above, Liu expressed her deep sadness in the fece of her difficult life. She felt 

shameful and resentful about how much she has to struggle to survive every day, with no one to 

look out for her. She described herself as ashamed (shoukuei), and she said that she looked down 

on herself (zibei), even hated herself (ziji hen ziji). At the time that Liu poured out her heart to me, 

embarrassingly enough I did not fully realize what she was saying. I think her comments were so 

unexpected that they did not register. Liu seemed unusually expressive compared to most Chinese 

I know, talking openly of the grief and pain in her life. She also claims to understand herself well; 

she said she knows she is too anxious. She said that she wants to change, to "embrace life," re 'ai 

shenghuo, but that she "can't get over"^® her depression. She blames her ""bad temperament" (piqi 

bu hao) on her unhappy childhood. Her parents also did not have good temperaments. Her parents 

^ She referred to her boy&iend as her airen. the Communist-era term for spouse that literally means 
"loved persoa" 

She used the phrase ke ze bu liao which means, literally, "unable to overcome the difBcuIty." 
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often fought with each other; sometimes her father beat her mother. She said that "when I was 

little I used to sing and dance, but my family didn't care (about me), they didn't try to help me 

develop. Since 1 was little I've experienced a lot of bitterness." 

I asked Liu a couple of times what she hoped for in the future (a standard question 1 

always asked interviewees). On one occasion she talked of the kind of man she would most like to 

marry (assimiing that she might meet someone besides her idle boyfriend). The most important 

quahties she would look for were a good temperament, a '̂ good heart" {neixin hao), someone who 

earns a good salary and "respects me." Looks were not important. On another occasion (when she 

shared with me her extreme sadness as expressed above), she envisioned a different future for 

herself; 

I would like to leave, go somewhere, go somewhere and be anonymous. Like Australia or 
America, to go and live like a cowboy (nongchang zhu). I can just imagine myself on my 
ranch, with my dogs and a big kettle on the stove... I hope I can make some money and 
travel, explore (tanxian), go travel to America. 

The desire to travel abroad to the U.S. or Australia (Europe comes up much less often), whether 

perceived as a &r-fetched dream or a real possibility, was commonplace among urban Yunnanese 1 

met. Many urban Yunnanese, especially young people, are deeply interested in Western cultures 

and lifestyles. For Liu it is the West within the West that is her dream destination — the Western 

U.S. or the Australian outback, where she has a nostalgic view of herself living an adventurous 

(like a cowboy) yet homey (with dogs and a kettle on the stove) lifestyle. Her desire for anonymity, 

may be a response to the oppressive atmosphere of community surveillance that characterizes 

urban China. Whether it is members of the Party-controlled neighboihood committee or just 

busybody neighbors, many Chinese friends complained to me about the lack of privacy and the 

constant gossip that follows one everywhere. Living abroad, Liu assumes correctly, would mean 
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an escape from that type of strict social control. Liu^s ideal fiiture also reveals the multi-faceted 

symbolic and imaginative use of'America." Whereas Chinese propaganda tends to focus on the 

decadence of the bourgeois West, Liu draws on a quite dififerent image; the figure of a cowboy, 

perhaps representing a land of staunch individualists. 

Yet while the West holds a certain general and particular fescinations, popular and state-

sanctioned opinion also holds that the West and things Western should not be "blindly 

worshipped,'̂  as the cliche goes. Liu, however, used that same cliche verb on another occasion to 

express her deep feelings about the West: "Wo chongbai Meiguoren,~' I worship Americans, she 

told me once. On one level her ^worshipping" of Westerners seemed to have a physical dimension. 

One afternoon, as we sat sipping tea at a siumy table set on the sidewalk for her customers, Liu 

suddenly seemed very taken by my eyes. "Your eyes, what color are they?" she asked leaning 

towards me. Overcome by their apparent strangeness, Liu opened my eyeUds wider with her 

fingers and peered intently at my eyes. Liu seemed possessed by a hungry fascination with my 

physical differences, which I think from her point of view were physical manifestations of how 

Westerners/Americans were bom into a life of wealth and plenty. "Americans,"' she told me on 

another occasion, "grow well. Being bom American means you are automatically lucky." 

The Limits of a Critical Consciousness 

The discourse of the five women presented in this chapter exemplifies contradictory 

consciousness, but their situations and how they viewed themselves challenge the universality of 

Strauss' distinctions. The context of gendered hierarchies in urban Yunnan emerge as a more 

important factor than how easily articulated certain perspectives are. As Terry Eagleton points 

out, ideology has less to do with the "inherent linguistic properties of discourse" and more to do 
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with who is saying what to whom for what purposes (1991:9). Beyond the pubUc/explicit vs. 

individual/implicit distinction, contradictions arose because of a social field in Yunnan that 

condemned independent, career-minded women. In this context, the women featured here had to 

mask their independence. Futhermore, some criticisms I often heard women make, such as the 

formulaic expression mei bangfu. women bixu qinglao, ^"there's nothing we can do about it, we 

have to be hard-working," were implicit in the sense that they were not granted a public presence, 

but they were certainly easily expressed. Women commonly noted that the double-duty burdens 

they feced meant that they were hard-working to the point of bitterness. Such "implicit" voices 

reveal how codified perspectives, or "received ideologies," can be critical of the status quo. Yet it 

does seems that, as Mandst scholars such as Paul Willis might predict, the dominant discourse 

does generally overpower alternative perspectives. Women would describe the burdens of 

housework and child care in a tired voice, implying some resignation towards these role 

expectations. 

Most of my female cultural teachers, including Pao Qing, appeared aware of gendered 

restrictions, but they were not necessarily critical of them. In this regard, I am reminded of that 

state of viewing the world known as "false consciousness." As in the United States, most people in 

Yunnan did not seem to be aware that certain naturalizing gendered discourses were in &ct 

reproducing an oppressive status quo. Although talk of "false consciousness" has been attacked 

for implying that some people are more "enlightened" than others in some basic way (a position I 

would not support), it is a concept we catmot do without (Eagleton 1991:24-25). Consider how 

often ideologies contain propositions that are patently felse. (I.e., "Mexican-Americans have less 

initiative than Anglos; women are less rational than men.'') If we cannot accept that people are 

engaged in a kind of false consciousness to believe such things, we must then accept that such 
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propositions are not delusions. 

Qi Fengmei sheds more light on the limitations of a critical consciousness in the Mangshi 

context. She was indeed critical of the gendered constraints in the Mangshi social field. Her 

suggestion that gendered expectations were uniair, bu gongping, contrasted with the less critical 

views of other middle-class women. Yet Qi did not appear to challenge the status quo through her 

actions in any radical way. She did delay getting engaged, and she had high standards for whatever 

man she would marry. The high standards women of Qi's generation had for their spouses, as I 

discuss in Chapter 6, may represent a disruption of the status quo. 

Similarly, Zhou Mingxia had no difficulty expressir^ a non-dominant perspective, that 

strong women were "self-reliant, independent, and love themselves." While she had no problem 

articulating this alternative perspective, when it came to her own problematic status Zhou was at 

pains to present herself as morally upright. It was when discussing her living situation, for 

example, and her unusual "family," that Zhou showed uncharateristic dysfluency in her speech. 

The stigma of being single also weighed heavily on Pao Qing. For Zhou, her financial success as a 

businesswoman and her guidance of her son were important sources of self-esteem and identity in 

the fece of her stigmas. For Pao, her highly developed sense of herself as an individual and her 

Christianity were important. 

Zhou Mingxia's discourse revealed to me some of the tensions that arise for a woman who 

does not follow conventional moral norms, and her stigma in the local community revealed the 

power of these norms. As Lorber notes, "people go along with the imposition of gender norms 

because the weight of morality as well as immediate social pressure enforces them" (1994:23). 

The fact that Zhou did not "go along with" the gender norms of Mangshi (i.e., that women should 

not have extramarital af&irs, even if their husband has left them) made her moral status 
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problematic. Neighborhood gossip, perhaps the most iimnediate form of social control to affect 

Zhou, did not deter her from her relationship with Hu Tao, but it was emotionally hurtful. In this 

context, Zhou seemed especially concerned in our interviews to present herself as a "good woman," 

whom others respected. I did not have the opportunity to talk with Hu's neighbors, but I would 

expect that he was probably not subject to the same degree censorious gossip. 

The critical insight I gained through my acquaintanceship with Jia Wei concerns the 

importance of being "traditional" as part of a nationalistic stance. Nationalism, in turn, appears to 

be a defining characteristic for those who identify themselves as part of the new intellectual class. 

As an artist living separate firom her husband, with no secure government job, Jia Wei might be 

expected to support emancipatory movements for women, but she did not. Although she was quite 

independent herself, her views do not support women's independence as a group. In fact, she had a 

condescending attitude towards most women. One wonders if, in her struggle to be known as an 

artist, Jia had in a sense become male, taking on a male identity. 

As a representative of the younger generation of Chinese women writers and artists, Jia's 

stance on the gender hierarchy seems particularly important. If other female intellectuals share 

Jia's nationalistically-inspired conservatism, what impact might this have on the general public 

discourse about gender roles and cultural change? Their views perhaps only bolster the "self-

evident" perspective that women now have many choices and their status has improved since the 

refomfis. This perspective effectively suppresses any broad critical consciousness about male 

domination, or the double-standards women faced. 

Meanwhile, for Liu Hui survival appeared to be more of an issue than passing as 

"feminine." The "modem woman" ideal did not, for Liu, seem to primarily represent the tabooed 

promises of independence and career ambitions. For this working-class laoban ("boss"), talk of 
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the "modem vvoman'̂  evoked feelings of shame (associated with her poverty, and her independence, 

which was forced on her as she had no other support), and bitterness about the lifestyle she could 

not aSbrd. 

This chapter provided e?(amples of contradictory consciousnesses, and contextualized some 

of the parameters of possibility for middle-class Han women in Yunnan. We also saw the 

importance of self-presentation, and the particularities of self-concept for women who were more 

or less stigmatized. I move now from the specificity of five very singular women to trace the 

broader production of gender ideologies through discourse in Yunnan. 
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4 

SHAPING THE SELF: CULTIVATION, CLASS AND 
GENDERED IDENTITIES 

Cultural practices in the reform era appear to have diverged as state control over 

urbanites' private lives has diminished. At first glance, it might appear that when it comes to self-

presentation and careers women have more choices available to them as well; at least urban 

Yunnanese talk about the many choices women now have. Yet, in some respects neo-traditional 

imperatives for behavior and presentation of self actually reveal a reinscription of conventional 

feminine behavior rather than an expansion of choices. Expectations are not only rather rigid but 

also contradictory. Often it appears that women are expected to walk a narrow tightrope between 

dualistic ideals that are difficult or impossible to satisfy simultaneously, such as being lively yet 

reserved, having a career, yet being a good mother and homemaker. A deep ambivalence seems to 

surround what constitutes appropriate feminirtity. Behavior coded as feminine is deemed desirable 

and appropriate only when it falls within the narrow confines of certain invisible lines, lines that 

are restrictive yet also changing, as if drawn in shifting sands. 

This chapter attempts to outline these shifting sands, particularly as seen from the 

perspective of what I call third generation women. Women currently in their twenties and thirties, 

daughters of the revolutionary generation that came of age during Mao's era, seem to be at the 

center of various contradictory expectations, caught in a gristmill of promises and perils. Similar 

to semi-urban Malaysia in the 1980s, women are subject to contradictory expectations to be good 

housewives, yet to be financially self-supporting (Ong 1987:135). Among the perils I discuss 
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below are standards of gendered behavior that reveal how women's behavior in particular is often 

viewed as something to be managed, especially for the benefit or enjoyment of men. On a 

symbolic level, the ambivalences surrounding the category of woman in contemporary China, as 

in so many other contexts aioimd the world, relates to how women are the '̂ bearers of change" 

and national identity (Lu 1993; 10; Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1989:7). 

Despite the pervasiveness of patriarchal ideology, third and fourth generation women in 

urban Yunnan often had high hopes for their futures, hopes that were perhaps encouraged by 

general expectations that women enjoyed unlimited choices under the economic reforms which were 

modernizing China. For my middle-class cultural teachers, the promises of modernity usually 

included admittance to the university and an interesting job assignment and/or further education, 

travel or job promotions. Among other factors, intense competition due to overpopulation and 

women's dual role obUgations (to work outside the home yet also be the primary person doing 

childcare and housework) were seen as blocks in the paths towards these promises for young 

women. One coping device for both the pressures and disappointments urban women are likely to 

experience appears to be a strong sense of self-respect, which many women mentioned as important 

to them personally. Self-respect, independence and confidence might be likened to a balancing pole 

women use as they walk moral and symbolic tightropes between neo-traditional ideals and 

commercialized versions of modernity. 

For the urban women I talked with, the &ct that the state has used and continues to use the 

idioms of self-respect and independence for its own political purposes does not appear to diminish 

the significance of these concepts. Indeed, the widespread ofGcial use of these idioms appears to 

popularize and legitimize their power. The official press (i.e., magazines like Zhongguo Funu 

[Women of China]) uses talk of self-respect and independence as a rallying cry for women's 
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emancipation. Siimiltaneously, educated urban women articulated the perspective that for them, 

having self-respect and independence were essential components of a positive identity and sense of 

purpose. How does state-sponsored talk of self-respect and independence for women influence 

how women understood and used these concepts for themselves? This question raises an analj^cal 

dilemma; how to understand identity-formation in a discursively crowded field, where voices 

telling women what they ought to be include both state-run and commercial media; media that may 

be local, national or international (or some combination of these) in origin; and interpersonal voices 

including those between and within genders, and between and within generations. 

Searching for Individualized Identities 

With the reforms, urbanites have generally enjoyed greater fi-eedom of expression in 

personal spheres, such as family life and self-presentation. After nearly thirty years of intensive 

propaganda and social control, one's identity and social status are no longer measured solely, if at 

all, in terms of ^"Redness."' With the greatly reduced demands of the Party, what other 

historically-emergent ideologies inform contemporary urban identities in China? In part, we are all 

socially conditioned to base a large part of our identity on gender. Indeed, gender distinctions 

never feded away in China, proclamations of equality notwithstanding. What is curious is why 

gender in particular re-emerged so forcefully in post-Mao China. While part of the resurgence of 

gendered identities is linked to a concurrent reassertion of a gender hierarchy in which men are 

dominant over women, this phenomenon has significance beyond any political imperative. It seems 

to me that the renewed emphasis on masculinities and femininities are also experienced as 

personally meaningful and satisfying in ways that, while still implicitly reproducing patriarchy, 

' Redness refers to how closely one appeared to support or be affiliated with Communist Party policies, 
class transformation and the peasant/woridng elates. 
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cannot be reduced to a political move. The popularity of neo-traditional gender roles was 

exemplified for me by a song (with an accompanying music video) that was quite popular in 1996-

97 — 'The Boatman's Love."' In this duet between a woman and a man, the supporting role of the 

macho man is emphasized. The "gege" (older brother, traditional term for "lover") sings in a 

booming voice while he pulls the boat his lover sits in, using exaggerated movements to show his 

brawn. He and his "meimei" (little sister/lover) sing about their love for each other, romanticized 

through "gege's" chivalry and ^"meimei's"' dependency. One. often implicit, factor that purports to 

legftimize women's dependence on men is the threat of sexual violence women face and the 

resultant need for men's protection. This dimension of romanticized male dominance is made 

explicit in the theme song of the popular Zhang Yimou" fihn. Red Sorghum. In the film, the song 

is a bittersweet message simg to a young woman (Gong Li) as she is carried off to be the an old 

man's concubine. McLaren reports that commonly farm workers sing the lyrics ('"little sister, just 

go bravely on, keep on going, don't turn your head") in a sexually threatening maimer to young 

women who walk alone in the countryside (1998:201). The lines between the romanticization of 

male dominance in a fihn and the everyday practices that reaffirm women's subordination appear 

to dissolve in this instance. 

A power struggle between men and women is a central subtext of the current debates, 

contradictions and moral ambivalences that characterize contemporary discourse about gender. 

Regarding this power struggle, literary critic Lu Tonglin points out that resentment of the 

Conununist Party has often been translated by men as resentment of women's equal rights. She 

writes that it is "as if Chinese men had been disempowered by women's empowerment" (1993:8). 

~ Zhang Yimou has been a favorite director among film critics in the West Yet several of my Chinese 
friends say they boycott his films. They disapprove of Zhang for having left his wife of many years for 
Gong Li. 
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Yet reafBiming traditional gender roles also has a more general political message. After the rigid 

androgynous expectations of the Cultural Revolution, performing gender can be seen as a 

repudiation of the excesses of Mao's era. To understand this political symbolism underlying neo-

traditional gender norms we must consider the rising popularity of individualism (geren zhuyi). 

Gender differences seem to offer a way to reassert individuality and self-expression for 

both women and men. The growing importance of expressions of individualism in urban Chinese 

society must be understood in the context of the traumatic alterations of the social &bric that were 

part of the revolutionary campaigns. In addition to declaring religion the opiate of the masses the 

Communists downplayed the significance of gender differences, femily, and home life. The 

socialist ideal was androgynous, at least when it came to unisex clothing styles. The denial of the 

importance of home life reached an apex during the Cultural Revolution, when all that was 

meaningful in one's life was meant to take place outside of one's family with the masses. Millions 

of Chinese survived the trauma and chaos of the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), when presentation 

of self was strictly defined by Chinese Marxist imperatives, and deviation fi-om this pattem might 

result in punitive measures ranging from self-criticism to imprisonment or death. Furthermore, 

during the Cultural Revolution, public expression of love or sexual interest were viewed as 

ideologically incorrect forms of bourgeois individualism (Evans 1995:358). Of course, such 

political imperatives did not eliminate femily ties, whether emotional or pragmatic, or &mily-based 

identities, but they certainly exerted tremendous pressures on &mihes to at least appear committed 

to the Party's communal agenda. During Mao's era, on multiple levels, a denial of self was good 

politics. 

In the 1990s the Party still controls political life, but the economy is loosening and there is 

comparatively much less state control over personal lives. Yet, as Chinese intellectuals have 
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pointed out with some dismay in the cynical wake of the post-Mao era. the relative freedom in 

personal arenas perhaps only makes too clear that there are no longer any clear models for how to 

Uve one's life. Into that unoccupied space the old models have reappeared, providing a blueprint 

for individuals to measure their lives. This blueprint, based upon gender hierarchies, assures 

individuals who fiilfills famihal and pubUc roles accordingly that they are good mothers/daughters/ 

fathers/sons, and good citizens. The irony is that in rea£5rming their femininity, however 

personally satisfying and otherwise rewarding that might be, women are also on some level 

reproducing a status quo that naturalizes ±eir subordination. 

Taking advant^e of the anti-Cultural Revolution text underlying neo-traditional gender 

ideologies, the post-Mao state has found it expedient to match popular trends with its own 

recognition of gender differences, through passing laws, for example, meant to protect women 

workers (specifically to protect their reproductive capacity). Laws like the Women's Rights and 

Interests Protection Law. passed in 1992, are significant on several levels. Generally these laws 

refiame "women's problems"' as a matter primarily of biology (rather than as socially emergent), 

and emphasize that women and men are physically different in ways that matter in the workplace 

(Woo 1994:279-80). The Protection Law excludes certain types of work during certain periods of 

a woman worker's life: menstruation, pregnancy, delivery and nursing, and menopause^ 

(ibid:281). These laws are also significant insofar as it defines women as a group in need of 

special protection — a move that according to one Chinese scholar shows the "positive influence of 

traditional culture" (McLaren 1998:197). This scholar's reference to 'traditional culture" reminds 

us that this renewed emphasis on sexual (and gender) differences draws upon Confucian thought 

^ Menopause is defined as a period needing special protection in the 1986 Health Care Regulations (Woo 
1994:281). 
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and Confucian divisions of labor and power."* 

Indicative of this neo-Confiician shift towards emphasizing gender differences, the 

"housewife^ appears to be a partially rehabilitated model for women. Women's magazines offer 

consimier-oriented articles on feshion, cooking and childcare (Hooper 1998:179). By offering a 

framework for shopping, such magazine articles and related advertising define why and how 

women should shop, as well as shaping middle-class subjectivities. Meanwhile, official 

publications cite the economic reforms and the need for labor efficiency to argue for women's 

"return to the kitchen, resiuning the role of a 'virtuous wife and good mother'"' (Li 1995:411)." 

Support for gender differences has enabled the state to differentiate itself firom the earlier era as 

well as adding legitimacy to the economic reforms (Gilmartin et al. 1994:10). 

Before describing in more detail the shape of these gendered transformations, a note on the 

question of "location"' is in order. While my experiences in urban Yuiman are an important 

background to my current understanding, most of what is elucidated in the following chapters 

applies to the lives of urban Chinese, not only urban Yuimanese. Traditionally, anthropologists 

have expected that an ethnography represent some truths about people living in a specific place 

localized within certain boundaries. John Durham Peters notes that behind this assumption about 

ethnography as necessarily local lie other deep-rooted Eurocentric assimiptions (1997:80): 

An implicit doctrine about the relations of culture and place prevailed: spatial confinement 
stood for the native"s enchantment, tradition, culture, and primitive economy, as opposed 
to the anthropologists' enlightenment, modernity, science, and developed economy. Spatial 
mobility stood for the ethnographer's privilege, and territorial restriction became the 

"* One rather extreme version of this neo-Confiician valorization of "traditional'' gender roles in popular 
culture is the perspective that female rape victims should commit suicide to defend their honor. In a 
forum published in weekend edition of the newspaper Zhongguo Funu Bao. most of the contributors 
appeared to agree with the statement that "honor requires blood." in arguing that jimiping fix>m tall 
buildings was an understandable response to rape (10/16/98. 10/23/98). 
^ The current neo-conservatism of some officials recalls a similar movement in 1956. when unemployment 
was also high. Officially-sanctioned publications stressed that women were dependents of their husbands, 
and encouraged women to seek status through their role as exemplary housewives (Davin 1976:169-70). 
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symbol of ethnographic intelligibility. Ethnography became, in part, the task of finding 

pockets of knowability within a dizzy world system. 

The phenomena I write about are part of this "dizzy world system," and are not confined to a 

specific locale. Local variations do exist,^ but the large themes I focus on, such as the renewed 

valorization of femininity, resonate across China, albeit unevenly. One reason for the 

generalizabilty of both my sources and my argument has to do with the influence of media within 

China. Newspapers, magazines, radio shows and television shows reproduce national and 

international stories and perspectives.' Mass media reaches across local political and geographic 

boundaries, yet it is no less real and no less important than local expressions and practices. Indeed, 

national mass media in China, as elsewhere, forms and reflects a national consciousness, giving the 

sense that one is part of a nation (Anderson 1991). Nor is the mass media, wherever originally 

produced, somehow alienated from local experience (Peters 1997:82-83). The global is very much 

part of the local and they often seem to combine in unexpected, ironic ways.® Furthermore, the 

fact that the mass media is driven by market forces draws attention to the important question of 

how gendered identities are linked to other processes of commodification. 

The gendered categories discussed here are symbolically rich labels, which reveal both 

expectations for and rationalizations of gendered behavior. The categories analyzed below rely 

upon historically emergent beliefs about masculinities and femininities, which are central to the 

reproduction of patriarchal attitudes and practices. To say that attitudes and social practices in 

^ Especially in multi-ethnic Yunnan, where the domination of the Han people and Han practices add to 
other hierarchies based on gender and class. In Dehong, one such hierarchy concerns how Dai women 
have come to stand for the most "^oppressed" group, in opposition to the presumably more "liberated" Han 
women. 
^ In 1995 there were 7,583 registered magazines published in China as well as over a thousand 
newspapers (China Statistic Yearbook 1996:693). 
^ Chinese from other parts of Yuiman still had to get ofBcial permission to visit Mangshi in 1997. Yet in 
this "^remote" small city the most popular casual wear for certain teen-age boys were black T-shirts with 
images of North American heavy metal bands like Guns N'Roses, Metallica and Van Halen. 



142 

contemporaiy China are patriarchal is to recognize the pervasive dominance of men over women in 

both private and public spheres. Descent, inheritance and control over the distribution of 

household wealth are not necessarily patriarchal in contemporary China, yet the term still applies 

as an accurate characterization of the widespread belief that men are naturally dominant over 

women. Women themselves often share this belief; in these respects we may refer to contemporary 

China as a patriarchal culture. 

The Imperative of Optimism: Talking about Changing Gender Roies 

In contemporary urban Yunnan, patriarchal ideology frames discussions about changing 

gender roles from the very beginning. This type of framing effectively difiiises and averts criticism 

of the patriarchal status quo. Tourraine's concept of historicity is relevant here (1977). Historicity 

implies a set of priorities that are taken for granted, the doxic. The doxic defines what is 

imaginable. Whatever is outside of doxa (e.g., an alternative to patriarchy) is unimaginable. 

The following three perspectives, commonly heard in both spoken and written discourse, 

are all well within the femiliar bounds of doxa as historically manifest in late-twentieth century 

urban China. All also happen to imply that if a woman cannot "get ahead" it is her own fault: (1) 

the exaggerated perspective that an outright role reversal is taking place. According to this 

perspective not only is there no discrimination, but women in fact enjoy more privileges than men;' 

(2) discourse on choice, which emphasizes that women are free to choose whatever roles, or jobs, 

that they prefer; and (3) discourse on importance of a woman's self-worth. Noteworthy as regards 

these three perspectives is the influence from both state propaganda (especially affecting discourse 

on women's self-worth) and the popular media (where exaggerated views of how gender relations 

'This perspective is similar to criticisms of afBrmative action in the U.S.. focused on. for example, white 
men as the victims of reverse discrimination. 
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have changed and discourse on choice often appears). One other perspective on gender relations 

has an undercurrent of resistance to the status quo; bitterness. Both women and men sometimes 

verbally expressed feelings of bitterness to me when reflecting on gender roles. Because I discuss 

the first perspective at length in Chapter Five, here I will discuss only the last two perspectives; 

discourse on choice and self-worth. 

Anecdotally, the general perception as regards women's status is that it has improved 

greatly since the revolution, and improved even more since the reforms. This common sense 

perception that women's lot has taken giant leaps forward is heavily laden with Party propaganda. 

Party propaganda is characterized by what Lucian Pye has called 'the imperative of optimism." In 

this regard, the Party has used women's liberation as both rallying cry for their continued 

enlightened rule, and as a &it accompli which justifies the Party's control of the social order. 

Furthermore, in popular thought greater equality between the sexes is an expected by-product of 

China's increasing economic development. 

More specifically, among urbanites I talked with the key structural change perceived to 

affect gender roles in the late 1990s is that most urban women can now eam their own money and 

thus do not necessarily need to depend upon a man to support them. Many women I talked to 

pointed this out to me as the key change that has affected women's status. As 30-year-old Pao 

Qing put it: "Before they (women) were just a part of men; now they can eam money and that is 

the reason for the increase in rights." Some empirical evidence lends credence to the popular 

perception that women's status has improved even more since the reforms (Rublee 1998). In urban 

Yunnan it is not unusual for a woman to own her own business. More unusual, yet not unheard of, 

is for a woman to have a higher-paid or a higher-status job than her husband's. Commonly, 

women bring in half of the femily's income, or have the job that provides woric-unit sponsored 
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housing for the femily. While these indicators of women*s growing status call for some 

hopefulness, as discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, many other discriminatory 

practices against women are pervasive and on-going. Empirically, the uneven paint individual 

urban women have enjoyed since the reforms are cause for cautious optimism at best. Yet, 

contemporary discourse in Yunnan and beyond appears to generally assimie that not only have 

women made great gains, but they are in some instances surpassing men. 

Unlimited Choices 

The perception that women's choices have been dramatically expanded was widespread. 

Both women and men articulated this point of view. Yang, a male painter whose work alludes to 

changing images of masculinity and femininity, noted that: 'The change in values (Jiazhi) has been 

especially dramatic for women's lives. People can make up their own minds about these changes, 

decide for themselves [what to do]."' Zhang, another male fnend (married to my neighbor Huang 

Lan), echoed these sentiments: 

In general, men used to take care of matters outside the home (zai waimian zuo shi), to 
have more responsibility than women... now it's changed, women have their own careers, 
if she has ability and is willing. If my wife wants to work or not, it's her decision. 

According to Zhang women have the option of working, if they choose to do so. In other words, 

women could choose to be stay-at-home moms if they desired, or to work outside the home, 

presumably in the profession of their choice. But, in fact, Zhang did not make enough money for 

his wife Huang Lan not to work, and their apartment was available almost rent-free to them 

through her work unit. Huang Lan had a dead-end, low-paid job as a clerk in the store below the 

apartments. As I prepared to return home, she was desperately trying to find another sales job with 

more potential for advancement. Regardless of the actual circiunstances at hand, whenever the 



145 

topic of women's status came up Zhang and others I talked with typically emphasized that women 

have a choice. The assimiption implied behind this discourse on choice is that discrimination 

against women is not the problem. Rather, the problem is defined as certain women who make bad 

choices. This point of view effectively diffuses any criticism of larger social forces that limit 

women's opportunities. It also seems to recall the imperative of optimism in Chinese political 

culture'° — a perspective still hammered home in nationalistic propaganda broadcast through radio, 

television and print media. According to this imperative of optimism, limitless choices await 

women in urban China; they only have to pick among them according to their preferences. 

"Self-Respect" and Psychology as the Key to Women's Liberation 

Another common theme was the importance of women's self-esteem/self-respect 

{zizun/zizunxin). This particular theme was one that women of all ages frequently mentioned, 

while men never mentioned it. Women's frequent reference to this quality indicated to me how 

self-respect and related idioms had considerable personal significance to them, beyond a mere 

reflection of propj^anda or other hegemonic perspectives. Rather than focusing on patriarchal 

attitudes or wider gender ideologies at work, the women I talked with often emphasized women's 

self-worth and self-love a key to their status as women. In part these idioms reflect the influence of 

the "four selves ' promoted by the Women's Federation; "Self-Respect, Sclf-Reliance, Self-Esteem 

and Self-Value" {zizun. ziqiang, ziai. zizhong). This discourse on self-esteem barkens back to 

Mao's era and the early years after the revolution, when women cadres proclaimed that self-esteem 

and related qualities were the keys to transforming the consciousness of the (female) masses. 

During the early years after the revolution, slogans like the "four selves" were thought to help 

rehabilitate former prostitutes, "who felt inferior" about themselves (Wang Simei 1999:32). As a 

'"See Lucian Pye [1988: 92-96J (cited in Jaschok [1995:1221). 
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discuss below, talk of self-worth has certain moral connotatioas in addition to its perceived 

transformative potential. 

The Maoist emphasis on self-esteem built on earlier tendencies among Chinese feminists to 

view the individual as responsible for his or her &te. Chang Chuchun, a foninist who graduated 

from a Shanghai medical college in 1900, established several centers to support women's social 

and economic independence (Beahan 1981 ;217). To avoid economic helplessness, Chang 

advocated that women educate themselves to be self-sufBcient and learn how to band together 

(ibid). If women's position in society was low, it was due to women's own ignorance, according to 

educated middle-class women like Chang. Chang, like other feminists in her era and up to 

contemporary times, also viewed women's status as intimately linked to China's status, 

particularly vis-a-vis the West. Beahan notes that in concluding one speech after opening her 

Society for the Promotion of Hygiene, Chang predicted that once Chinese women awakened, "the 

world would look not to the West but to China for the fulfillment of women's rights" (ibid;218). 

The importance girls and women in the 1990s placed on having a strong sense of self 

parallels the general trend in contemporary discourse to psychologize social issues. The 

assumption seems to be that if a woman had a strong sense of self she would not let others take 

advantage of her, nor would she try to dominate others. The way that female cultural teachers 

talked about "self-respect" implied that their sense of self was like a life raft that did not 

necessarily guarantee a successful and happy life, but was a necessary piece of equipment to at 

least try to attain those goals. Women also linked the concept with "being a good person." A 

person with strong self-worth tries to better herself, and is in this respect to be admired and 

emulated. Yet like ''liveliness" this quality seemed to be admired only within certain parameters. 

A sbcteen-year-old high school student in Mangshi remarked that she had self-respect, but that 
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others said she is cold, haughty, and arrogant because of this. 

The woman with strong self-worth also evokes her opposite: a woman without self-

respect, i.e., a prostitute or a woman who uses her sexuality in other ways for personal gain. 

These two categories, a woman with self-respect vs. a prostitute, are linked in an iconic reversal." 

Mention of one recalls the potential for the other. One example of how these icons are reflexively 

recalled appears in an article about female entrepreneurs who work on the China-Russia border, 

where women often work separated from their spouses (Wang 1998:22, my emphasis): 

I told my husband: believe that I'm being faithful to you and I will also believe in you — 
otherwise I could not woric here any longer. But as a woman you must have self-respect 
because it is hard for a single woman to make a living in a strange place. Some women 
really need men's help in their living and business, so it easily causes problems... I have 
learned how to protect myself and how not to be cheated. 

This businesswoman mentions the need to protect herself from being cheated, presimiably in 

business dealings. But given her prior comment on "feithfiilness," or marital fidelity, it seems that 

her comments here have also to do with the need to be "protected" from illicit sexual relations. She 

asks her husband to believe in her faithfulness to him, which she guards with her "self-respect" 

("...as a woman you must have self-respect"). 

What is the significance of the categorical slippage between these seemingly polar 

opposites: the moral woman with self-respect and the sexually loose woman without self-respect? 

The potential that certain women might always already be suspected to "lack self-respect" and be 

prostitutes is visually represented in the paintings of Li Ji. Li, a Yunnan artist, has a series of four 

portraits of women. The expressions of the women f)ortrayed are highly evocative. Their fecial 

expressions and body language suggest that these women may either be experiencing great pleasure 

" Taiwan feminist Xu Xiaodan. known for her nudi^ in political campaigns, challenges these neat 
oppositions. Xu said of her campaign for office ""I will enter Congress in the image of dissolute women: I 
will love the people with the soul of a female saint" (Chow 1993:36). 
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or great pain. They are dressed in tight-fitting, revealing black clothes. Their wide, full lips are 

emphasized with red lipstick and their half-open mouths suggest that they are moaning. Their eyes 

are shut or half-shut, intensifying the expression of pain (r^ret shame?) or pleasiu^ (are they 

drugged, or in ecstasy?). Perhaps these women, in their provocative clothes and ambiguous state 

of pleasure/pain, occupy a liminal space, a space where certain taboos may be expressed (Turner 

1969). When I asked Li Ji how he saw his paintings, he noted that; 

[the paintings! are about women and how they change their appearance, by applying make
up for instance, in a way similar to how artists change the appearance of things with 
paints. They do not necessarily represent prostitutes, as I am often asked, although the 
viewer is free to choose that interpretation. 

The fact that the women could be prostitutes leads me to suspect that part of the provocative 

appeal of these paintings lies in their suggestion of something illicit, the proposition that perhaps 

any "sexy" single woman could be a prostitute. On the one hand, the conflation of low self-esteem 

and prostitution seems to be another example of an ideological idiom that encourages women to 

comply with conventional morality. Yet it also appears that there is some empirical basis to this 

link. The only prostitute I was able to have extended conversations with was a pretty young 

woman who, sadly, described herself as a person with low self-esteem. With a sardonic half-smile, 

Yu also confessed that she had no lifegoals. Thinking back on this young woman, the fact that 

women cadres in post-revolutionary China used talk of self-esteem/self-reliance to "reform" 

prostitutes seems more coincidental than a precondition for Yu's self-characterization. It was too 

apparent that Yu really did not have a high opinion of herself, and that for her, these feelings of 

low self-worth were somehow linked to her situation at that time as engaged in prostitution. 

In the late 1990s this idiom has reappeared in scholarly discourse. For example, the 

assiunption that self-respect is central to women's well-being informs the work of scholar Wang Qi 
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(1993). Wang notes that religion is beneficial for women's psychological health, specifically as it 

may benefit women's ^"poor self-awareness, a strongly dependent mentality and a serious lack of 

confidence" (Wang 1993). For Wang, religion (Buddhism or Christianity) offers women a 

pathway towards greater self-confidence and "psychological tranquillity."'- According to Wang, if 

used correctly, religion, along with "psychological advice," can enable women to "improve their 

willpower and be brave in overcoming difficulties."'̂  Writing for a U.N. publication, feminist 

scholar Li Xiaorong also argues that women's "inferior mentality" about themselves is a major 

stumbling block in the path of their empancipation (1995:416). She seems to suggest that women 

have been psychologically colonized to believe in their own inferiority: 

This mentality leads them to set low standards for themselves, to be easily satisfied and to 
be intimidated by difficulties.... This attitude provides evidence that women have not 
transcended male domination and have taken it so much for granted that they even inflict 
repression on themselves. 

In this kind of blame the victim perspective, the assumption seems to be that if women had the 

strength or willpower (or, as she also mentions later, some alternative female role models which are 

hard to find) to simply believe in themselves they could then "transcend male domination." 

Jin Yihong, in an article that appeared in the same volume as Wang's piece, also stresses 

women's "dependent" mentality as the key block to women's liberation and psychological health 

(1993). For Jin, psychological aaxiety is a distinctively urban phenomenon, affecting both women 

and men in different ways. The promises that the economic reforms seem to offer in urban areas 

create "a gap between hope and reality," according to Jin, leading to dissatisfaction. Meanwhile, 

In keeping with Marxist-Maoist thought Wang notes that these religious explanations are all 
"delusions." but in any case they can "console women and help them adjust their psychology." She 
cautions that if women use religion too passively, or are too "superstitious." religion can put their health 
in danger 

Aside from her disclaimers. Wang notes at the end of her article that this topic is appropriate for 
research also because it is a pan of women's "living enviromnent," perhaps in reference to the incredible 
e.xplosion of renewed interest in Buddhism and Christianity since China has opened up. 
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job lay-ofls and other forms of discrimination against women have added to women's anxieties, she 

notes. But for Jin this situation is not necessarily negative; 

...a certain amount of anxiety is necessary for human growth. In this rapidly changing 

world, no one tells her what tomorrow will bring, or what she should do. She must find 
her position in the world of change and adapt her psychology to accept certain pressures, 
adapting to the reforms and creating success. 

However, psychological adaptation is difBcult for women, as their consciousness is still "weak," 

according to Jin. She states that "generally, because of their lower cultural quality and closed 

cultural environment women are able to develop an accurate self-awareness, and are thus unable to 

adapt to the outer world."' Jin cites WHO's definition of psychological health: (1) self-control; (2) 

the ability to deal appropriately with outside influences; and (3) the ability to maintain 

psychological balance and a state of contentment. According to Jin, Chinese women do not meet 

this standard, as they tend to seek immediate practical advice rather than asking how they can 

change their thinking to better adapt to their situations. Jin's comments here represent that segment 

of China's intellectuals who view "the masses" as inherently lacking, particularly deficient as 

compared to an imagined Western, industrialized standard (although in this case the standard is 

quite specifically, and ironically, the WHO). 

With no small measure of condescension, Wang (1993), Li (1995), Jin (1993) and other 

intellectual women seem to be telling less "enlightened" women; "Just buck up and believe in 

yourself and you'll be successful and happy."' Tellingly, scholars from this perspective also 

typically emphasize the importance of women adapting to whatever situation they face. As Jin 

puts, when women take responsibility for their own "self-help process," they should be "active but 

elastic, or as we also say, positive and flexible." This emphasis on flexibility may well reflect the 

state's propaganda and promotion of "adaptation" as the cure-all for all of the "market 
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adjustments" associated with the reforms. 

While I agree that transforming one's consciousness is an essential part of disrupting the 

patriarchal "common sense" that underlies gendered hierarchies, the perspective of these scholars is 

to some degree doubly demeaning. First, they suggest that women are inherently inferior and 

"narrow-minded,*' and second they seem to asstmie that scholars like themselves can transform 

women's status through educating girls and women about "^psychological hygiene" {xinli 

weisheng)}* When these politically conservative scholars psychologize the problems women face 

as women they also impede a wider critique of the countless social and discursive practices in daily 

life that reproduce gender hierarchies. Zhu Hong (1994) is quite right to critique Party 

organizations like the Women's Federation that focus on self-worth as the key to women's 

liberation. On the one hand, this perspective deflects attention from wider forces at work behind 

women's oppression, and, on the other, it has the potential to make women feel guilty — if they are 

not successful, it must be their own fault for not having a well developed sense of self-esteem 

(Hong 1994:319). Other scholars, including Wang Xingjuan (1993) whose work 1 discuss in the 

next chapter, seem to use psychological perspectives in a practical way to help women in crisis. 

The emphasis on women's psychology as key to women's liberation is found in the popular 

press as well. Journalist Qiu Shanshan 1996 imagines women in the past as without the will to try 

hard. Women's lack of willpower, she writes, affected their "natural intelligence." Politically, this 

view of female subordination lays the blame within the hearts and minds of women themselves; 

'•* "Counseling offices," zhi xun sua. are usually affiliated with a university or hospital. Academics, 
typically trained in sociology, work in such offices. ofFering advice and healing for anyone who seeks 
them out. However, their clientele are likely to be more educated folks. One cultural teacher told me that 
workers will not go to such a place for help with their problems, as they do not consider psychological 
problems to be a '̂ sickness" worth such attention &om strangers. It seems that firom a middle-class 
perspective, working-class folks have not yet been socialized or educated enough to accept the need for 
psychologists. 
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none falls on men or wider ideologies at work. Qiu (1996) writes; 

In the past, women were incapable and backward. They forgave themselves easily, and 
easily gave up on pursuits. They shirked in the distance when they met with difSculty in 
their careers. In their mediocre lives this kind of forgiveness and evasion always inimdated 
women's natural intelligence. So women's lower social position is linked to women 
themselves. 

It appears that according to Qiu, women alone bear the responsibility for whatever their social 

status may be, high or low. Women in the past gave up too easily, so they, in effect, deserved to 

have a lower status. From this perspective, if women are ever to attain equal status to men, women 

themselves must simply persevere, no matter the odds against them. 

When 1 interviewed women about their experiences as women, they invariably mentioned 

the importance to them of self-respect (zizunxin). They often mentioned the importance of self-

respect with a strong emotional sentiment, conveying to me that this was a quality that, beyond any 

former or current political &cets, had some deep personal significance. This shows how. as Zhu 

notes, the Women's Federation's themes might also be experienced as motivating (1994). A 

complex melange of Party rhetoric and personal sentiment seemed to color how female cultural 

teachers used the idiom of self-worth. My friend Zhou Mingxia's expression of these themes 

bears repeating; 

Chinese women's independence (ziqiang), self-esteem (zizun), self-love (ztai) are most 
important. Because China is a really feudal country. Like women earlier, they didn't go 
beyond the housegate.... They weren't permitted to sit at the table to eat. Chinese women's 
status was really low.... Also, before there were the "three inch golden lotuses" [bound 
feet], wrapped very small, it was that kind of a feudal country, [but] it could change into 
what it is today, in China there are many strong women, called "strong women," they are 
self-reliant (ziwei), independent and love themselves. 

Zhou, echoing Party rhetoric, links women's independence with positive self-image (self-esteem, 

self-love). Women's independence as a result of a healthy consciousness recalls women's past, 

during "feudalism" (i.e., before the revolution). While the themes of independence and self-esteem 
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are imbued with Party rhetoric, when Zhou described to me how she saw herself as a living 

testament to the progressive effects of Chinese socialism, she did so with great feeling, suggesting 

that these were much more than empty Party phrases for her. 

The tone of her voice conveyed to me a certain bittersweet pride behind this just-so tale of 

how women struggled against, then overcame the oppressive feudalism of the bad old days before 

the revolution. The bittersweet nature of this pride (a pride that seemed to combine personal and 

national/collective subjectivities) came in part from the remembrance of the hardships women 

endured in feudal China — not being able to leave the house or eat at the same table with men, and 

most bitterly, having boimd feet. ECnowing Zhou, 1 think the bittersweetness with which she viewed 

China's "victory": in liberating women's consciousness also came from contemporary 

contradictions. As she noted, self-esteem and self-love are still the "most important" qualities for a 

woman, "because China is a really feudal country" (my emphasis). It appears that the tale of 

women's battle against feudalism is in fact on-going, accounting for the other half of Zhou's 

bitterness here. 

The emphasis on self-esteem may be related to the extremely low status of many Chinese 

women in the not-so-distant past when women were typically viewed by the wider society in terms 

of what they had to offer for men. As reproducers of the lineage through procreation, as a maid or 

as a sexual object women had little in the way of self-identity. The self-esteem idiom may 

fimction in part as an on-going afBrmation that they do have a self-identity apart from men. 

A newer twist on the self-esteem idiom highlights self-reliance in the context of economic 

liberalization and privatization. This use of the self-reliant idiom appears in the self-description of 

a successful female entrepreneur featured in the magazine Women of China. The woman, from 

northwestern China, attributes her success to her homeland; "I would show my gratitude to the 
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grassland, it has built me up with the characteristics different &om that of traditional women by 

making me straight-forward, self-reliant, indomitable and perceptive" (Wang 1997:11). Ironically, 

"self-reliance," a slogan of the Mao-era for women, has new uses in the age of economic 

liberalization and the dismantling of the iron rice bowl. 

The new ideals for women often seem contradictory yet quite particular — it seemed that 

women are expected to walk a fine line in more ways than one. A well-developed semi-

autonomous sense of self might be likened to a life raft for women in urban Yuiuian as they 

maintain a precarious balance atop waters filled with treacherous crosscurrents. It is the nature of 

those crosscurrents, particularly contradictory yet demanding role expectations, to which I now 

turn. 

Women Should Be Good at Work and Good in the Kitchen: Return to 
Gender Complementarity 

Broadly speaking, gender ideologies underwent a radical progressive shift after the 

Communist revolution, followed by a reverse shift back towards Confucian ideologies since the 

reforais. In other words, we find a change firom "women can do anything men can do" and other 

slogans promoted under Maoism, to an emphasis on how women and men are "naturally" suited to 

different tasks. The shifts are well illustrated by a short yet insightful article on kitchens — Xu 

Min's "Chinese Women and the Kitchen: Views ft^om Four Generations" (1995). I want to first 

generalize from Xu's concept of four generations, situating each generation in the political contexts 

of their times (recognizing that the lines between generations are not at all as clear-cut as they 

appear when one siunmarizes the dramatically different political shifts of twentieth century China). 

The first generation came of age before the revolution (and is represented by an 87-year-old great-

grandmother in Xu's article). The second generation includes women who came of age during the 
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early revoludonary years, women who were adults and woridng mothers dnring Mao's era and 

during the Cultural Revolution (represented by 63-year-oId retired grandmother). 

For this second revolutionary generation, the model woman/worker was supposed to put 

her work first, even before family. As both women and men were supposed to be "racing towards 

socialism," it was not uncommon for both parents to depend on nurseries or grandparents to do 

most of the caretaking of their own children." The image popularized for women was 

androgynous. Model workers called "Iron Girls'' were promoted for their dedication to their work 

and their ability to do jobs typically associated with men (such as electrical repairs and heavy 

manual labor). It is important to emphasize that androgynous workers racing towards socialism 

was the ideal promoted by the Party, not necessarily the realities for many urbanites. Even during 

this era of "Iron Girls," many femilies continued to live out traditional gender roles with, for 

example, the husband working full-time and doing no housework or childcare and the wife working 

part-time or not at all outside the home and taking on full responsibility for childcare. housework 

and cooking. 

The third generation includes women who came of age during the early years of reform, 

women who have had a chance to experience the rapid economic changes and opening to the West 

while still relatively young (represented by a 35-year-old working mother). Finally, the fourth 

generation refers to girls and teen-agers who may have many opinions but are largely inexperienced 

with the ways of the world (represented by a 5-year-oId girl). Xu does not write much about this 

latest generation, although she notes that the little girl of this &nily, like all of her female friends 

and none of her male fiiends, has her own toy kitchen (1995:62).'® 

'"See Jung Chang's (1991) tragic account of her childhood in Chengdu, especially pages 204-239. Both 
of her parents, high officials in the Party, were targeted as "rightists" during the Cultural Revolution. 
' ® The girl also once told her mother, in reference to one of her male playmates. '̂ If I get married to him in 
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Xu's article is based on interviews with the women of one Chinese family.'̂  Xu shows 

how for the great-grandmother the kitchen is the only place where she has been able to show her 

worth (ibid;61). While the great-grandmother, in keeping with Confucian norms, modestly 

downplays her kitchen skills as of little worth, this is in feet her sole source of self-esteem. For her 

daughter (the revolutionary second generation), meanwhile, the term '̂housewife" is reserved for 

those who are incompetent and have no social position. For this generation, social position was 

earned through working outside the home. Women who spent too much time in the kitchen might 

be branded a "backward element." Xu impUes that the grandmother of this house has limited 

cooking skills, as she has been used to eating in public canteens for much of her life. For the 

grandmother, the kitchen is not a place she has ever been much interested in, trained as she was 

during the revolutionary years to concentrate her energy on her job rather than home life. Her 35-

year-old daughter, like her mother, takes her career seriously. However, for the young mother 

competence in the kitchen is equally important. Xu explains; 

[She| feels that a woman with good qualities should not merely seek for success in her 
career, but should also aspire to being a good wife and mother at home. How she handles 
femily life (including housework) then becomes an important measure to judge whether she 
is competent to be a wife and mother.... Since the beginning of the 1980s, people have 
started to question Mao's idea that "men and women are equal.'' Chinese men and women 
have all felt that there was an overemphasis on the equality of the sexes in the past, and 
that it was not necessarily correct to ask women to be equal to men in performing heavy 
labour such as carrying weighty sacks and sledge hammering. So, both Chinese men and 
women have called for a return of femininity. For the men, they would like to see women 
become active again in the kitchen, and for most women, they are happy to play the 
feminine role in their femihes. 

The perspective Xu summarizes here is exactly the Zeitgeist I am concerned with in this 

the future. I would be a very lucky girl, because his &ther is a chef, and I may not have to cook much 
then" (ibid). 

I assume the family interviewed lives in Hangzhou. where Xu Min is Deputy Dirertor of the Women's 
Studies Centre at Hangzhou University. 
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dissertation. Naturalized differences are reaffirmed (women should not be asked to lift '̂ weighty 

sacks") and women are expected to be ''happy to play the feminine role in their families." Xu notes 

that men of this generation want their wives to be "active in the kitchen," something that she 

presumes the wives are happy to do. 1 should note that while there are, naturally, also four 

generations of men, I am unable to broadly characterize men's practices in the same way as Xu 

characterizes women's due to lack of sources.'® For the revolutionary second generation, my 

perception is that most men have rather traditional views on gender and the household division of 

labor, the effects of "men and women are equal" propaganda notwithstanding. The third 

generation of men seems impossible to generalize about — there is too much variation. Certainly 

not all men, as Xu seems to suggest, want their wives to return to the kitchen. Many men I knew 

cooked meals for themselves or their family (less often did I see men of this generation cleaning 

house). Xu's comments over-generalize for women as well, but are still very helpful to give a 

sense of how norms regarding gender roles have changed. 

In this period of reform androgynous ideals espoused during Mao's era, like the Iron Girls, 

have come under attack. On one radio show in 1979, for example, a man who called in during a 

discussion of the Iron Girls said he would be afraid to marry such a woman for fear that she might 

accidentally punch him out with one swing of her overdeveloped biceps (Honig and Hershatter 

1988:25). Among the "new" ideal attributes for women that emerged since the early 80s are 

delicacy, tenderness and a sweet nature, qualities captured by the concept of being wenrou 

(gentle/tender). Time and again, women and men I interviewed identified wenrou as a key 

difference between women and men. For men, the corollary to female gentleness might be 

The lack of sources on contemporary Chinese men as gendered subjects provokes the question; who is 
really the invisible gender? 
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considered an attitude of da nanzi zhuyi}^ or machismo, embodied through bravery and strength, 

among other attributes. The assumption that women and men have difierent natures/personalities 

was dominant^ Naturalized differences ate critical to the reproduction of hierarchical gender 

ideologies. How else are women and men thought to be psychologically different? What are the 

power effects of this type of productive knowledge? 

Naturalized Differences: Women's Emotionalism and Men's Logical 
Minds 

The naturalization of gender differences is key to the reproduction of gender hierarchies. If 

perceived differences between men and women's psychology and biology are only natiual then it 

becomes illogical to criticize them or challenge their veracity. Naturalizing differences also 

essentializes how and why women and men are thought to differ. Focusing on biological origins, 

for example, makes the question of gender differences seem to be simply a matter of physical, 

chromosomal, or hormonal difference. This kind of essentialism deflects attention from the many 

other social and cultural foctors that mediate the formation of gendered identities and role 

expectations. The anti-critical force of naturalizing gender can be better appreciated if we 

consider how we talk about other modes of power differences which are also naturalized, although 

not to the same degree as gender. For example, do we talk about '̂ class roles," "race roles," or 

"ethnic roles" as if these were predetermined by biological or hormonal make-up? 

In China, assimiptions about biologically based differences between men and women 

continued throughout the Maoist era, even while slogans proclaimed that "women can do whatever 

men can do." Party officials did not appear to question h^emonic assxmiptions that sexual 

"The ever-perceptive Li Fengmei first pointed this out to me. 
^ Although interestingly, when pressed on this point both women and men said that these differences are 
primarily due to social learning rather than to innate charaaeristics. The exception to this was maternal 
feelings which was always thought to be innate. 
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difference divides into biologically based binary opposites, or that these sexual differences in turn 

determine gendered behavior (Evans 199S;3S9). Ideas that men were physically stronger and 

better suited for 'technical^ work, or any work that required higher-order thinking and 

administration were used to justify giving men higher-paid and higher-status jobs. Furthermore, in 

the 1950s, ideas about sexual difference were used to justify Party policies. For example, 

scientific publications argued that a woman's reproductive organs were not fully mature until age 

twenty-five, an argument that went hand in hand with policies meant to delay the age of marriage 

(Evans 1995:367). How were biologically based differences articulated in urban Yunnan? 

Men were said to be more ''logical'" (luoji) than women, while women were generally said 

to be more emotional, and more talented at ^^detailed work with the hands.'' These gendered 

attributes are linked in tum to commonsense notions of men's af&irs as situated outside the home 

(where their logic and rationality serves them well in their public activities) and women's affairs as 

situated within the home (where they are emotional caretakers and are occupied with sewing and 

other detailed work like cooking). Men, I was told, are better in the business world because they 

are better at handling "big affairs" {da yi xie de shiqing)}^ 

Cultural teachers explained male dominance in the business world by noting that men's 

brains are naturally more "logical" (luoji), whereas women's brains focused more on emotions and 

events that affected them personally. Women were thought to think more practically about things, 

having a "I need to see it to believe it" outlook. Even some college-educated women told me that 

men are better able to do scientific research because they can think logically. The important point 

here is how commonsense notions of naturalized differences justify male dominance. According to 

The same people who repeat these "truisms" have contradictoiy experiences in their own lives, another 
paradox of cultural reproduction. In this instance, the public articulation of'culture" is a misleading 
reflection of "reality." 
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this perspective, if men are generally in higher professional positions than women, it is because 

they have more of a natural aptitude to succeed professionally. 

Naturalized differences are sometimes attributed to metaphysical origins, another 

perspective which deflects the possibility of criticism. The perception that women have made some 

gziins in status in recent years prompted one worried male journalist to invoke these metaphysical 

roots of difference as a way to justify his view that as his article is titled, "Women Should Be 

Weak" (Xiao 1996): 

The world becomes a mass of confusion. The masculine spirit should come from men, but 
it appears in women's bodies. Before tenderness belonged to women, now it belongs to 
men. At first the creator has bis arrangement. Man is the masculine gender, woman is the 
feminine gender; man and woman; masculine and feminine; they mediate each other, 
attract each other, depend on each other, and moisten each other. Considering physical 
qualities, men should be powerful, and women should be gentle and cultivated, just like a 
little bird. 

Xiao's vision of women and men as complementary opposites also seems to draw upon Taoist Yin-

Yang epistemology, where opposing forces are seen to balance each other." For Xiao, this entails 

"powerful" men counterbalancing "gentle/weak" women. Presumably, it is when women take on 

men's roles or become powerfiil that the unnatural occurs: "The masculine spirit" that should 

come from men, instead '"appears in women's bodies."' 

While men are thought to be more logical, women are thought to be more emotional. The 

perceived "emotionality"' of women has multiple meanings. Women may be viewed as having 

"strong emotions,"' which are difficult to control, and, therefore, a marker of women's inferior 

natures. Other self-characterizations seem wistfully affectionate, such as the comment by one 

" While Taoism, at least in the West is commonly thought to be gender-neutral or even woman-positive, 
the writings of Lao Tzu reflect the assimiptions of his time — that men (and Yang characteristics) are 
''naturally" superior. Lao Tzu wrote that attributes like humbleness, gentleness and obedience came 
naturally to women, thereby justifying their lower status (Li 1995:414-415). 
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friend that nu de at shuo. ai xiao. ye at ku, '"women love to talk, laugh, and also cry." On the 

other hand, women may be viewed as naturally better at "emotional work," like psychology. The 

perspective that women are "naturally" suited to counseling woik mirrors traditional views of 

women as caretakers. A related positive inteipretation is that women are "kinder" than men. 

While Qi Fengmei's attitudes towards gender differences and women's status are generally more 

critical than most, she noted on one occasion that; 

Women all over the world are generally kind, they think with the heart. Men think with the 
brain, it's a natural difference. It's an inborn difference {tian sheng) because women give 
birth. 

Maternity, for Qi, is linked to maternal feelings (mu qing), assimied to be a natural part of a 

woman's biological inheritance. 

A poignant interpretation of women's more emotional nature is often made by women 

themselves; many women noted that women can "bear bitterness" better than men. As Pao Qing 

put it; "Women have deep hearts that can carry burdens." Such statements suggest that women 

might also view themselves as able to take more abuse, perhaps referring in part to domestic 

violence. Also, according to some female cultural teachers, while women do not talk about their 

problems, men are able to "speak out." The perspective that women are emotionally repressed 

contradicts ideologically driven characterizations of women as unable to handle deep emotions on 

the one hand and given to insincere expressions of emotion on the other. Before considering in 

greater detail the possibility that women may be particularly emotionally repressed, some more 

general observations are in order. 

As with other feminine qualities, the purported "emotionalism" of women is commonly 

evaluated with a great deal of ambivalence. Innate ''maternal feelings" (muqing) are evaluated 

positively, as is women's perceived greater attentiveness towards and consideration for others. Yet 
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as "emotional' beings, women are also imagined as childlike and overwhelmed by emotions that 

they cannot control. Sattel (1983) has pointed out how stereotyi)es of emotional women and 

unemotional men arc key to legitimating men's dominance. As he puts it, "[w]hat better way is 

there to exercise power than to make it appear that all one's behavior seems to be the result of 

unemotional rationality*' (ibid; 120, emphasis in original). As emotional beings, women may be 

seen as incompetent, and in need of men's rationality to guide them.^ 

Sometimes women are complicit in this normalization and critique of women's 

emotionalism. Ying (1995), a female writer, says that women sometimes need to be left alone and 

not bothered. When a woman become "emotionally overloaded," Ying recommends that her 

partner: 

Let her alone for a few days. Let her go shopping and watch T.V. alone. When her mood 
is stable she will be interested in associating again. Loneliness is necessary for a woman's 
psychological balance. A woman is like a battery. When a battery has been used for a 
long time, it must be changed. 

On the one hand, Ying's perspective seems to describe any person, male or female, who is 

introverted. Her characterization is not derogatory towards women in itself; rather, it is 

objectionable because Ying generalizes this personality type to all women. It also seems to imply 

that women's emotions and psychological balance are to some degree beyond their control, that in 

this respect they are perhaps '"weak," and childlike, as they are unable to manage their own 

emotions. Liu (1997) is more blunt in his phrasing: 

^ Meanwhile, perceived biological differences between women and men particularly affect women in the 
job maricet. The tradition-laden rhetoric claiming that women were not biologically "fit" for certain types 
of jobs was officially abandoned during Mao's era. although it never disappeared. In the reform era the 
idea that certain types of jobs are unfit for women is used by managers who wish to axclude women 
workers, either by not assigning women to "high grade" work, which is better paid but thought potentially 
dangerous for women, or by not hiring women to begin with. While the Women's Rights Protection Law 
of 1992 is meant to provide legal backing to fight discrimination against women, the law is primarily 
concerned with the protection of women's (reproductive) health (Woo 1994). Indeed, this legislation 
reinforces the notion that women's primary fiinction is reproduction. 
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Wheu women are telling others their troubles with their &milies and their husbands, maybe 
even shedding a few tears, the listeners should never take them seriously, nor should they 
&n the fire, because the speakers do not mean what they say. Their talk can be viewed 
like that of the relationship between an actress and her audience. Women are small-
minded and they caimot be burdened with too many deep feelings. 

Like Ying, for Liu women have a limited capacity for being burdened with "too many deep 

feelings.'̂  But in addition, Liu feels that when women do express emotion, it is likely to be 

insincere. He implies that as they are catty and shallow ('̂ small-minded"), their emotional 

expressions cannot be trusted. Furthermore, as they contain too many deep emotions, if they pass 

their limit Liu writes that they have to "pour them out as quickly as possible." Again, women are 

likened to children who caimot control their emotional states. 

For Liu, women's over-emotionalism is due to insincerity on the one hand (they tend to 

overstate their emotions, like actresses performing for an audience), and their inability to control 

their emotions on the other. Women's studies scholar Wang (1993) agrees that women are more 

emotional, but seems to have more positive evaluation of this, writing that "women's feelings are 

richer and more open than males." Yet, Wang also seems to view women's capacity for controlling 

strong emotions as limited; 

When emotions reach a certain level, psychological pressure necessarily results. A woman 
who believes in Christianity told others; "When you are in agony, hurt or desperate, cry 
loudly before God, tell God all your sufferings. You'll renew your spirit and feel tranquilly 
peaceful." 

Wang's anonymous Christian woman speaks for women who must unburden themselves of 

dammed-up emotions. Beyond the gendered connotations here, I find the link between religion 

and emotional expression interesting as Christianity seems to provide some Chinese with a 

meaningful and acceptable context within which to express emotions that might othenvise be 

contained to save face. 
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"Face"' (jnianzi) refers to how individuals use self-presentation to convey a positive image 

of themselves, given their relative status (on the basis of family background, gender, class and so 

on) (Huang 1993; Zhao 1993). At least as regards emotional expression and &ce, I would suggest 

the parameters for appropriate expression are more restrictive for women than for men. Zhao 

Xudong (1993) notes that Chinese norms are that individuals should generally express happiness, 

not sadness. Part of the rationale for this is that one should not burden others with negative 

emotions. This ethos, Zhao writes, is evident in the so-called "bitter smile,'' kuxiao. and the 

"relunctant smile,"' changyuan huanxiao. 

This "imperative of happiness" seemed most incximbent on women: compared to men, 

women in Mangshi were more likely to present themselves as "satisfied" or "happy," whatever 

their actual situation. Rare was the woman who admitted unhappiness, as my fnend Zhuang did 

when she confided that her husband's year-long absence in Beijing while she was pregnant made 

her feel "lonely, sad and scared...."' More typical was the exchange I had with a young English 

teacher in Mangshi, Xu Hong. She complained that Chinese women have to do all the housework 

and most of the childcare. Her husband's contribution consisted of taking their son to kindergarten 

three mornings a week, because she herself had an early class those mornings. When I commented 

that her situation was unfair, bu gongping, Xu Hong smiled sweetly as she replied; "Right... but 

what can I do about it?" It seemed that, as my fhend Huang Lan once observed, "women have a 

personahty which can bear bitterness." 

"Men should have personality": Comparing Men and Women's Personalities 

Asking cultural teachers specifically about the personality traits associated with women 

and men enabled me to consider if there was a strong linkage between gender and personality. It 

appears that while there certainly are some strong gendered dimensions to the ideal personality 
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associated with women and men, there was also a considerable amount of ambiguity. I found that 

there was a fairly neat match between ideal male personality traits and masculine qualities. Ideal 

traits for women were more mixed, reflecting how cultural understandings of appropriate 

femininity, as I show throughout this dissertation, are very much in flux. In addition to disrupting 

essentialized assimiptions about gender differences, the tables below also introduce some other 

gendered categories as they fit in relation to each other. 

I have compiled these tables fn)m two sources; (1) fieldnotes, where I recorded terms that 

appeared in conversation or in interviews, and (2) from high school students in Dehong. I asked 

high school students (twelve girls and eight boys) to list five adjectives to describe women's and 

men's personalities. As all of the adjectives the students offered are quite positive, they appear to 

describe ideal personality attributes of women and men. As such, they should not be taken as an 

indication of the actual or perceived personalities of individual men and women. I was 

particularly interested in the views of teen-agers, as they are subject to intense peer pressure, which 

makes for even greater concerns about what is normative than for other age groups. I should also 

note that as the participants are from the key high school in Mangshi their views represent the 

relatively well-off middle-class. As a whole, these table are more representative of the views third 

and fourth generations hold. A table based solely on the views of the revolutionary second 

generation would no doubt look different. The attributes are listed in general order of frequency, 

with those most frequently mentioned at the top. There are more qiialities attributed to women 

because the high school students offered a greater variety of adjectives to describe women. 

Attributes that appear ambivalent or negative are all taken from fieldnotes. 
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Table 6 

Women's Personality Traits 

Positive Attributes 
gentle (wenrou) 
kind (shanliang, he 'ai. 
intelligent (congming) 
beautiful [piaoliang) 
strong (Jianqiang) 
honest (chengshi) 
hard-working (qinlao) 
self-respect {zizunxin) 
self-confidence (zixin) 
careful (xixin) 
virtuous wife and good 
self-supporting (zizhu) 
self-reliant izili) 
independent {dull) 
cautious (shenzhong) 
realistic {xianshi de) 
cute {ke ai) 
optimistic {kailan, leguan) 
decorous (duanzhuan) 
refined (gaoya) 
aesthetic (aimei) 
proud (aoman) 

Polyvalent wenrou was the top adjective to describe the "ideal" woman — in addition to 

"gentleness" the term comiotes being tender, mild, kind and soft. Variations on "kindness" follow, 

underscoring the influence of social imperatives in which women are naturalized as emotional 

nurturers and caretakers. "InteUigence" was mentioned by more respondents than "beautifiil" as an 

admirable quality for women. 

The host of nouns related to independence and "self-worth" (including self-respect, self-

confidence, self-rehant, and self-supporting) are striking. As mentioned, these "self-worth" 

qualities have both socialist historical resonances and, for many contemporary women, strong 

haoxin) 

Negative Attributes 
bad tempered (ptqi bu hao) 
hve off one's looks/ 
youth {chi qingchun fan) 
live off one's looks/ 
sex appeal {kao sexiang chifan) 

mother (xiangqi liangmu) 

Ambivalent Attributes 
strong woman (nu qiang ren) 
lively (huoli) 
timid (wenya) 
modem woman {xiandai fimu) 
career woman {zhiye nuxing) 
housewife (jiatingfitnu) 
fake boy {fia xiaozi) 
straight-forward (zhishuai) 
candid (zhenzhi) 
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personal significance. 

About as many adjectives related to the "reserved" ideal for women were mentioned 

(carefiil, virtuous emd good, cautious, decorous, and respectable), although they were not quite as 

common as adjectives for independence/self-worth. The emphasis on independence and self-

reliance as ideals for women is intriguing, suggesting to me an on-going transformation of women's 

consciousness as autonomous beings. 

QuaUties such as "decorous," "refined" and "aesthetic" reflect neo-traditional ideals, but 

might also indicate a reaction against Maoist ideology and one way in which the new freedoms of 

personal expression are manifested. During Mao's era, these qualities were politically incorrect 

markers of class/intellectual affectations. Now, in addition to being acceptable forms of feminine 

(self) expression, these qualities still indicate class status (often referred to colloquially as one's 

degree of "culture" or "cultivation" [you wenhua/you xiuyang]). Yet these marks of distinction 

are now admired rather than reviled, indicating a provocative shift towards positive evaluations of 

class distinctions. 

"Candid" and "straight-forward" appear to be ambivalent qualities. While some women 

said with a certain pride that they themselves were candid or straightforward, they also noted that 

others did not necessarily appreciate this quality because of their gender. Given women's 

generally subordinate position, it comes as no surprise that being direct in conversation is thought 

to be unfeminine. We sometimes liken the the ability to speak one's mind directly to having a 

voice. The observations of two feminist researchers arc pertinent here: ^^Voice, as a metaphor for 

freedom, power, assertiveness and self-determination, has often been denied to women. These 

traits have been viewed as the prerogatives of men."*" 

In Barbara L. Eurich-Rascoe and Hendrika Vande Kemp. 1997. Feminity and Shame. 
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A couple of tombo3^h teen-age girls I interviewed appeared to be disrupting these 

gendered norms for speech style. The two girls revealed a certain pride for being likened to boys. 

One. Yi Hua, said that she preferred to spend time with boys, to study with them, as this was 

"faster" than studying with girls. She noted that she "speaks like a boy," and that boys were more 

kailan (optimistic) than girls. Yi and the other girl who said that others thought of her as boyish 

are sometimes called jia xiaozi. "feke boys," by their peers. The connotation is teasing but 

complimentary. 

Wo de piqi bu hao, have a bad temperament," was how a few of my female friends 

evaluated their own personalities negatively. This expression seemed to index how these women 

had occasional bursts of irrational anger, especially anger over other matters that they misdirected 

towards their spouse or other family members. One yoimg woman I knew complained about her 

"bad temperament," but felt that there was no way she could change. Another young woman 

talked about "reforming" her behavior and, indeed, was noticeably calmer and more subdued in her 

expressions at the end of our acquaintanceship. 

For both men and women, traditional Chinese norms dictate that anger shoidd usually be 

repressed (Ots 1990:44). Yet only women commented negatively on their "angry" temperament; 

Ots also notes that piqi bu hao is "usually associated with the female" (ibid:45). Ots describes the 

stereotypical piqi bu hao person as "bad-tempered, grumbling, feult-finding." A similar 

temperament associated with men is huo qi da ('"big fire ^/"). Ots writes that "huo qi da is more 

respectable than piqi bu hao because it connotes a straightforward quality....It may describe a 

courageous male (hero) who flies into a rage when in conflict" (ibid). I never heard a man describe 

himself this way, but the &ct that these terms imply that women's anger is viewed negatively and 

dismissively (&ult-finding) while men's is viewed more positively is certainly noteworthy. 
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Older women typically linked their bad temperaments with menopause igen^ianqi), and 

while they might take medications (Chinese medicine seemed preferred) to alleviate their moods 

and other menopausal symptoms, did not generally think it was possible to do much about their bad 

tempers/temperament. I remember being struck by how unapologetically bad tempered one older 

woman was. A self-taught pharmacist and doctor^ in Mangshi, Doctor Chen was often abrupt 

with whomever she dealt with, customers or myself, the curious anthropologist. She did not seem 

at all embarrassed by her unfeminine behavior, even when she once lost her temper during a dance 

performance we attended together. The audience was filled past capacity, and a man sat in front of 

us on a box, partially obstructing our view. Doctor Chen screamed at him for some time, 

attracting the attention of many audience members. She muttered angrily under her breath for the 

rest of the time, then left before the end of the performance with a curt, "rm going now." 

Aside fi'om the perceived effects of menopause in terms of making one bad tempered, older 

women (i.e. women of the second revolutionary generation) generally seemed less concerned with 

feminized behavioral norms compared to yoimger women. A retired grade school teacher, Gao, 

described herself unequivocally as "hot-tempered" {xinqingjizao, literally having a rash/impatient 

mood). Indeed, her xinqing jizao nature was evident in the quick, sudden movements she would 

make and in her habit of sitting on the edge of her chair. The angry side of her rashness was 

revealed when she told me why she considered herself hot-tempered. Her daughter had recently 

divorced. People began talking badly about her daughter because of the divorce, and the gossip 

caused the daughter some problems at work. Gao said that the mean gossip about her daughter 

made her so angry that she could not sleeo at night, and at times she lost so much sleep that she got 

sick. The only relief from her anger was crying, she said. After crying, she felt better. I would 

^ Self-trained pharmacists and healers are referred to with the respectfiil title "doctor" (yisheng). 
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aigue that these geneiatiotial differences are related to both life cycle changes (i.e., older married 

women might feel less pressure to attract a man or maintain a husband's affections) and changing 

norms that have a greater impact on the younger generations.^ 

With the characteristics of the ideal man we find a curious mix of patriarchal emblems, 

seemingly gender-neutral attributes, and a couple of attributes that might also be deemed feminine. 

Topping the list for men is ''bravery,'' long associated with codes of chivalry that have underpinned 

the moral legitimacy of patriarchy in many different cultural contexts. The most striking grouping 

of adjectives for men center on the quality of being "active," which speaks to the expectation that 

men take the lead in social afiairs outside the home. The highly positive connotations of "active" 

also suggest that men are naturally active in a way that is socially conscientious. This sense of 

men acting through a sense of social duty is also suggested by the highest-ranked attribute for men, 

"bravery." 

I found it interesting that in conversation female cultural teachers noted that it is important 

for men to have their own personality, by implication a "strong" personality. As a male high 

school student put it, "Men want to do something others don't do, to be unique in some way." It 

was never said that women should have their own personality. The ideal of "humorous" also seems 

related individualism. 

^ An interesting issue to explore in future research relating to older women is their high activity levels. 
Far from the "golden years" ideal in the U.S.. when retirees may e.xpect to travel and enjoy leisure 
activities, retired women in my core group of informants opened small businesses or helped run their 
families' business and/or took care of grandchildren, in addition to taking part in daily group dance 
classes or qi gong (a form of soft martial arts). The women themselves e.xplained to me that they would 
be "sad" if they had nothing to do. A psychiatrist in Kunming had a different interpretation, noting that 
many older women he encountered in his practice were actually work-a-holics who got depressed after 
retirement Another topic of interest related to aging is how menopause is perceived to affect womeiL For 
example, older women described how menopatise affected them by saying that th^ felt their temperament 
had b^me strange (piqi guai). The idea that one's temperament bewmes "strange" with menopause was 
pervasive. The origins of this particular aspect of menopause were thought to be biological in nature. 
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Table 7 

Men's Personality Traits 

Positive Attributes 
brave iyonggan) 
honest (chengshi) 
intelligent {congming de) 
strong (qianzhuang) 
active (jiji) 
active/dynamic (nengdong^) 
active {haodong) 
enthusiastic (reqing) 
generous (kangkai) 
hard-woiidng (nuli) 
humorous (youmo) 
capable (nenggong) 
has his own personality (yoii gexing) 
gentle (heshan) 
proud (qomari) 
responsible (zeren) 
daring {you chuangjing) 
tough {jianren) 

The positive image of "gentleness"' for men, and even the more ambivalent quality of being 

"shy" do not seem to fit with other more macho qualities ('iough," "strong," "real man"), and 

suggest that compared to North American norms Chinese men may enjoy a bit more diversity of 

expression.^ Yet that diversity of expression still operates within some rather narrow parameters. 

A young man I interviewed, a high school senior named Tao, said that his temperament ipiqi) was 

"soft" (rwo). He also had a lisp, which probably accentuated his '"gentle personality." But while 

Tao himself seemed to view his gentleness positively, it was problematic for him socially. He said 

^ Interestingly, the example given in my dictionaiy is nengdong di gaige shijie. "to play a dynamic role in 
reforming the world." Xin Han-Ying Cidian. A New Chinese-English Dictionaiy. Seattle. University of 
Washington Press. 1987. 
^ Yet the trait "kind" did not appear on the high school students' lists, suggesting that this term may be 
limited to some degree to the only context in which I heard it applied to men; mothers telling their 
daughters to "^find a kind man." 

Negative Attributes 
does not care {wi suowei) 
careless (cuxin) 
weak {cuimo) 

Ambivalent Attributes 
shy (haixiu) 
machismo (dananzi zhuyi) 
real man (nanzihan) 
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that because of his "soft" temperament, people ''misunderstood" him and said that he was like a 

girl. Unlike his female classmates, who seemed to delight in their ''fake boy" status, it disturbed 

Tao to be thought of a "like a girl." 

In spoken discourse, men's perceived greater capability was fiequentiy linked to their 

perceived greater strength. As high-school boys put it, "in life men are stronger, they can fix 

things." Yet the possibility that this point of view might be open to change was suggested by the 

boys' explanation of this gender difference; they said it was due to "social influences." The boys 

also pointed out that women are very capable, using as an example the existence of female-headed 

enterprises. 

Men^s lack of social attentiveness was expressed through the expression wu suowei, "does 

not care." Similar to "candidness" for women, having a wu suowei attitude is something a man 

might say about himself with a hint of pride but it is certainly negatively evaluated by women, 

implying that the man who simply '"does not care" is selfish. For example, my good fnends Lai 

Minyi and Zhou Dongqin, a middle-aged academic couple, were among those whom I asked to 

describe their own personalities as a way to understand perceived gender differences (I asked them 

to write a self-description to give to me later). Lai, an engineering professor with a diffident, self-

effacing manner, handed me an old cnmipled piece of paper that he had scribbled the characters wu 

suowei (does not care) on. He laughed jokingly as he gave it to me. But the smile soon fell from 

his &ce, as this exchange prompted his wife to complain about his lackadaisical attitude towards 

homelife and his tendency to stay over at neighbors' homes until late at night playing cards. Lai 

seemed to vie>\' his "uncaring" nature as an indication of how easy-going and undemanding he was. 

His wife, however, viewed this wu suowei nonchalance as an indication of how (or peiiiaps why) 

he was not as committed to his &mily as he should be. Many men are too selfish, according to 
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female cultural teachers. One unmarried woman told me that because so many men are selfish, it 

is hard for her to find a mate. 

Dananzi zhuyt. or "machismo" seemed to operate in the same way. Typically, men might 

evaluate this as a positive attribute (especially younger men who might declare proudly, "Wo jiu 

shi danazi zhuyiT [You bet Fm macho!]), while women were generally inclined to evaluate this as 

a negative attribute. 

Several attributes were perceived to apply to women as well as men. "Intelligence" was 

ranked highly for both women and men. "Strong" was also highly ranked for both; however 

different terms with different connotations were used. (Sturdy/firm jianqiang for women and 

powerfiil/valiant qiangzhuang for men.) "Honesty"' appeared high on both lists, perhaps indicative 

of widespread disgust with government corruption. Two negative attributes I heard applied to both 

men and women were '"superficial" and '̂ self-centered."^ These terms may reflect a critical 

perspective on commercialization/hedonism and individualistic impulses. 

Learning to Embody '^Gentleness" 

The feet that being wenrou is very much an ideal seems clear when I reflect how women I 

knew in urban Yunnan actually behaved. Gentleness, tenderness and sweetness, the qualities 

associated with this ideal, were not in feet especially characteristic of women I met — even 

younger women who might be more invested in such neo-traditional ideals were not particularly 

wenrou as judged by the term's stated definition. Yet women did embody this ideal through 

behaviors which seemed related to wenrou , namely through a reserved manner of interaction, and 

attentiveness for others. 

One fifteen-year-old high school girl, Liao Rui, was remaricably aware of how expectations 

^Negative and ambivalent attributes were only listed in the tables when gender specific. 
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that she be wenrou were placed on her. She remembered how in her childhood she was noisy and 

"naughty," but how through her mother's guidance she became "gentle" {wenhe) and "soft" 

{nianruo). "Gentle" here implies non-assertive and decorous. She noted that socially speaking 

this change in her demeanor was a good thing. Another young women, twenty-four-year-old Wei 

Shou, told me a similar story about her youth. As a young girl of eleven her parents thought she 

was too out-going, too lively. They told her teacher to strip away Wei's coveted position as class 

monitor as a way to trim her wings. Wei's parents enlisted the teachers' help teach her how to be 

quieter, more subdued. Wei's story struck me in several ways. My initial reaction was one of 

surprise, as I thought 1 knew Wei feirly well, and she seemed to me to be "naturally" subdued and 

decorous. I would never have guessed that she had consciously altered her previous open 

personality under pressure from her elders. Soft-spoken though she was when I knew her, Wei's 

voice was dryly bitter as she recounted these traumatic events of her childhood. 

The age at which these young women remember their that energy levels/ambitions became 

the target of criticism seems to be significant; age eleven, and '"in childhood." Could there be a 

critical threshhold age for girls in China, similar to the U.S., when girls learn to limit their 

ambitions or risk social ostracism (Pipher 1994)?^ Gendered attitudes towards careers in 

Mangshi suggest this might be the case. In Mangshi it is expected that although schoolgirls may 

have high hopes for their futures, '̂ their ambitions will naturally fell upon marriage. For 

schoolboys, the expectation is that their ambitions will continue to climb, even if they were 

mediocre in school. 

Wei's story is noteworthy on another count as well. The joint efforts of her parents and 

A teacher in Beijing told Wolf that "girls are better students in primary school, but by the time they get 
to middle school, they can't compete" (1985; 133). 

The expression often used is "to have a bright future." hui you chu xi. 
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teachers reveals how explicit and consciously planned gender socialization can be. Wei seemed to 

leam her elders' lessons well; she was among the most demiure and restrained young intellectual I 

met, and in that sense quite "feminine.'' Yet she never wore make-up and always wore her hair 

pulled back in an elastic band. Wei's "natural beauty" was in contrast to many other middle-class 

women her age, who drew upon neo-traditional feminine norms in their use of make-up, hairstyles 

and other kinds of &shion. 

Consumerism and adornment for women offer new ways for women to embody neo-

traditional ideals such as gentleness. Just one example of such adornment is the current &shion to 

have one's eyebrows almost completely plucked out, then tatooed with the line desired. A 

cosmetician famed for her eyebrow-shapii^ skills is said to be able to tattoo "a curved pattern to 

suggest gentleness, or a more straight brow to show quietness" (Jiang 1998). Intriguingly, though, 

the practice also seems to be a way to express one's individuality. "According to every individual's 

eyebrow pattern, hair color, fecial features and even their profession. Yan designed and tattooed 

different kinds of eyebrows, each distinct from the rest," (ibid). Beyond adornment and 

socialization practices, cultural teachers often articulated the expectation that women have a 

reserved maimer in social interaction, particularly in their speech styles. 

Unsurprisingly, compared to men, women seemed more aware of the expectation that they 

be reserved. Women noted that females must be "careful" in social interactions, and that there 

were certain constraints placed on women being "straight-forward" in their speech. These 

speaking styles are two sides of the same coin. Female cultural teachers noted that a straight

forward speaking style (zhishuai) is expected in a man; women, meanwhile, are expected to speak 

"carefully." An irony here is that while women are expected to speak carefiiUy, they are also 

thought to chatter aimlessly. As female writer Ying (1995) put it, "chatter is woman's character."' 
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Liu (1997) contrasted men, who like to talk about "outer space, exploration to Mars, the situation 

in the Middle East, refugees in Africa and other things which may have nothing to do with 

themselves,"' with women, who ^like to talk in whispers, knitting while chatting about personal 

interests such as their married sisters, their husbands and their children." 

Liu's distinction is a variation of the Confiician gender norm of nan wai. nu nei. men 

outside, women inside. Men are expected to be interested in ''outside afiairs" and women in 

"inside affairs." The irony between the two contradictory versions of women's speech, either 

aimlessly chatting about personal affairs or '"careful" and ciraunspect in their speech is in part 

simply a reflection of the nan wai, nQ nei distinction; women are expected to be verbose in the 

context of talking with close women fnends, yet carefiil and reserved when talking in a public, 

mixed setting. Yet it seems significant that in the "inner" context of women talking together they 

are imagined to only talk of personal issues, and that such speech is trivialized further by referring 

to it as "chatter,"' as inconsequential. Perhaps the outer/inner distinction is jdso relevant for why 

women are expected to be reserved in public speech, so as not to encroach on men's domain. But 

there are also other reasons for women's carefulness in public speech. Liu Xiaofang and Zhao 

Yun, 18 year-old high school girls, described the expectations for gendered speech to me; 

LXF: ... when a boy and a girl speak, the boy will speak directly with no hesitation, 
right? Whatever he's talking about, he'll mention it very casually. But a careful 
girl, she'll be like, how to put it? She'll pay attention when she talks to what kind 
of words she should use. 

CC: Why? 

ZY; She feels that some words might hurt others. But boys, well they rarely have this 
kind of consideration. They open their mouths and just say what comes to mind. 

Here we see that carefulness in girls' speech is linked to their attentiveness to others' emotional 

states, their concern about possibly hurting others. 
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Boys were thought to lack this kind of consideration. Two high school boys in Mangshi 

also noted that girls were relatively more careful (xixing) than boys. This carefulness was 

apparent, they said, in how girls were more diligent (renzhen) in their studies — if a student made a 

mistake, it was likely to be a boy. A woman's carefiilness was also thought to emerge in how she 

takes care of her children. Zhao Yun offered the following example; 

For example, a mother, a female, when it's cold she'll dress her child warmly, very 
carefully. Although Others, of course, we shouldn't exclude those who are careful and 
conscientious, but most of them aren't really that conscientious. But mothers, as soon as it 
gets cold, they'll dress their child warmly or whatever, they're careful in that way. 

Men, meanwhile, were generally thought to be careless. Liu Xiaofang described how her mother (a 

Dai woman) is very attentive to her &ther, taking care that he wears a coat when it is cold, that he 

does not drink when he eats spicy food, and expressing her concern for him when he is out driving 

(he works as a bus driver). Her fether, however, is careless about his own health as well as his 

wife's health. Liu described how once when her mother was ill, her fether did not seem to worry 

about it, nor was he concerned about her being home alone. It seems important here to remember 

how the allegedly innate nature of these differences deflects any potential criticism of the household 

division of labor, i.e., childcare. If women are already naturally careful, men will not have to be. 

Women were sometimes critical of expectations to be careful and not too straightforward. 

Several women described themselves as zhishuai (straightforward, candid), which they implied 

indicated something unusual about themselves. Pao Qing, as described in the previous chapter, 

seemed to highlight several aspects of her personality which set her apart from others. One of 

these self-descriptions was that she tended to speak in a very straightforward manner. She noted, 

significantly, that "some people get mad if you speak too directly. 

In opposition to the reserved ideal is the woman who not only talks too much but also meddles in others' 
affair. A woman who talks too much might be referred to in the Yunnan dialect as a shao guniang. She 
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Even more extreme as an anti-model was the "mad girr (fengya tou). This category is 

especially revealing as a site of tensions between traditional and more recently popular ideals. The 

mad girl stereotype touches on a common paradox for women; expectations that women have a 

certain "vivaciousness," but not too much. A woman perceived to be too open, too animated, 

might be referred to as a "mad fengya tou. Women who are judged to be too outgoing are 

compared un&vorably to the traditional ideal, a "timid*' {wenya) woman. But fengya tou can also 

be used to describe someone as "lively'̂  in a &vorable sense. (''Liveliness^ implies open, quick and 

witty.) Whether the term is intended as a compliment, criticism or even affectionate teasing 

depends on the conte?ct of usage. The ambiguity of this term indicates how norms for middle-class, 

urban Chinese women, especially young women, are contradictory. 

Cadres, stereotypically, were thought to want their wives to play a more timid role. 

Generally, most men were thought to want wives to be "modem" outside the home and 

"traditional" inside. It seems impossible to satisfy these conflicting expectations. According to 

this contradictory ideal, a woman should be lively and make her husband proud outside the home, 

but she should be timid inside. Then again, she should never be too timid, or too lively. If she is 

too lively she might be called a mad girl in the negative sense. The delicate balance between 

appropriately lively and too lively shows how women's behavior is expected to fulfill men's 

desires. Having a lively personality may give a man pleasure, and as it shows that the woman has 

culture; it will also make him look good. Not only does liveliness in this sense show a certain 

degree of cultivation and perhaps education (as opposed to, for example, a dull peasant woman), 

but vivaciousness also serves as a coy counterpart to the male straight man. 

If a woman is too lively, she threatens the social order in several ways. She may appear 

is someone perceived to be in charge of too many affairs, disturbing others with her meddlesome ways. 
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out-of-controL, contrary to the Confucian ideal of self-containment. She may exhibit too much 

personal autonomy, which challenges the norm of "thinking of others first," a norm which weighs 

especially heavy on females." Yet if she is too timid, she may be thought of as boring. I do not 

know if this narrow ideal is ever overtly imposed on adult women — I never heard husbands 

criticize wives for being too lively or too timid, for example. What is important for my argument 

here is that behind the ideals of reserve, carefulness and appropriate liveliness is the implicit 

assiunption that women's behavior is something which must be managed. 

Expectations that women have the right combination of liveliness and decorum may not be 

overtly imposed, but they are conditioned by a set of hegemonic expectations. Such e?q)ectations 

create a social imaginary with real-world effects on the range of behaviors considered acceptable 

for individuals in certain subject positions (i.e., female or male). An extreme example from the 

East Asian context is the story of what happened to the Japanese Empress Michiko in 1993. The 

press attacked Empress Michiko for being ""bossy" to her husband. The Empress, who apparently 

is rather nervous in public presentations during the best of times, fell unconscious the day after she 

was called too bossy, and was said to be unable to speak for the next six months. More pertinent 

to China and to the lives of urban women such as those I talked with is the expectation that they 

generally follow the neo-Confucian gender norms re-emergent since the reforms. If not, they risk 

marking themselves as unmarriageable. Time and again, third generation women told me "All the 

men want wives who are '"virtuous and good" (xiangqi liangmu). 

Being "cultured" {you xiuyang) was a quality that is held in Iiigh esteem by both men and 

" This Confucian ideal applies to both women and men. An individual who does not have emotional 
control might be viewed as morally weak, a failure at self-cultivation, or. alternatively coming from an 
inharmonious family (Wang 1983:305). However, the boundaries that define appropriate self-control for 
women seem to be stricter than the boimdaries for men. 
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women, and is an important aspect of reemergent class distinctions in the reform era. But 

cultivation has certain gendered dimensions for women, especially as regards fulfilling their roles 

as wives and homemakers. In Changsha an older woman, Chen Jingnan, started a Cultivation 

School especially to help women who wanted to be better wives (Chen 1996:29). The goals of her 

cultivation school as Chen expressed them here, happen to index some key attributes associated 

with the ideal woman in the 1990s. Significantly, Chen implies that the reason why women might 

want to attend her school is because women are responsible for their family *s harmony and well-

being.^ A school such as hers was much needed, according to Chen, who noted that for self-taught 

students to get a college certificate at other schools there were 12 compulsory courses, but "zero 

subjects for cultivating women's personality and manners^ (ibid;30, my emphasis). Chen's aim, 

she said was to "turn her students into women in the true sense of the term; one who has dignity, 

independence, confidence and self-respect, with intelligence, knowledge and culture" (ibid). 

These key attributes draw upon a mix of discourses: (1) Confucian ideals (self-cultivation 

is highly valued in Confucianism); (2) the post-May Fourth exaltation of science (knowledge, 

zhishi. as infinitely beneficial); (3) Maoist-era rhetoric (women were exhorted to cultivate 

independence and self-respect); and (4) newer, reform-era interest in psychology and the individual 

(with confidence one might achieve anything). Female cultural teachers during interviews 

fi^uently mentioned all five of these attributes in conversations with me, suggesting that they have 

seeped deeply into popular consciousness. Another ideal attribute, however, only appeared in 

spoken speech and never in the contemporary mj^azines I surveyed: the quality of being "hard-

For e.\ample. Chen writes that "If thev' were helped to realize their own shortcomings and improve 
themselves, they could make a great improvement in their family situation." Furthermore. Chen noted 
that "women's charms are a means of bringing about a harmonious relationship between the opposite 
sexes and in bringing about social harmony and peace." 
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woridng." 

While women were expected to be soft and passive, qualities associated with the wenrou 

ideal, they are also expected to be "hard-woridng," or qinglao. This seems to pose a contradiction, 

as qinglao implies a certain toughness, as in the image of a woman who does backbreaking and 

often unpleasant work all day, without a word of complaint. Women's commentary on their own 

characters appears quite revealing. "Hard-woridng"' was one self-description that was often 

mentioned, and many women commented dryly in relation to this characteristic that "women can 

bear bitterness." In Dehong, this Han discourse on women as hard-working was tempered by the 

perception that Dai women were even more hard-working, and had to bear more bitterness. The 

assimiption seemed to be that Dai women were less educated^^ than Han women, more 

"backwards," and more oppressed. The "pity" my Han cultural teachers seemed to have for their 

hard-working Dai sisters seemed to operate in a similar way to the global debates about "women's 

status" that I discussed in Chapter 1. In other words, by positioning Dai women as even worse off 

than they were, Han women unwittingly undercut the potential to criticize their own oppression. 

Many women answered one of my stock interview questions, "what kind of woman do you 

admire?" by saying they admired a woman who "does it all," and does it well. Especially for older 

women, being hard-working was a quality held in high regard. One government accountant I 

interviewed, Gao Xing, wcis a 53-year-old woman just two years shy of retirement. Gao said the 

women she most admires are hard-working, or as she put it, hen zhenzhi de yangzi. Interestingly, 

for Gao Xing thinking of the hard-working role model seemed to inmiediately call to mind its 

symbolic opposite, a "corrupt," "lazy" woman, the kind of woman that she holds in low regard. 

Some Dai appeared to internalize this stereotype. A young Dai hotel worker once commented that 
women minzhu bu xihuan xuexi. "We minorities don't like to study." 
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Again, paradoxical norms are applied to women — to be gentle and passive, yet hard-workiiig and 

able to bear bitterness, with the implied toughness that follows. Paradoxes aside, the resurgence of 

traditional gender norms has a close relationship with the development of a market economy. In 

China, as elsewhere in "newly affluent Asia,"' particular models of youth, beauty and motherhood 

go hand in hand with economic growth (Stivens 1998:5). 

Buying an Identity: Class and Consumption 

Sticker on the back of a neon yellow plastic scrub brush purchased in Mangshi, 1996: 
"This expresses our life vision. " 

Conmiercialization in its myriad forms was peihaps the most striking characteristic of 

urban Yunnan in the late 1990s. Notwithstanding the bread-and-butter economic changes that have 

enabled many urbanites to enjoy a disposable income, commercialization in urban Yunnan must also be 

considered in the context of more ephemeral forces. Many have commented cm the spiritual and moral 

vacuum that characterizes contemporary China. For the urban people I interacted with in Yunnan, I 

detected a sense that many are searching for something — something diflerent, new. Western, something 

to believe in, something to enrich their lives. Consumer marketing appears to have stepped into that 

space, pFomising to fulfill many intangible needs, including the need for emotional security, reassurance 

of self-worth, a sense of power and a creative outlet^® 

In Kunniii]g the trendy restaurants are Western. Young people went to such restaurants on 

special dates, business people to flaimt their modem lifestyle (complete with frequent interruptions fiiom 

the de riguer cell phone). Such restaurants served pizza, hamburgers, sandwiches and Westem-style 

soups. The place settings; checked table cloths, knives and forks. The decor a melange of posters 

These are among the eight '̂ hidden needs" that advertising typically addresses, as identified by Vance 
Packard (1957, cited in Fine and Leopold 1993:66-67). 
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depicting Westerners, &nioiis and generic. Entering such a restaurant, I would argue, ordering exotic 

foods like salads and hamburgers, using Western utensils, absorbing the "atmosphere, '̂ having a waiter 

attodively serve your party, all of diese experiences axnbine to present an ahemate reality for the 

customer. In Kunming there were about six such restaurants^^ in 1997 out of a city of four millinn 

adding to their cachet. Other recreatioiial spaces that drew on Westem influences include bowling alleys, 

skating rinks and discos. 

The hunger for something di£ferent (and often sontething Westem) was also apparent in popular 

magazines, especially women's magazines. Popular magazines commonly featured articles about 

Westem celebrities and about Westerners in general (cxie article described Westerners' "endearing" 

attachment to their dogs). My neighbor in Mangshi, the sophisticated 2^ou Mingxia (along with her 

lover Hu Tao), enjoyed listeniiig to the singers Whitney Houston and Michael Boltcm in the evenings. I 

heard the sounds of Houston's hit song, "I Will Always Love You," so often ftom my apartment above 

Zhou's that a chance encounter with the s<xig back in the States reminds me paradoxically of Mangshi. 

Visiting a kindergarten one day in Mangshi, w^iere each teacher is in charge of forty children per class, 

the teachers flocked around my teacher friend and I during their break.^ During the break time, the 

teachers, mainly younger, married women, were eager to ask me what I thought of Arnold 

Schwartzn^er, Sylvester Stallone and Mariah Carey. Aijun Appadurai (1996) has written about 

global flows of images and words, and how they enter into the "woiic of the imagination." He argues 

that electronic media in particular become resources for self-making, providing ''scripts for possible 

Not including the restaurants at tourist hotels like the Holiday Iim that also serve Westem food. 
Restaurants and bars at the top hotels are spaces primarily intended for and used by foreigners. Chinese 
women who try to sneak into such bars may actually be asked to leave. 
^ In the rhythm of things at this public kindergarten, children and teachers spend most of their time in story and 
song hours, with frequent breaks for outdoor play time. The teachers do not supervise the children during pl^ 
time, no doubt desperate for a few minutes of rest themselves. 
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lives" (ibii3). 

This search for something meaningful, stxnething beycnd mundane life, was certainly not 

restricted to things fiom the West Astrolo^ and the soft martial arts for hpalinp qi gong, are among 

the traditicHial practices enjoying a resurgence since the reforms of 1978. On a main street near the 

outdoor food market in Mangshi, elderiy men sat cm stools with various forecasting tools before them — I 

Qing sticks for divination, and &ce charts are the most common.^^ In addition to searching for some 

spiritual sustenance, 1 believe that my fiiends were also engaged in a process of identity formation. They 

might be compared to the 'new intellectuals,' whom Bourdieu notes have adopted a learning-mode 

towards life (1984:370)."® A fascination with lifestyle, appearance, and identity, Mike Featherstone 

suggests, becomes linked to a conscious presentation of an artful persona (1991 ;60). In the 

context of middle-class urban Yuiman, commodities and media-created images are an increasingly 

important part of this artful self-presentation. Advertisements in China have played heavily on 

consimierist values, individualism and image-making (Johansson 1998). Ever since the first 

commercial advertising reappeared in 1979, colorful images of attractive people enjoying "modem"' 

lifestyles and products have generally proved both immensely popular and effective (effective that 

is from the perspective of companies) (ibid;4-5). 

City streets in Kunming and Mangshi were lined with giant billboards. Commercials do 

not interrupt television shows in China, but between shows commercials air for everything from 

grain alcohol to exercise equipment, from packaged food maiiceted for its "traditional'" flavors to 

Business for these elder forecasters, however, usually appeared to be rather slow. A psychic healer passing 
through town one d^ generated more interest Dressed flamboyant^ in an Indian-style white shirt white pants 
and calf-high combat boots. '̂ Mr. X" was further distinguished by his long gray hair and beard and the long 
strand of large jade beads he wore. Three passers-by were already seated on the sidewalk steps and in mediation 
postures when I happened by. being coached by Mr. X for how to channel their energy for healing. The three 
men undergoing the psychic treatment and the members of the crowd who appeared most genuinely interested 
in the scene, appeared to be woddng-class folks; fermers and laborers. 

Cited in Featherstone (1991:60). 
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new-fangled beauty products. Marketing for products is sometimes straightforward, e.g., a 

billboard for Yunnan cigarettes that simply features a huge three-dimensional hard pack of 

cigarettes. Television and magazine ads are typically much more sophisticated, drawing on 

culturally meaningful icons that fetishize certain concepts or groups of people. A print ad for a 

medicinal tonic featured an old man in a moimtain setting, portrayed as a wise "minority'' man, 

symbolizing the purity of the mountains and the perhaps "secret" knowledge of Yunnan's ethnic 

minorities. A television commercial for an expensive medicinal tonic marketed for older people 

showed a daughter lovingly presenting her mother with a tiny bottle; both seemed close to tears in 

this "heart-warming" exchange. Another television commercial, this one for a brand of milk, 

evoked the West to sell the product. A mother served the small plastic bottles to her grateful (and 

fashionably dressed) husband and son. They were seated in the kitchen, which contained a huge 

refrigerator, a large wooden table with place settings, toast and orange juice, and cut flowers in a 

vase. Large and airy, this prototypical kitchen setting appeared in remarkably unvaried form in 

other ads and images to evoke the West/modemity. Ethnic minorities, rural purity, &milial love, 

and images of "modernity" (stereotypically Western and electric) are among the concepts that are 

fetishized in contemporary advertising. 

As Johansson (1998) has pointed out, while such advertising includes global brands and 

sometimes appears to draw upon global consumerist values, commercialization in China does not 

in the end lead to some homogenous Westernization '̂ of cultural discourse. Rather, in his analysis 

of print advertising of beauty products, Johannson finds that a repatriation of East Asian and 

Likewise with some other "Western" phenomenon, such as McDonald's restaurants. See James 
Watson's edited volume (1998) for a fascinating window into McDonald's in Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
mainland China, Korea and Japan. Watson and his collaborators show how the "McDonald's experience" 
can be quite different in these East Asian contexts than the typically depersonalized "fast food" experience 
one e.\pects in the United States. 
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Coofi'.cian values emerges. Matching the neo-traditional personality attributes now deemed 

desirable for women, gendeness and a certain shyness or reserve are fetishized in print ads 

featuring Chinese women (Johansson 1998). Thus we find that the ideal image of Chinese 

womanhood promoted through ads symbolizes at once both ""tradition" and "modernity." 

Despite the revival of Confucian ideals of femininity, images of the West are far from 

invisible. European women appear to symbolize exactly what the demure Chinese woman is not. 

Advertising featuring European women typically exposes much more skin and more provocative 

poses compared to ads featuring Chinese women. Johansson notes that the shy. gentle Chinese 

women in the ads "read like an inverted mirror image" of the stereotypically bold, promiscuous 

Western women (ibid:20). While Western women in these instances stand for sexual promiscuity 

and accessibility, visual representations of Western men are often quite different. In an upscale 

karoke bar and dance hall in Kunming, I was surprised to find portraits of Albert Einstein, Charles 

Darwin and other '"dead white men" gracing the plush stairwell. Why. in a very Chinese-oriented 

entertainment center, were these male European faces deemed a good decoration? 

Einstein and Darwin no doubt represent science, rationality, wisdom and intellectual 

sophistication. Yet why were portraits of Chinese scientists not chosen for the same effect? Lu 

Tonglin shows how Chinese men have drawn upon colonialist assimiptions of racial superiority to 

reinscribe male domination."- Lu comments on an essay, "Adam's Bewilderment," which appeared 

in a Chinese journal. Within China, this essay was apparently warmly received as an "'outlet for 

men's anger." (In fact it is a misogynistic defense of men's superiority over women.) She 

questions why the author of the essay chose the name "Adam" as his nom-de-plume (1993:8-9): 

Considering the pro-Chinese nationalism that seems to animate mai^r contempcraiy Chinese 
intellectuals, these positive portraits of the Western male are a bit ironic. 



187 

Since neither Chinese ancestors nor communist leaders enjoy any more credibility, the 
throne of the patriarchal figure is now occupied by a white male as in the Christian 
tradition. Consequently, gender hierarchy is endorsed by racial and cultural domination. 
The man who wrote the above essay needs to become white — by turning into "Adam" — in 
order to regain his lost masculinity. 

For some Chinese men, it appears that the Coniiician and Asian values that Johannson emphasizes 

are not enough for the project of maintaining their dominant position. The West, on other 

occasions vilified as imperialist, ironically provides the necessary cultural authority to reassert 

men's "natural" superiority. 

In contrast print ads reveal that the Western woman is more likely the whore in relation to 

the Chinese madonna. The Chinese madonna in this case is a sexualized representation that draws 

upon certain cultural assumptions. In the print ads Johannson critiques he finds that the 

commercialization and fetishization of Chinese women's sexuality revolves around their 

submission (Johannson;21). Models shown in such ads pose and wear traditional clothes (i.e., the 

high-coUared, snug-fitting qipao dress) in evocative ways to embody an Orientalized vision of 

submissive femininity.^^ While these media contrasts are symbolically important, I would like to 

note that what women actually wear in urban Yunnan complicates Johansson's analysis. "^Cutting 

edge" &shion in Mangshi in 1996-97 for women included micro-skirts (shorter than mini-skirts), 

platform shoes, and billowing, gauzy tops."" Younger women were more likely to wear such 

outfits. While such clothing styles might well be viewed as sexual, it is hard to see how they might 

Read in the light of the current socio-economics of marriage. Johansson finds the kind of submissive 
sensuality embodied in these ads rather disturbing. In 1995 statistics showed thirty million less women 
than men. This sex imbalance has prompted a slave market for young women in rural areas, in which 
women are kidnapped and sold into forc^ ''marriages." (Johansson 1998:22-23). 
^ Such styles were even more prevalent in the border city of Ruili; th^ were less common in the more 
conservative, and cooler climate of Kunming. Unfortunately, as I did not pursue clothing styles as a 
research question I am unable to surmise exactly what the citizens of Mangshi made of women who wore 
micro-minis and so on. Based on the fact that even the younger middle-class women I knew did not wear 
micro-minis. I suspect that this fashion choice was probably an important class, and lifestyle, distinction. 



be construed as submissive. 

In any case, according to Johaimson, fetishized visions of submissive women in 

advertisements go hand-in-hand with popular discourse about the desirability of being "feminine'' 

(you mirenwei). Feminine here stands in contrast to women who are ambitious and "too much like 

men'' as typified by the stereotype of a "strong woman" (nii qiangren) (ibid: 14). Although 

Johansson implies it. I do not feel that there is a direct link between these kinds of neo-traditional 

role models for women and state-directed pressures on women to stay home and in the future 

possibly "be servants to their husbands and sons just as before the revolution" (ibid:24). 

Johansson seems to argue that the Party-connected cultural elite (i.e., the editors of magazines like 

Zhongguo Funu [Chinese Woman)) are working in league with a hegemonic state discourse that 

encourages women to be more traditionally feminine and less career-oriented.'*^ I question whether 

magazine editors (whether Party-connected or not) or government leaders make conscious plans for 

how to promote neo-traditional, patriarchal values. In fact, magazines like Zhonggiio Funu 

(Chinese Woman) promote career-oriented women as well as traditionally "feminine" women. 

There is indeed a backlash against Chinese women (ibid;26), but it is not unified or coherent. A 

good question for further empirical research on advertising would be to look at the belief that 

motivate the ads' designers to choose certain images over others. Rather than a top-down 

imposition of a state-sanctioned model of womanhood, we find a field of possibilities conditioned 

by media, state and everyday discourses, a field that is unevenly regulated by certain hegemonic 

Johansson writes: "With 'Western' values such as individualism and equality — including equal rights 
for men and women — seen as morally inferior to traditional Chinese values, the Chinese leadership has 
found a good excuse, especially in times of economic restructurings guaranteed to lead to unemployment 
to propagate a new image of womanhood" (ibid: 13). I think this statement addresses one aspect of a state 
policy that is not unified. The Party leadership appears to have mixed views about what image of 
womanhood to promote — there does not appear to be a consensus of opinion. 
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micro-powers (Foucault 1990:100-101). 

Beyond the "traditionally feminine''' ad images discussed above, consiunerism and 

individualism have also been exploited as a marketing strategy. By the late 1980s, Johansson 

found that the emphasis was definitely on glamour party dresses, expensive jewelry, seductive 

nightgowns and "glamour jobs" such as airline stewardess or young secretaries working with 

computers suggested that a hedonistic interest in beauty was acceptable for modem women. In the 

late 1980s fecial close-ups began to appear in ads. The close-ups and consiunerism are linked in a 

special way, as we see the &ce presented as if bigger than life, "...a brilliant expression of self, of 

an individual.'*^ This growing sense of the individual as possessing a unique personality that can 

be expressed through clothing styles and other commodified image-making goods is certainly 

characteristic of contemporary urban China. 

I question whether the most prominent image-makers (singers, fashion models, movie 

stars) are necessarily seen as models to emulate. No doubt glamorous images of models and movie 

stars do offer new sites of imagined possibilities for Chinese women, especially for younger 

women. Yet as discussed above, the kind of people whose claim to fame seems to rest primarily on 

their good looks (outward self) were mocked by cultural teachers as superficial, lacking in 

knowledge and "hollow." Ideas about morality and self-cultivation (inner self) were stressed by 

many cultural teachers I encountered, firom teenagers to retirees. 

Furthermore, there are counter-discourses against the kinds of manipulated beauty 

glamorized in the media. Many women, including young women who one might assiune to be most 

influenced by media images, do not wear make-up or follow other feshion trends. In talking with 

me about their decision not to make themselves up, such women often said that they valued 

Warren Susman (1984) cited in Johansson (1998:10). 
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"natural beauty." Men sometimes also mentioned that they preferred their girlfnends/wives to have 

a more natural appearance. One expression of this (male) point of view is an article which 

appeared in the magazine Jiating [Family] (Lei 1995). Ironically, while the author supports the 

kind of natural beauty that many feminists might also support, his views on the subject also reveal 

a bitter sort of misogjmy: 

What I am sick of seeing most is those women on T.V. who are perfect fi-om eyebrows to 
fingernails. They are so perfect that I feel they have been remodeled with all the modem 
cosmetics. I often think they are not "women" but a kind of movable "flesh puppet"....I 
am also afiraid of seeing those women who are completely standardized in every single 
action. They are so standardized that I think they are a kind of robot carefully 
programmed by the most advanced achievements in scientific research. Genuineness, 
sincerity and naturalness are the most important and charming things for women. 

Lei's derogatory language ("movable 'flesh puppet'") is vivid to the point that he effectively 

sensationalizes even as he demonizes the well-maniaured, made-up woman. Lei goes on in this 

article to equate "naturabiess" with "moral culture" (i.e. women who do not make themselves up 

are moral). Again, the expectations for women are narrowly defined. Lei's article normalizes the 

importance of beauty for women, but emphasizes that women should be beautiful only in specific 

ways. Lei appears to feel threatened by women who use make-up and other devices to enhance 

their beauty. 

Yet another perspective is that of feminist researcher Chen (1993), who critiques the 

commodification of women in advertising: 

Men see beauty everywhere, on TV, in movies, in the newspapers. They begin to make 
excessive demands on women's appearance. It is a grossly cruel penalty for women to 
reduce their weight and try to improve their looks, when men seldom go to the gym or 
beauty center. Men who are fat are thought to have an easy-going manner. Not so for 
women. Calendars with half-naked women are everywhere. A manager in Shenzhen told 
me: ^"There are so many beauties around. I changed my home furnishings several times, 
but I couldn't change my wife. This makes me very upset. If I'm not allowed to change, 
she should allow me to adjust my taste." 
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Here Chen points out, perhaps with some ironic humor, the double-standards that emerge when 

women's beauty is commodified. She suggests that one consequence of ads that fetishize a certain 

kind of female beauty is that men then place ^excessive demands on women's appearance/' 

An article by a female author takes a different tack on women's interest in beauty and 

appearance. Ying Dong (1995) writes: 

It is common knowledge that women like beauty more than men do. Many married women 
who have children often caimot help but feel broken-hearted when they check their wedding 
photos against the actual images of themselves in the minor. They find that they have a 
slender appearance in the photo, but they appear fat in the mirror... At present, women 
want to have independent characters, to br^ away fi'om depending on men, to live and 
woric independently. But in their heart of hearts they know very well that they show their 
charms to the world through their beautifiil appearances. 

Ying's statements here illustrate the paradox that although women want to be independent from 

men, they still crave social approval as slender, attractive beauties. Furthermore, "in their heart of 

hearts" women know that their most important offering to the world is through their beauty. 

Among women I knew in Yunnan, few if any would likely agree with Ying's perspective on what 

women have to offer the world. The way in which authors Uke Ying and Lei objectify women as 

focused on appearance and superficial (either by their nature or in a fnghtening, high-tech way) 

appears to have a limited impact on how women actually view themselves. Yet, even as cultural 

teachers talked against an adulation of physical appearance, the values Johansson mentions as 

associated with a consimier culture (""individualism, lu.xury, pleasure... sexuality, modernity... and 

vitality") do indeed seem to be increasing in popularity in urban Yutman. 

One manifestation of these values in women's fashions was the ubiquitous rhinestone. 

Relatively inexpensive in China, yet suggestive of wealth and luxury, rhinestones adomed hair 

ornaments and jeweh^-, belts, pants, jackets, shoes, seemingly anything that could be worn. The 

latest feshions in rhinestone-adoraed clothes as well as many other styles, were available in the 
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shining new department store in central Kunming, built across the street from the old one. The new 

department store might be seen as a shrine to consiuner values in the late 1990s ~ fast food stands 

were located outside and in the basement with areas to sit, eat and people watch/' The ground 

floor entrance was filled with cosmetics and perfume counters, perhaps the epitome of hedonistic 

shopping for fashion-conscious women. The upper stories were built with all-glass fronts, so that 

from the street one could see the rows of brightly colored clothes displayed. Fountains, plants and 

colored lights added to the aura of luxury (although the clothes stands were packed so tightly 

together and so many people were usually in the aisles that there was hardly any room to walk). 

Escalators conveyed shoppers up and down the four floors. On the third floor, looking for a winter 

jacket, I came across a section of the store filled with rows and rows of brassieres. Among the 

styles available, I noticed, were some with rhinestone accents. 

There are many ways in which a rhinestone-studded brassiere might be read, and many 

possible interpretations of the kinds of consiuner pleasures (or desires) ofTered in a place like the 

Kunming Department Store. Among other possible readings, here 1 would like to note three 

interpretations, which are not necessarily mutually exclusive. One might say that a riiinestone-

studded brassiere represents "style for style's sake," and that by wearing such a bra a woman 

merely expresses that she is attentive to her appearance, feshionable, "modem." In this regard, 

such "luxury"' commodities gain a certain symbolic exhange value, becoming a new way of 

displaying difference (Featherstone 1991:13) and class status. In terms of gender ideologies, it is 

difficult to avoid a political reading of such signs, if only because the fetishization of 

Featherstone's description of shopping malls is relevant here (1991:23): TThel aestheticized commodity 
world the department stores... as well as the people who stroll through these spaces, summon up half-
forgotten dreams, as the curiosity and memory of the stroller is fed by the ever-changing landscape in 
which objects appear divorced fi^m their context and subject to mysterious cormections which are read on 
the surface of things. The everyday life of the big cities becomes aestheticized.'' 
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commercialized and sexualized versions of femininity is so blatant. For example, almost all of the 

fashionable shoes marketed for Giinese women had high heels, often as high as three inches. We 

might then ask how such styles (aside fix)m causing back problems) are harmfiil to women*s 

hberation insofar as they objectify and trivialize women as fashion objects primarily meant to 

please the viewer's gaze. 

Yet if we consider the experiential aspect of actually purchasing and wearing a jacket with 

rhinestone accents and a &ux fur collar, we confront the phenomenon of relatively inexpensive 

commodities as intensely pleasurable and to some degree a distraction from other, more complex, 

life frustrations. Are ^ials in beauty shops, the wide variety of cosmetic products and rhinestone-

studded bras experienced as pleasurable distractions amid other, seemingly insurmountable, 

fhistrations? I think so, and this is an aspect of urban life I believe the state is actively promoting: 

consumerism as a distraction from other urban frustrations. The state appears to support and 

encourage the kinds of pleasures available in an ever-increasing number of entertaiiunent centers^ 

(shopping, high-class bowling alleys, karaoke, ethnic tourist attractions, skating rinks, discos). No 

doubt the reasoning is that an entertained urban population is less likely to protest unemployment, 

widespread disgust with corruption and democracy that exists in name only. When reality conflicts 

so strikingly with cultural ideals, objects may take on particular meanings (McCraken 1990; 106-

109). Hope and ideals become displaced onto objects, whether actually purchased or merely 

coveted (ibid: 110): 

The individual anticipates the possession of the good and, with this good, the possession of 
certain ideal circumstances that exist now only in a distant location. In this case, goods 
help the individual contemplate the possession of an emotional condition, a social 

Currently on state plarming boards in Yunnan: a ski lift on the famous Jade Dragon Snow Mountain of 
the Lijiang basin (Mckhann 1998). Local inhabitants, Naxi farmers living at subsistence level, would no 
doubt not be able to afford the price of a lift ticket but might perhaps look forward to employment actually 
building the lift. The place would be marketed for its novelty as the most southerly skiing spot in Asia. 



194 

circumstance, even an entire style of life, by somehow concretizing these things in 
themselves. They become a bridge to displaced meaning and an idealized version of life as 
it should be lived. 

Shopping and entertaiiunent centers present a double-edged sort of distraction though. 

Provided one has the means to enjoy at least some of the goods ofEered. visiting such places to 

actually buy things is probably a pleasurable enough distraction from other life frustrations. Yet 

the widespread appearance of goods and entertainment for sale does not mean that everyone can 

afford them, and bitter feelings may result among those who can only window shop. And some 

Marxists might warn that seeking fulfiUment through material goods is not only sadly superficial, 

but is also an addictive activity that inexorably binds the consimier to the capitalist economy 

(Fromm I961;57). 

Regardless of what one might make of the apparent explosion of consimierism in urban 

China, centuries-old values based on Confucian and Daoist philosophies have persevered. The 

values of harmony, equilibriimi and balance are clearly important, for example. Many in Yuiman 

seemed ambivalent towards individualism and ambition, stressing instead the importance of 

humility. For those ambitious enough, the possibility of achieving wealth through one's own 

efforts beckoned. But the majority of the people I knew in Mangshi did not have such ambitious 

goals and seemed to rely more on the decisions of others (i.e. state cadres who hire new workers) to 

determine their future. Especially for state-employed individuals (the majority in Mangshi), the 

friture is not under their direct control. 

One attitude local people seemed to hold important was that of maintaining dignity in the 

face of an uncertain future, perhaps in part a response to the injustices of the corrupt yet 

hegemonic Party. Related to this was the attitude that one should be happy whatever one's life 

situation. This attitude was exemplified in the expression I heard over and over again when people 
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responded to one of my stock interview questions, "Are you happy?'' The reply for many, no 

matter what job or relationship fhistrations they might have, was "My life is full" {zhizu). This 

expression implies that one's life is "fiilF of activities, friendships and &nily relationships, and in 

this fullness one experiences satis&ction. Kunming psychiatrist Zhao writes that '̂usually Chinese 

people are lenient and indulgent. They are able to adapt to any situation. ^The one who is easily 

satisfied is always happy' (zhi zu changle) is a favorite saying" (1993:85). He notes that this 

saying fits both those who really enjoy life according to this philosophy as well as others who are 

not as easily satisfied. The latter group can use the saying as a temporary consolation. In 

Mangshi, it was also clear that "fiillness" revolved around relationships with others, not individual 

pursuits, reflecting the rich rewards of cultural and social capital in Mangshi. This re-creation of a 

traditional value strikes me as a powerful vein of certainty in an era of moral confusion. 

Aside from the political fhistrations of contemporary China, third-generation women as a 

group have encountered their own set of difficulties. When I asked women what the image of a 

"modem woman'' recalled for them, I found that one set of fhistrations for women in their thirties 

had to do with life dreams that seemed impossible to fiilfill. It is the shape of these dreams and 

fhistrations that I turn to now. 

Generational Differences and the ^'Modern Woman*^ 

The "modem woman" is a media-created concept, similar to "Generation X" as used to 

refer to young people in the U.S., the term itself is not necessarily relevant or meaningfiil to 

everyone. Nonetheless, invoking the artificial category of the modem woman abnost always 

recalled an image of a well-educated, independent woman with her own career. A modem woman 

was typically viewed as economically independent (duli de Jingji), specifically not dependent on 
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men. Several cultural teachers noted that characteristic of the modem woman was the ability to do 

it all. As one female friend put it the modem woman has a "dual nature" (shuangchong); she has 

a man's ambition at work, yet a soft personality at home. By asking people how they viewed this 

model modem woman I was able to elicit spontaneous commentary related to women's changing 

roles and how they were perceived. Within the broad stereotype of a modem woman is the 

narrower category of the "career woman" (zhiye mixing). Diametrically opposed to the '̂ career 

woman" is the "housewife" (jiatingfunu). 

Elisabeth Croll (1995) writes that urban women in this period of fest-moving change are 

confiised about how to become a "new and modem" woman. The question in Mangshi seemed to 

be more flmdamental; whether being a modem woman was an attainable (or desirable) goal. 

According to Croll, while older women are more likely to prefer a culturally-specific model of 

modem Chinese womanhood, younger women are more likely to be heavily influenced by the 

Westem-oriented global media with its emphasis on images associated with modernity. That seems 

to be generally tme, but 1 also found an unexpected irony: some young women said they 

emphatically were not modem women, while some older women enthusiastically declared that they 

were modem women. 

What accounts for such attitudes, particularly along unexpected generational lines? For 

the second revolutionary generation, the modem woman did not appear to be such a loaded 

concept, in feet she seemed to represent what the revolution was all about. Consequently, when I 

asked women of this generation if they perceived themselves as modem women, their perspective 

was typically matter-of-fact: ^"of coiuse I'm a modem woman." This perspective was exemplified 

by a 53-year-old state worker I knew named Gao."" When I asked her if she would identify herself 

Her skilled office job in Mangshi earned her the respectable monthly salary of 5%0 yuan (U.S. $72.50). 
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as a modem woman she answered with a very enthusiastic ^yes!'' She said that the reason why she 

considers herself a modem woman was because she has continued her education into adulthood. 

Another 42-year-old state office worker, Li, concurred. As she put it: 

I like cultivated, cultured people {you xiuyang, you wenhua de). I am a modem woman, 
because I have studied and I have more life experience. Before I only studied nine years, 
after working I wanted to improve myself {figao wenhua) by studying more. Woricers 
don't have much culture. When I started woiidng, I felt my culture wasn't high enough, so 
I studied more. 

For Li being a modem woman was clearly linked to education. Education, in turn, was linked to 

class. She apparently transformed her identity from being a "worker" with only a middle-school 

education to a more cultured, modem woman through her studies and self-improvement. Li's 

concern was with having a high enough level of culture (i.e., class), not with how feminine she 

appeared. 

The third generation, in contrast, feces problematic pressures to be more feminine. One 

young woman, Xiao Yan, had a high-profile Job woridng for a state political organization in 

Mangshi. She was 27, unmarried, studying business administration in night school and enjoyed 

jogging and basketball. According to my own conception of a "modem woman,*' she seemed to be 

one. Yet when I asked her if she identified with this model, she said did not aspire to be a modem 

woman, that she was "old-fashioned."* Indeed, she seemed uncomfortable that I even asked her 

about this particular concept. Xiao Yan, not coincidentally I think, was also quite preoccupied by 

her single status when I knew her. The modem woman was a suspect category for third generation 

women, particularly if they were unmarried. My restaurant-owner fhend in Kunming, Liu, who 

opened and mns her own moderately successful restaurant on the outskirts of Kunming, said that 

she's not a modem woman. To claim that she identified with this icon for might make her appear 
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to be a threat, not to mention the issue of appearing morally questionable, given her single status. 

For Liu, however, the morally suspect nature of the modem woman was not the only 

reason why she did not identify with this model. What she said was, ~I can't be modem. Zuo bu 

dao xiandai. I don't have the money to play and dress in &shionable clothes like a modem 

woman." In the context of our conversation this imphed that she did not have the financial 

wherewithal to afford a modem woman's lifestyle. In this respect, the image of a modem woman 

seemed to evoke the good life, a woman whose dreams have all been fulfilled. This aspect of the 

modem woman seemed to index some elusive promises which were perhaps by their nature 

unattainable. Qi Fengmei, young, smart and progressive-thinking, also said that she could not be a 

modem woman {bu neng zuo [xiandai fiinu]). Instead, she said she plans '̂ o take from all sides," 

dongxi hebi. ̂  which implies to me that she has accepted that she cannot realistically live out the 

overly ambitious goals indexed by the modem woman prototype. Compauing second and third 

generation views of the "modem woman" presents quite a contrast: 

Tables 

Conceptions of the Modern Woman 

Generation Modem Woman 

Second "Cultured" through studies and self-improvement. 
Educated. 

Third Has a good career; a well-paying, interesting job. 
Morally suspect. 
Enjoys the good life, is financially inde{)endent. 
Impossibly high ideal. 

Apparent when comparing the viewpoints between generations is the completely positive evaluation 

Literally, to "combine things in harmony." 
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of the modern woman for the second generation, while women of the third generation view this 

category with quite a bit of trepidation. 

When I asked two articulate 18 year-old high school girls. Liu Xiaofang and Zhao Yun, 

why most of the women I interviewed in their thirties said that they did not want to be a modem 

woman, their response was insightful.'' I also learned how they viewed the generation just ahead 

of them. For these senior high school students, the modem women represented certain aspirations, 

certain promises of modernity, that they saw their older peers had not been able to achieve; 

CC; My friends are mostly around my age and they have a different point of view than yours. 
Fm 31 years old, there are about ten years between us, right? You said [before) that you 
wanted to be a modem woman, some friends of mine said they don't want to be a modem 
woman. 

LXF: We have a large population in China. Not everybody can get into university and be 
assigned a job. They have to try their very best.... Even after being accepted [into a 
university], they have to worry about finding a job. 

ZY: Thev- have to go through a series of job interviews. After all these hardships, trials and 
failures, they become quite tired, bumed out." It is not because they have a weak 
personality, not because of the lack of opportunity, it's just that they're not willing to try 
anymore, not willing to strive for something. They think about settling down, setting up a 
femily, having a child. They want to take care of their husband and child. They might 
think: "If I don't take care of them, who will?" The only way is to sacrifice oneself, 
withdraw from society. But, now we're still young, we still haven't experienced these 
kinds of hardships, these troubles. 

These girls see women in their thirties as bumed out. For the generation just ahead of them, the 

dream of attending university and being assigned a desirable job appears ultimately unattainable. 

Many fectors seem to stand in the way of this dream to attend a university', graduate and get a good 

job. Liu mentions one of the most important factors: China's large population, which creates 

Interviews with Liu and Zhao were videotaped by Kurt Thomson. Fan Haiyan wrote draft 
transcriptions, which I translated. 

The e.\pression in Chinese is kantou le. literally to "see through everything," to become cynical. 
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intense competition both for university admittance and for jobs. 

Zhao's comments reveal both resistance to as well as complicity with the hegemonic 

models that frame the discourse on gender in China. First she notes that "it is not (the bumed-out 

women's) weak personality" that is behind their failures — suggesting that others might say it is an 

individual woman's personality that is to blame. This comment expresses disagreement with the 

importance placed on women's concept of self as necessary for success, in addition to arguing 

against the discourse on choice. Yet, Zhao also notes that neither is it lack of opportunity holding 

women back, a position that seems to reflect the imperative of optimism that is so omnipresent in 

the state-run media. 

The cru.x of the matter, as Zhao informed me, has to do with the dual role obligations 

women fece. As they are compelled by social expectations to "take care of their husband and 

child" as their first priority, they must "sacrifice [themselves], withdraw from society." This 

critical viewpoint is especially interesting in light of the pervasive rhetoric that women should 

enjoy limitless opportunities, especially in relation to their careers. By pointing out that many 

women feel compelled to sacrifice their career goals to take care of their husband and child, Zhao 

reveals a contradiction between the reality that many urban women experience versus the 

imperative of optimism, the belief that all doors are open to the woman who is willing to work hard 

enough. Her use of the word "sacrifice '̂ indexes hegemonic expectations that once married the 

ideal woman should be selfless, denying her own needs in order to meet the needs of others.^^ Zhao 

does note that women ''want to take care of their husband and child" (my emphasis), suggesting 

See Zhu Hong (1994) for a literary view of how contemporary women writers appear to use illness and 
hospitalization as a way to avoid or resisted this tiring role model. Sick or dying, the female characters in 
this genre of fiction no longer have to play the role of "the selfless, indefatigable superwoman. ceaseless 
performing, endlessly giving, silently enduring" (ibid;322). In the tradition of Frida Kahlo. illness and 
hospitalization become, among other things, a Uberating experience. 
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that she tnay view this as a natural desire rather than a required obligation. 

In any case, for the third generation the dreams promised by images of the modem woman 

are higher than the dreams of the second generation, yet ultimately unattainable (for the vast 

majority of women). For at least some young fourth-generation women, like Zhao and Liu, the 

perception that the deck is stacked against them is already a part of their consciousness. Activist-

scholar Chen^ comments on this competitive environment in the context of patriarchal attitudes, 

and how it effects girls' thinking about their futures (1993): 

Men have many opportunities, while it is easy for women to lose their chances if they are 
drawing back (tui xia lai). This is a widespread crisis. We held a "girl's class" in Beijing 
recently. We asked them to write "What confuses you the most? What is your most 
serious psychological problem? What do you find most difficult?" They wrote: "Why are 
males superior to females?" 

For other, younger, teen-agers, perhaps not yet thinking so much about marriage, the ideals 

represented by the modem woman seemed attractive. Zhang Le, a 16-year-old high school girl. 

had this to say about the modern woman: 

ZL: I feel like modem women have all become career-oriented. None of them are 
willing to do house chores, or raise the children. They all want to explore a 
space of their own and establish their own careers on par with men. 

CC: Do you like that? 

ZL; Yes! 

Zhang appeared to first disparage the kind of woman who is modem for being unwilling to do 

housework or be responsible for child-rearing. Yet, she and other teenage girls I talked with did 

identify positively with this model. 

^ Perhaps overdramatically. she also notes that; "Girls tods^r are educated by... the reality that female 
college graduates cannot get jobs, the reality of many girls turning to streetwalking, and girls who are 
forced to marry a rich man. or live with one. They are ashamed of themselves, viewing themselves as 
mired in a tragic crisis." 
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Social Expectations and the Traditional-Modern Woman 

The reasons why gender has re-emerged so forcefully in the reform-era as a 

category of difference are multiple and contradictory. One the one hand, the autocratic Communist 

Party supports neo-tiaditional gender roles through laws that define women as in need of 

protection. This enables the Party to differentiate itself from the discredited Mao era, and to add 

legitimacy to its economic reforms. However, state leaders send mixed messages regarding the 

what the ideal woman might look like — progressive support for career women exists alongside 

state policies that discriminate against women on the job. Yet in many ways the Party's leadership 

is perhaps not the most important issue. The resurgence of interest in gender differences is part of 

a cidtuial revivalism that is extremely complex, interwoven with historical resonances that range 

from China's on-going post-colonial crisis of identity to transnational questions of Chinese 

"authenticity" in an era of profound social change. The revival of Confucian gender hierarchies can 

be read on one level as a deeply anti-authoritarian gesture, a spontaneous response to the self-

denying, flattening effects of the Cultural Revolution. In this respect, gender differences offer 

urbanites culturally-potent material with which to &shion morally eicceptable identities. 

The naturalization of gender differences in the contemporary context appears to effect the 

generations differently. Second generation women appeared less conflicted over their roles, 

perhaps because they are not expected to conform to the narrow and contradirtory ideals that are 

expected of their daughters. Third generation women, some say, want to return to the kitchen. 

Urban women in their twenties and thirties were expected to be naturally gentle and submissive in 

the home, while still financially self-supporting through their jobs outside the home. I found that 

ideal personality traits were highly gendered, especially for males. Many of the ideal qualities for 

men reflect the perception that men should '"make a name for themselves." Qualities such as being 
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"brave," "active" and "having his own personality" emphasize chivalry and individuality as 

admired attnbutes for men. Mirroring the general ambivalence towards women and femininity, 

quite a few personality qualities applied to women were also evaluated ambivalently, including 

being "lively," 'timid" and "a fake boy." 

Among most common ideal personality traits for women were several qualities related to 

self-worth. While these qualities appeared to have both personal and moral significance for 

individual women, they also imply that women are responsible for their own liberation. In other 

words, if a woman's career is unsuccessiul or she has some other misfortune, it must be because of 

her own low self-worth, not because of any broader social factors. In addition to the naturalization 

of gender differences, the framing of gender-related discourse makes it difBcuIt to criticize the 

status quo. The "imperative of optimism" holds that Chinese women's advancement naturally 

follows the country's economic liberalization and growth. Cultural teachers spoke of the many life 

"choices" Chinese women are now thought to enjoy, a perspective that deflects attention from the 

many instances of job discrimination against women. 

Despite all the talk of "choices'' women are expected to embody specific feminine ideals, 

such as gentleness and carefulness. These ideals are sometimes rather narrowly defined, such as 

the expectation that women be vivacious, or "lively,'' within certain unstated limits. It seems that 

women's behavior must be carefiilly managed, at the same time that women themselves are 

expected to be the emotional managers of the family, responsible for the harmony of the group. 

Meanwhile, talk of how women should "cultivate" (xitiyang) themselves reflects several 

historically-emergent preoccupations, ranging from Confucian values to newer interests in 

psychology and the individual. Being cultivated, or cultured, as it was also phrased, seems 

particularly significant as an index of class status in the post-Mao era. These terms are codes for 
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havii^ an education, and in this sense those who consider themselves "cultivated" distinguish 

themselves from the relatively less educated, and ostensibly lower-class. The educated, cultivated 

person might expUcitly or implicitly compare themselves to those '̂ without culture" (meiyou 

wenhua de ren), a group that includes entrepreneurs who are perceived to have enriched 

themselves financially. The entrepreneur is one half of a stereotype several of my middle-class 

informants made mention of: the wealthy businessman, criticized as crass and ignorant, versus the 

poor but respectable scholar, rich in cultural capital. 

Indeed, commerialism has generated much criticism within China. Chinese feminists 

deride the objectification of women in advertising. Commodified images of models, they say, 

create unrealistic and uniair expectations regarding women's appearance. While advertising 

promotes new "feminine" role models, ads also offer new modes of self-expression. In this regard, 

the state appears especially interested in how commodities and entertairunent may offer a 

distraction from other life frustrations. Concerned over labor uruest in response to fectory lay-ofife 

as well as high rural unemployment, and cognizant of the Party's shattered legitimacy, it comes as 

no surprise that, for the state, karaoke bars and other entertaiiunent^shopping centers may represent 

a force for social stabilitv-. 

Karaoke bars (or for the less well-heeled, street-side karaoke, where one can be a star for 

\0yuan, or a little over a dollar) are deeply symbolic spaces in this context. In the company of 

friends, one can sing along with the images of the beautiful people in the videos, models wearing 

stylish clothes that fit the ultra-modem spaces that are the backgroimd for their self-conscious 

poses.. Some images and songs contradict the typical gendered ideals; one genre of love songs 

consists of heart-broken young men, similar perhaps to "sensitive-New-Age-men" in North 

America, who pine for their lost loves, singing through their tears and confiision. More frequently. 
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however, women in karaoke videos embody the demure model of womanhood discussed above, and 

men the gallant "he-man" model. This double vision of tradition and modernity as played out in 

karaoke videos seemed especially acute as regards idealized versions of femininity. The paradoxes 

and pressures inherent in these contradictory ideals speak to the highly contentious nature of the 

social imaginary surrounding women. As symbolic bearers of on-going cultural transformations, 

women are expected to embody traditional ideals as well as modernizing impulses. 

As regards the so-called "modem woman,this image seems to represent unattainable 

ideals for third generation women. To be a modem woman, a xiandai fiinu. suggests that one 

might be too focused on one's career, and periiaps morally suspect in that regard. Younger women 

pointed out that the modem woman stereotype included the promise of entrance to a university and 

an interesting career — dreams that were simply not realistic for many women. The biggest 

stiunbling block identified in the path to these dreams were the dual role obligations women are 

expected to fulfill. Whether willingly or not, women were said to "sacrifice"' themselves as 

emotional and material caretakers of the &mily, thus renouncing the great achievements outside the 

home represented by the modem woman. 

Although there is a stigma attached to women's independence, ironically there is also a 

stigma attached to housewives in China. No doubt partly due to the expectation since the 

revolution that all women should and would hold jobs outside the home; women who by choice or 

circiunstance do not hold outside jobs are regarded with some contempt. Chinese feminist Li 

Xiaojing, for example, writes of ''problems such as women returning to the home" (1994:361). 

Another feminist, Gao Xiaoxian, noted that in one mral area where she carried out research, the 

male-dominated industry of the area meant that women had to be "sacrificed" and were sent back 

"to the home to do full-time housework" (1994:92). In mainstream Chinese socialist ideology, the 
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role of housewife has been and continues to be considered politically and socially retrograde. The 

emotional vehemence with which the housewife is denigrated can be striking. As Lu sums up, 

"ideologically, the name 'housewife' invokes parasite, ignorance, as well as bourgeois and feudal 

decadence" (1993:7, my emphasis). These emotional resonances no doubt spring in part from 

nationalistically infused collective memories of class revolution. Before the revolution, only upper 

and middle class families could afford to live out the ideal of the women of the femily staying 

within the confines of the courtyard (hence the notions of''bourgeois and feudal decadence" as seen 

above). After the revolution, women working outside the home (while being educated by the Party) 

were equated with progress for China and progress for women. 

Now that urban salaries have increased so dramatically since the reforms, some individuals 

may indeed earn enough to support a femily on the basis of their salary alone. Tj^ically, it is the 

wife or female partner in these situations who may choose not to work. Such stay-at-home 

partners are popularly denigrated as shallow kept women, while scholars and officials appear to 

view them more as social and political problems. But, ironically, working women are not 

universally admired. Again, urban women appear to be caught in a cross-fire of contradictory 

ideologies. To be ideologically correct, the urban woman should most definitely work outside the 

home. But she should cot be too ambitious in her career, lest her success become so great that she 

becomes unfeminine, or lest her success threaten her husband's status within the family and in 

society. And while she should not stay at home full-time, lest she be viewed a parasite, she should 

regard care of her husband and children as her primary responsibility. The ideological pressures 

that bear upon working women and their ambitions are the topic of the next chapter. 
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5 

STRONG WOMEN AND WEAK MEN: THE SHAPE OF THE 
BACKLASH 

Nov men are more like women, and women are more like men.' 

In this chapter I discuss two manifestations of the backlash against independent women; 

discourse on "strong women" and "weak men." The irony of these two terms comes from the 

reversal of the usual stereotj^ in which women are supposed to be weak, and men strong. 

Playfulness aside, discourse surrounding these two ironic cat^ories effectively reasserts neo-

Confucian norms for an appropriate sexual division of labor, with women concentrating their 

efforts within the family and men focused on the larger society. Criticism of "strong women" plays 

upon the moral ambivalence surrounding successful career women. While growing opportunities 

for women are touted as a key signifier of China's increasing degree of modernization, normative 

assiunptions still hold that &mily should be the most important focus of a woman's life. Above 

all, the "strong woman" idiom reveals how women's moral authority is closely linked to their 

attentiveness to their families. Women working outside the home also challenges men's moral 

authority, which has been rooted in their ability to provide for their &milies. 

Much of the discourse on "\veak men" assimies that women are un&irly challenging men's 

dominance on the one hand and not appreciative enough of men's contributions on the other. The 

threat that successful career women pose is imagined as deeply destabilizing. Mention is made in 

several articles of a "new matriarchy," implying that as women become financially independent 

they are, as a group, taking over men's positions of authority. The growing barrage of advice for 

' Observation by Wang Fushan. 
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men about bow to become better fathers and husbands may also he behind men^s interest in how be 

•'real men" (Edley and Wetherell 1995:4). Articles that explicidy or implicitly call for women to 

"'back ofF and leave the jobs for men reveal how women have become scapegoats for various 

anxieties many urban men experience, most particularly anxiety over employment. Other threads 

within these articles suggest, on the contrary, that some men might support progressive movements 

against patriarchy that aim to liberate both women and men from oppressive and repressive sex 

roles. 

Interestingly, discussion about "strong women" primarily appears as spoken discourse. 

Most of my sources on this topic come from conversations and interviews. Discourse on "weak 

men" is ahnost entirely written; most of my sources are from articles published in popular 

magazines in 1996 and 1997. What accounts for this discrepancy? Unlike commentary about 

"weak men," which seems to be a popular topic of magazine articles, I did not find any magazine 

articles focused on "strong women" (the term does appear in Chinese scholarly writing). Did 

editors and writers not want to draw attention to the "strong woman" discourse for some reason? 

Writing about a topic validates its existence. To openly write about the "strong woman" ought 

expose certain hypocrisies; namely the contradiction between criticism of women's ambitions and 

nationalistic propaganda that women's choices are limitless. This contradiction is masked under 

the rfietoric of "weak men," which purports to be about "helping" men, rather than about 

restricting women. 

Discourse on "strong women" seems more directly hypocritical of nationaUstic 

propaganda. In this regard, the absence of written analyses of the "strong woman" category might 

be likened to a face-saving move, a silence suggestive that this conflict within national identity is 

deep and disturbing. Discomfort with open discussion of the "strong woman" was apparent in my 
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interviews with many men and with some women, who would often insist that this label had a 

positive connotation.' Yet aside from the naive and abstract questions of an anthropologist, this 

label is commonly used with the implication that "she is a 'strong woman,' so I would not want to 

marry her." Furthermore, it was clear that none of my female friends, no matter how ambitious or 

independent, wished to be labeled a nu qiang ren. It is indeed ironic, given the nationalistic 

assumption that women's "liberation" symbolizes China's "progress," that the actual 

manifestations of women's liberation are problematic at all. 

Hypocritical or not, discursive backlashes against independent women employ a powerfiil 

arsenal of naturalized assumptions about the sexual division of labor. These loaded assumptions, 

like the backlash against women in the U.S. (Faludi 1991), exploit certain fears that are projected 

onto women. In the U.S., it is typically individual women who are imagined to suffer as a result of 

"uimatural" ambitions: independent women are typically portrayed as psychologically unbalanced 

in some way; unhappy, lonely or neurotic about their "biological clocks." Psychological 

arguments are found in the Chinese backlash against women, but more cormnon is a concern with 

how independent women are not fulfilling expected social roles. While in the U.S. it is the 

independent woman herself who suffers from her excessive ambitions, in China it is more likely the 

women's family who is said to suffer. Her children and husband are thought to be neglected 

because she attends too much to her career. The "strong woman" might also be disliked for her 

unfeminine ways. This might be personally damaging — indeed she is said to be "lonely." But then 

again she is also supposed to be "cold-hearted" and we are certainly not meant to pity her. 

^ I recall a recent conversation with a Chinese friend now living in the states. Asking my friend about the 
connotations of the "strong woman" category in his home province, coastal Jiangsu, he said that strong 
women not only numerous, but also widely admired for their success. When I countered that my friends 
in Yuiuian seemed more ambivalent about the category, he replied that this ambivalence towards 
successful women was because Yunnan was a pianpi, "remote" province. 
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Strong Women 

In the context of urban Yunnan the so-called ''strong woman," or na qiang ren. contains 

an inherent contradiction. Many women I knew were in fact focused on their careers and 

financially independent, so to the extent that nu qiang ren refers to those qualities, "strong women" 

are numerous in urban Yunnan. Women also emphasized that the ability to earn one's own 

income, zip zhen qian. was important to them psychologically. As one woman noted, if only the 

man earns money, he might look down on you (ta hui kanbuqi ni). Furthermore, it appears that 

most urban men prefer that their wives work outside the home, regardless of economic need (Honig 

and Hershatter 1988:252). Yet symbolically the "strong woman" stereotype is part of a backlash 

that reasserts patriarchy. Discourse on the nu qiang ren reveals ambivalent attitudes towards 

independent women. I first heard someone use this category, ironically, to describe myself When 

visiting the young couple Chen and Duan in Mangshi I had my first intimation that this category 

was linked to other social discourse as part of the pervasive backlash against women's 

independence. 

My fnend Chen, a young mother, worked in a government agencj'. To reach her 

apartment, I first entered the gate of the main governmental complex.^ Two guards were always 

posted at the gate, and cyclists had to dismount as they passed by. I wondered if the residents of 

this complex, who might have to dismoimt as they passed the guards several times a day, ever 

thought twice about this embodied ritual for recognizing the state's authority. Biking past the 

official government offices (the ubiquitous central courtyard sculpture of concrete meant to suggest 

the craggy mountains of Guilin was surrounded by stagnant brown water) I made my way to the 

^ The work buildings and living quarters of woric units are typically adjacent to each other, and enclosed 
within walls. This was almost always the case in Mangshi. whether it was a hospital, machine shop, 
school, or administrative offices. 
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rows of seven-story apartment bnildings where government workers and their &nfiilies were 

assigned apartments. 

Unlike such complexes in Kunming, where I would sometimes spend entire afternoons just 

trying to find the right building and stairwell amidst forty or more identical buildings, it was ^ly 

easy to find my way around apartment complexes in Mangshi. Paridng my bike in a stairwell with 

other bikes, 1 walked up the concrete stairwell that led to my fiiend's apartment. This stairwell 

was noticeably cleaner than stairwells in non-governmental buildings, whether because of the 

residents' higher socio-economic level or because of mutual surveillance. On my way up to the 

sixth floor where Chen lived, I passed heavy steel doorways, most decorated with bright red and 

gold cardboard symbols of good fortune; the character for fortune iju) posted upside-down, or the 

characters for double happiness held aloft by a stylized chubby boy wearing a Mandarin's coat and 

cap. 

Chen had a relatively low-ranking job in the prefectural bureaucracy, but their apartment 

was quite comfortable; a small living room and bedroom, two other rooms (one used as a nursery 

the other as a home office), a small kitchen/dining room, bathroom and a sim-drenched balcony 

which offered a view of the lush forested hills northwest of the city. Chen and her husband Duan 

had recently redecorated the walls and ceilings with the expensive wood paneling that is de rigeur 

for aesthetically minded middle-class ^tnilies. A twenty-seven-inch T.V. screen dominated the 

hving room, and before I left Mangshi Duan had purchased a home computer. 

One evening I sat with Duan in the Uving room, watching their one-year old daughter play 

as Chen prepared dinner. After many visits, I had become accustomed to Duan's unsociability; he 

hardly ever spoke to me or any other guests who happened to be visiting. "Don't mind him, he's 

just shy," Chen would reassure me when I first became acquainted with her femily. Still, probably 



212 

from force of habit, I would usually try to draw him into conversation. That evening I mentioned 

to Duan that I was interested in how women's and men's personalities differed, if they did. For the 

first and only time in my experience, Duan perked up and seemed excited to tell me how it is with 

women and men. He moved closer to me and motioned for me to hand over my ever-present 

notebook as he began explaining how women are gentle {wenrou) and often chatter aimlessly, while 

men have a lot of work initiative, but are often shy. He told me that some women, like me. were nil 

qiang ren, or strong women. When I asked what he meant, he said that because I was daring 

enough to come to China to do my research, alone and far from my femily, I was a mi qiang ren. I 

could not tell in this context if being a "^strong woman" was a compliment or a criticism, but I 

wanted to know. Thus began my quest to understand the connotations of this term. 

I found it significant that the only time Duan, an extremely shy and introverted man, 

"opened up" to me was when I told him I was interested in gender differences. It seemed that it 

was important for Duan that he tell me, as an outsider who explicitly sought to understand 

"Chinese culture," that these gender differences were real and important. As I learned later, the 

connotations of ml qiang ren depend upon the context of usage. In this context I think Duan was 

pointedly making a statement about how I was different and morally questionable compared to the 

portrait he painted for me of "gentle," "chatty" Chinese women. This corrunent on my morahty 

only became clear several months later when I became of aware of a conflict between Duan and his 

wife simmering under the surfece. Chen, a fairly ambitious young intellectual, had recently 

completed a night course in business administration, aspired to learn Burmese and some day open 

up her own business connected with the border trade, such as a travel agency. She was also very 

keen to travel in the interior of Myanmar. Duan did not think it was a good idea for his wife to 

travel to Myanmar; it seemed much too bold to him. As I represented both a threat to the 
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patriarchal status quo and to his vision of Chen as a more typical and less ambitious Chinese 

woman, Duan perhaps felt compelled to set me straight about what a (good) Chinese woman was, 

and was not (someone like me). 

Ambitious yet Cold-Hearted 

The prototypical "strong woman" is an ambitious and/or very capable woman. The 

"strong woman'' stereotypically pursues an advanced college degree, or is a successful and 

powerful businesswoman. The connotations of this image are both positive and negative; 

informants would say, ^She's very smart/rich/powerful The strong woman is successful, but 

she neglects her &mily, or she is lonely, or she has no feelings. I was told that if a woman was 

very successful in her career, it naturally followed that her femily would be weak and suffer as a 

result. Cultural teachers, including many women, said that ambition in a woman and a strong, 

happy &mily did not mix. A successfiil woman, it was said, stirs up trouble in the house. The 

linkage of ambition and an unhappy fknily was stated as a given. In part, this 'trouble in the 

house" was assumed to arise from women who were so consumed with their careers that they did 

not pay enough attention to housework or childcare." On a more implicit level "trouble in the 

house" was also linked to how the strong woman might be a possible competitor with her husband. 

This latter perspective appears in discourse suggesting that ambitious and/or independent women 

are threatening or in some way '̂ abnormal." 

Journalists tapped into male fears evoked by the prototypical "strong woman": '"(At) 

present, there are more and more 'strong women' Women managers or bosses appear here or 

there. This undoubtedly shows how society has progressed. But it is also the cause of uneasiness 

* Meanwhile, the moral authority that women derive &om houseworic was apparent in certain statements 
women made. For example, Huang Lan once noted that she considers herself"better^ than her husband, 
becuase she does more shi (things), more houseworic, washing clothes, cooking and so on. 
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and fear on the part of many husbands" (Pan Zhimin 1996). This comment reveals the 

contradictions underlying men's often ambivalent feelings towards women's liberation. A growing 

number of female administrators is perceived to indicate social '̂progress," something most middle-

class urban men and women seem to identify with positively. As mentioned, certain nationalistic 

sentiments make for a powerfully felt link between women's status and "progress." Yet when it 

comes to their own wives, many men might feel uncomfortable married to an ambitious woman. 

Being too ambitious also leads to loneliness (gu du), and emotional coldness. If a woman is very 

capable {hen cheng), it is assumed that she has no feelings. 

Marie Curie, Margaret Thatcher and "a manager or boss" were frequent examples given of 

a "strong woman." These two Western women apparently have served as icons for the "strong 

woman" category since at least the mid-80s—Marie Curie (admired for being strong yet gentle), 

and Margaret Thatcher (thought to be successful in her career, yet also a good wife) were both 

mentioned as examples of "strong women" in letters to the Liberation Daily newspaper in 1985 

(Honig and Hershatter 1988:99-100). Why were Western women in particular used to symbolize 

this category? Generally, female cultural teachers seemed to view the West as less patriarchal than 

China, a perception which may give the famous French scientist and British Prime Minister added 

symbolic weight. I suspect that there were probably also many stories in the popular media about 

these two European women which have popularized their names and deeds. Only by asking 

specifically for examples of Chinese nu qiang ren did I leam of positive Chinese "strong woman" 

role models. This group included Chen Muhua, at various times the head of the textile industry 

and of the Bank of China; Deng Yingchao, Zhou Enlai's widow and Politburo member under Deng 

Xiaoping; Qiu Jin, democracy activitist of the 1989 Tiananmen uprising; and, less positively, the 

infamous Jiang Qing, Mao's wife and head of the Gang of Four. 
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In contentporaiy Chinese discourse the West often seems to symbolize a reverse mirror of 

China — in this case women in the West are represented as ''strong" and "liberated" compared to 

women in China. Yet "the West" is not simply a reverse mirror of "China." Aside from the many 

real and perceived cultural and historical differences which complicate Chinese perceptions of the 

West, there is also a strong tendency to view Western women as first and foremost women, women 

who have struggled with issues of identity, relationships and social status just as Chinese women 

have struggled. In this process of identification with the Other, the Western woman sometimes 

stands for intellectual and political liberation, as seen in the symbolic deployment of Marie Curie 

and Margaret Thatcher. Yet the Western woman in other instances provides a model for 

"tradition." My fiiend Li Yushun, a state worker in her mid-forties, told me that her expectations 

for her marriage and the division of labor between herself and her husband were very traditional. 

She expected her husband to earn most of the money and support the family, while she would only 

woric part-time. (Due to a variety of fectors, in feet she supported the femily while her husband 

worked sporadically and part-time.) Her idealization of the strong male figure who has benevolent 

control over his weaker wife came in part fixim reading nineteenth-century English literature (in 

translation). The image of the strong-willed, silent Rochester in Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre was 

Li's romantic ideal. 

Besides providing an Occidental version of romantic chivalry, the West has also been used 

as an example of how oppressed women are in capitalist societies. Female cultural teachers in 

particular would often point out examples that showed, firom their perspective, that Chinese women 

were more liberated than Western women. This perspective contradicts the other image of 

"strong" Western women like Marie Curie, Margaret Thatcher, or more recendy, Hillary Rodham 

Clinton. Frequently, my female fiiends would vacillate between the two perspectives. On one 



216 

occasion a young woman friend expressed the opinion that Western women &ced less 

discrimination than Chinese women; on another occasion she insisted that as almost all Chinese 

women woric outside the home, and many Western women are "housewives," women in China 

enjoy a comparatively higher status. 

One impetus for these contradictory views on the "West" is the ideological imperative to 

proclaim women's high status in China as a key achievement of socialism, regardless of popular 

perceptions that women face less discriitiination in Western countries. Such nationalistic 

sentiments may lie behind characterizations of the West such as this one: "the West traditionally 

has been full of discrimination against women, although they have followed the idea of 'ladies 

first.' The worship and respect for women in Western culture is only a polite dishonesty" (Wang 

Xiangnan 1996). Yet while searching for examples to confirm the nationalistic position that 

women's status is higher in China, contradictory examples fi'om the media (magazine articles and 

television programs devote much attention to "women's lives" in the West) often appear to call 

nationalistic claims into question, as do nagging suspicions that women's status in the West, like 

other Western conditions, are somehow inherently "better" than conditions in China. Such 

contradictions speak to the crisis of national identity so apparent among middle-class urban 

Yunnanese, among whom the question "are we better or worse?" (than the West) seems 

unanswerable yet pressing.^ 

In any case, in the late 1990s Margaret Thatcher^ still symbolizes the strong woman. But 

^ Almost invariably, people I encountered in Yunnan would ask "What do you think of 
Mangshi/Yuiman/China?", with the strong implication of'*How do we measure up to your country? How 
are we doing?" Occasionally, someone would simply ask which place was "better," "America" or 
"China"? 
^ One also wonders if Margaret Thatcher be perceived to be a wonderfiil wife because she was in 
such a position of authority. Perhaps "Maggie T^tcher the good wife and mother" is a culturally 
acceptable w^ to accord her respect 
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as one cultural teacher pointed out, Margaret Thatcher's successful combination of career and 

femily may be an impossible model to foUow. My fnend Yang, a state worker in her mid-50s, told 

me her views on the "strong woman": 

A nu qiang ren is a woman with a successful career. But she generally only attends to her 
career {zhi zhuyi shiye). As far as her &mily, children, her husband, she doesn't pay enough 
attention to them. So her &mily isn't really satisfied. In society the common opinion is that 
the "strong woman" is not woman enough {n& ren wei bu gott'), although her career is 
successftil, her life isn't really happy. Hiere aren't many people who fan like Margaret 
Thatcher, balance well the two parts of this relationship [between work and family]. 

Yang pointed out here that according to the dominant viewpomt, the "strong woman" is "not 

woman enough," which raises the question—^what are the standards women are expected to meet to 

be "female"? The most important feminizing quality expected to temper the "over" successful 

woman is gentleness. Women in urban Yunnan generally seemed to support the expectation that 

women should be gentle. I befriended a young state worker and Party member, a pretty woman 

who, at least in conversation with me, appeared to be an idealistic socialist. In keeping with her 

ideological correctness, her view on the nu qiang ren was tactfully phrased. She told me that 

although she respected "'strong women,' if they are a bit more gentle (wenrou), then that is even 

better." Yang, the older state woricer, more forcefiilly stated that "strong women" "are not really 

happy," as they are rather "cold" and "lonely." 

The cold, lonely nU qiang ren is, in fact, more of a folk ami-heroine than a reality. 

Although I asked, very rarely would someone say they actually knew someone who could be 

described asanU qiang ren. Some female fiiends explained to me that a woman would not call 

herself a nU qiang ren "because of modesty." Modes^ may be an important fector for why a 

woman would not call herself a "strong woman," but it seems that certain negative connotations 

associated with this category are probablyjust as important. My colleague Xu, told me about her 

^ Literally, "not enough woman flavor." 
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firiend who is working towards a Ph.D. in psychology. The would-be psychologist is a "strong 

woman" according to Xu, although she would deny that label applied to herself. Xu also hastened 

to add that while her fiiend is academically ambitious, she is still attentive to her husband, her 

housekeeping and her small child. Xu's emphasis on her friend's attentiveness to &mily, it seems, 

is a necessary &ce-saving corrective to the nt/ qiang ren label. 

In addition to her purported emotional coldness and familial neglect, the '̂ strong woman's" 

ambition itself is suspect. Ambitions that reach "too high" in a woman imply abnormality. To 

refer to a woman as a qiang ren suggests that she has "gone too far" in her career or academic 

goals, I was told, or that she has "surpassed her normal duties" as another young woman tellingly 

put it. To behave like a nu qiang ren, one conservative young woman told me, was to "deny one's 

feminine side." The way to maintain face as "properly feminine" is to spend time with one's family 

and continue to look after femily members. 

Clearly, the nu qiang ren label reasserts normative limits on women's ambitions, 

specifically the centuries-old sexual division of labor and space that demanded women confine their 

ambitions within the household while men took on the outside world. In this respect, it appears 

that negative images of career-minded women may in &ct pressure some women into lowering their 

ambitions. Chen (1993) comments on women's forced retreat: 

Society is changing. Due to the competitive environment, social pressure, husbands' 
expectations and sometimes their own self-concept women withdraw (tui xia lai). With 
these contradictory changes, many professional women go on ahead, but others are 
drawing back. Even women who are educated in the cities are like that, not to mention 
women in the countryside. 

Secondly, the rta qiang ren label underscores expectations that women (mothers and 

wives, in particular) will continue to be attentive to their femilies' well-being. One young woman 
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told me as regards the "strong woman'̂  that "this kind of person loses the most important part of 

life for women—&mily." The double-standard is tluit while women's ambitions are subject to 

normative limits and assumed to be tempered by the &mily concerns, men's ambitions are 

encouraged rather than restricted, and certainly not tempered by the responsibility of maintaiTiing 

fzunily members' emotional and physical health. This particular double-standard,^ with roots m 

Confucian precepts limiting women to the domestic arena, seems noteworthy considering the &ct 

that most urban women work, and many have more opportunities under the reforms, opportunities 

which are often pursued with vigor. 

Does criticism of successful working women create an either/or scenario for women who 

might piu^e academic or careers goals beyond the norm? Representations of women would make 

it appear as if you are either ambitious with no &mily life, or you limit your ambitions and your 

family is important to you. How might such stark choices affect young women's career decisions? 

How many would agree with the strikingly intelligent young woman in Mangshi who nevertheless 

told me "I would rather not be a nu qiang ren, &mily life is also important"? 

Male informants typically mentioned only the positive attributes associated with the 

"strong woman," such as capability and success in the business or academic world. I attribute 

men's focus on the positive attributes of the "strong woman" to nationalist impulses, which seem to 

compel many men (usually more so than women, who seemed motivated by similar nationalistic 

sentiments) to defend gender equality in China as a matter of national pride. Not only did it appear 

° Such a double-standard is commonly held over the heads of women in the U.S. as well. When in 
November of 1997 a jury in Massachusetts found a young English nani^r guil^ of shaking a bai^ boy to 
death, the dead infant's parents, particularly his mother, came under attack. Both the parents were 
criticized for turning their child's care over to a perhaps under-trained and underpaid naniqr. But 
implicitly and explicitly the mother in particular was censured for not string at home full-time. Although 
the mother work^ only three d^ a w^ and came home at noon to breast-feed her son, she was 
criticized for woridng instead of being a sta^-at-home mom (Fitzgerald 1997:10). 
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that gender equality was important to defend as a general condition of post-liberation China, but 

men used idiosyncratic examples to back up this defense, revealing how important it was for some 

men to impress this point upon me. One middle-aged teacher said that a nQ qiang ren was a 

powerful woman who was successful in her career or in politics, the only instance in which 

someone mentioned political careers as an example. Ironically, he noted that most leading political 

positions are held by men, but that a certain percentage were set aside for women. The women 

who held these token positions, he said, were na qiang ren. Female informants, however, were 

likely to note how in practice this term carries ironic and critical views of''strong women." 

Several women told me that when men say of a female acquaintance 'Ta shi nU qiang ren de 

yangzi," (she's like a "strong woman"), the implication is "and I certainly wouldn't consider her as 

a marriage partner." 

The way in which a nu qiang ren might challenge a husband's ego is exemplified in a case 

study discussed in Jiating [Family]. Cracks began to appear in a couple's previously harmonious 

marriage after the wife was promoted to manager of the corporation she worked for (Pan Zhimin 

1996). Her promotion is described in positive terms, "[she] exerted all of her potential as a strong 

woman, as if she were a bird let loose in the sky." But as she was often busy with work and 

related social activities, the housework and childcare fell to the husband (apparently he continued 

his work as a statistician, but was not as busy as his wife). He felt demeaned by his new role on 

several levels; 

The previous "big husband" who did no housewoik became a servant who bargains for the 
stuff of everyday life. What's more, his wife looked like a leader at home. In her eyes, her 
husband appeared to have more and more shortcomings, such as not being able to dance, 
not successfiil, lack of knowledge or genius, and even not knowing who was Strauss or Ni-
er (an Austrian and Chinese composer, respectively). Their contradictions became more 
and more serious. One day the husband could no longer bear her contempt. He threw a 
teapot at her back. This led to a serious consequence. His wife demanded a divorce. He 
begged her not to do so, and his wife gave in because of their child. But his family status 
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declined and he fek self-abased ever since. 

Not only is it implied that he had to do demeaning "women's woric," like bargaining for vegetables 

at the maricet, but his wife also scorned him. While the husband is portrayed as rather pitiful in his 

new role as househusband, his wife is not explicitly criticized for not doing this woric. In this 

respect, this author's perspective appears to be somewhat progressive — the housework is not 

necessarily the wife's duty. Her promotion does precipitate "trouble" in the marriage, but their 

conflict seems to center on her new higher cultural standards. This is an interesting proposition, as 

it implies that with a career promotion a woman is likely to "put on airs" and have sanctimonious 

opinions about the cultural knowledge of her peers.' The issue here seems to have less to do with 

housework and more to do with ego. Whether contrived or not, this case study hints at men's 

fears: that if their wives have a higher position they may "win" the unspoken competition between 

women and men over knowledge/culture/status. In the process, men's egos may be damaged. 

This case study had a somewhat surprising ending. The women who ran a men's support 

group in Tianjin helped this downtrodden husband to "learn more knowledge so as to adapt himself 

to his wife... because women look down on ne'er-do-well men." On their sidvice, the husband 

taught himself about computers through a T.V. course, earning his wife's admiration. Recalling 

other urban trends aimed at "improving" men, like the "good husband" contest, sponsored by 

Beijing Television and the Women's Federation (Chen 1993:73), this case is one of several with 

which the Tianjin Women's Federation was reportedly involved. 

^ In the U.S. context, this implied connection between "overly" ambitious women and misplaced snobbery 
is illustrated in the film To Die For. Nicole Kidman plays a shallow woman whose ambitions lead her to 
have her less ambitious hnshand killed. The film version of this stoiy (written by "feminist" Joyce 
Mayaard) suggests we take the stoiy as comedy (rather than notice its criticism of ambitious women), with 
the over-the-top portrayal of Kidmw's unlikeable chaiaaer. 
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It seems significant that it was a women's organization that established a men's support 

group in this city. One the one hand, this female-organized "men's support group" seems to 

represent women's efforts to encourage men to support progressive changes in gender relations and 

to learn how to change themselves, as husbands and Others. This is particularly the case with 

regard to how such groups, as well as hot lines developed for men and phenomena like the "good 

husband" contest, offer both advice and new norms for gender relations. Yet women-sponsored 

activities like the support group for men also puts women in the traditional role of nurturing. 

Furthermore, to the extent that that women in this organization support men in uncritical ways they 

end up reinscribing the same patriarchal privileges one might expect that they would be woiidng 

against. For example, women at the Tianjin center point out that we should feel "concern" for 

men's plight, namely the dif&culties inherent in having to "support their &mily and the society for 

thousands of years" (Pan Zhimin 1996). 

Scholar Wang Xingjuan (1993) tells a story similar to Pan's account of marital problems 

when a woman's career is successful. Wang, who manages and worics for a women's hot-line in 

Beijing, says that one woman's husband lost affection for his wife once he felt that she no longer 

depended on him — this change in her status "damaged his self-esteem." Wang writes that this 

situation is common, calling it the "tragedy of the nu qiang ren" Wang notes that there are certain 

methods and strategies used by "strong women," such as "appearing weak in front of men." This 

strategy appears to be somewhat commonsensical for Wang, no doubt to some degree as "strong 

woman" herself, although her comments about how she advises such women reveal a poignant 

irony: 

If you want to save this marriage, then you must make your demands as a woman suitable 
for the man, conceal your many abilities, your wisdom, you must appear to be lower than 
him. 
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Unlike some of her colleagues discussed in Chapter 4 who also woric in the field of psychological 

counseling, Wang Xingjuan seems to sympathize with women's difficult situations, rather than 

blaming their problems on the women's own "weak mentality." She advocates helping women to 

understand themselves, and discusses the ethics of informal counseling. Yet as regards advising 

women to "conceal their abilities..." and so on, Wang admits that in the hot-line ofBce they grow 

weary of such conversations. Social attitudes, she points out, need to change. 

The Hen-pecked Husband 

Competition between women and men is symbolized through the stereotype of the man 

who is "weaker" in some way than his wife. One such image is that of the woman who looks down 

on her husband. Disdain for the "good-for-nothing" (nongbao) husband or boyfiiend is said to be 

increasingly common. Within Yunnan this phenomenon was said to be especially prevalent in 

Ruili, two hours west of Mangshi. In Ruili, a commercially oriented border town, it was said to be 

a common trend for successful female merchants to abandon their less successful boyfriends or 

husbands if they were perceived not to measure up. 

A popular insult from a wife to a husband is said to be "pig's intestine" (zhu de chang). 

This is an insult, one informant explained, "because if the intestine has no supporting hand it ^s 

down; it's soft muscle that needs support." Pigs and pig parts are also generally associated with 

ignorance. According to Kunming psychiatrist Zhao: 

More and more women are stronger and stronger; (their) husbands can't match their verve. 
Men feel depressed. Women look down on their husbands, call them "p^S's intestines" {zhu de 
chang). In this way the wife expresses her disappointment. 

In the popular imagination, women oftenhurl insults at their husbands. According to a survey 

cited by Cheng Cheng (1996), name-calling is about equal between the sexes, with husbands 

insulting wives about seven percent of the time more often than the reverse. The issue of verbal 
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abuse between spouses has more than one dimension, however. A different interpretation of this 

issue is offered in the next chapter. 

In reality, it seems more likely that women sometimes have more ambition than their 

husbands, which may cause conflict between couples. In these stereotypes, however, women are 

imagined to be generally more ambitious than men. The stereotypes are satirically mocking, an 

insidious way to criticize women who might dare to be ambitious. 

The "hen-pecked husband" is yet another stereotypical image. A woman who dominates 

her husband is said to be ^ guan yan, literally "wife controls." A more recent pun on the same 

term appeared in the i980s and uses homophones for qi guanyan that mean '̂ oat-constricted" 

(husband). By whatever name, the image of the hen-pecked husband appears to reflect male fears 

of interpersonal challenges to their egos. Pan Xukang describes one view of the dominating woman 

(1996): 

To men, this image of women [who are forthright and direct in their communication] is full 
of attraction, yet also seems quite strong and is something men are a&aid of. With this 
example we see how a man is not relaxed in his relationships with women. He is not in the 
dominant position; rather, be is always put in a tight spot where he is controlled. This is 
especially common in modem society. 

According to feminist scholar Yuan Fangyuan the so-called hen-pecked husband is a category that 

reflects the multiple realities of gender relations that have changed a great deal, yet are still highly 

imequal (1993). Yuan notes that some women do in fact dominate in controlling household afiairs 

(ibid: 11). However, she suggests that this practice may be "compensation for not having as many 

opportunities in the public sphere." Covert discrimination stifles women's ambitions on the one 

HanH while for many women "consciousness is still unawakened." In this context, now as in the 

past, some women "find glory in their husbands and follow a new pattern of nan wai, nu wei (men 

outside, women inside)." Thus, for Yuan the bitter truth underljdng the qi guanyan stereotype has 
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to do with women using what advantages th^ have to challenge and resist their humble positions. 

Yuan does not support women who choose to confine their search for status within the &mily ~ 

this contradicts the original intention of women's liberation. Under the reforms, women have been 

"thrown to the fixind'er where they must again make their own choices" (1993:310) The way to 

help women forsake their "dependent mentality" is to improve their "psychological performance," 

especially to encourage an independent consciousness. 

More generally. Yuan argues that the "wife-controlled husband" dominated by his over

bearing wife has become such a popular stereotype of Chinese marital life because men cannot 

accept the changes resulting firom women's (marginal) liberation. Ready-made idioms such as 

"women and men are equal" and 'Nvife-controlled husband" serve (1) to stifle women's criticism of 

the status quo that favors men and (2) to ridicule and criticize women (ibid: 12). Ridiciile, as Willis 

has pointed out in a very different context, is a handy tool of domination. In the English high 

school where Willis analyzed the reproduction of class differences, he foimd that in their quest for 

respect teachers employed derogatory sarcasm to ensure the students' compliance in the educational 

exchange (Willis 1977:83). hi China, the sheer pervasiveness of jokes about "henpecked 

husbands" and the like has the effect of both noiraalizing their acceptability as way to comment on 

women, while masking the ideological motivations behind the jokes. 

Yuan divided the male perspectives on marriage into two types. The first type is a man 

who enjoys a high social status and income, and whose wife is less sophisticated. His wife is glad 

to give up her career in order to support his. This type of man does not fear strict wives so much 

as they fear women who have no housework to do and who want to compete with them in their 

careers. For such men, "0 guan yari" is a popular way to denigrate strong women. The second 

types is a man whose status is similar to his wife's. They may have lost their jobs as well, and 
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have to abide by their wives' arrangements within the &nuly. This second type is very sensitive to 

and annoyed by the qi guan yan stereotype. Yet even in this case. Yuan notes that men are seldom 

trxily restrained by their wives. Dominating wives may enjoy powerful influence and decisions, but 

only within the &Tiily. Furtheimore, they cannot compel their husbands to obey them. 

From a more popular perspective, journalist Chen Yingliao also wrote about ""wife 

control" in a 1995 article that appeared in y/aft'/zg [Family] ("Wives Can You Control Your 

Husbands?"). Chen seems to take the position that it is not imreasonable that women might want 

to control their husbands to some degree, given the increased income that many urbanites now 

enjoy and the "freewheeling" atmosphere thought to characterize the entrepreneurial lifestyle. He 

writes that because they have money '̂husbands may easily get involved in love affairs behind their 

wives' backs... With money they may go to dancing halls, enjoy feasts, look for prostitutes. If 

wives can control the money, it follows that they can control their husbands."'" For Chen, 

^"controlling husbands" seems to amount to controlling their marital fidelity. 

Laughter is often a response to the confusion and ambivalence inherent in changing social 

roles. In this respect, cultural teachers in Yunnan often chuckled knowingly when I would mention 

was made of qi guan yan. Yet the term seems to be more a repository of self<x)nscious 

ambivalence than a useful description, as it is not often heard in conversation. More commonly, 

men might refer to a controlling wife through the use of another idiom. In public, men are often 

heard to say, "My wife is really something," wo de taitai hen lihai, an ambiguous statement that 

may be interpreted as critical or complementary depending on the context of usage. I was told by 

male cultural teachers that referring to one's wife as lihai typically shows respect and gratitude for 

The phenomenon of men who earn enough money to take a mistress (called a "little wife," xiao taitai, 
xiaolaopo) is thought to be common. 
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all that she does. Yet lihai is a polyvalent term which implies the qualities of being strong, active, 

energetic, fierce and bold (including the stereotype of a woman who is a 'tiger" in bed). Critically, 

it implies that the woman in question has 'too much" power in the relationship. 

Husbands do not want their wives to be "too capable," ten nenggan. Being "capable" is a 

quality that is highly admired, so the &ct that a woman can be too capable is extremely interesting. 

Especially when wives earn more than their husbands, capability in a woman is seen as threatening 

to men and indeed to social order and harmony in the family. A woman who earns more than her 

husband is referred to as a "small leader," and the stereotype is that her husband will do more 

housework than she does. For some men, "houseworic" seems to be "women's work" and is 

viewed as too demeaning for men to do. One journalist used the example of an American film to 

bolster his point that it simply is not right for a man to do "women's work" (Pan Xukang 1996): 

In the 1980s, an American film Kramer vs. Kramer" was popular for some time. What 
did the leading lady bring to her fknily and her husband when she left her home to realize 
her own values? It was confusion, heavy housework, with no one to look after the child. It 
was a sharp conflict between the housework and career. In the past, when people talked 
about women's shouldering both houseworic and careers, they always expressed their 
sympathy for women. But today, when men are shouldering the two responsibilities like 
women, what do people think about this? 

The perspective of this journalist seems to be that it is acceptable for women to have a double 

burden, but not men.'" He suggests that it is unthinkable for a man to have to do housework, 

implying that the traditional sexual division of labor is beyond question the ideal that husbands and 

wives should follow. For men who view their non-participation in domestic work as central to their 

In fact, it is ironic that the author chose this 1979 61m as a point of departure for his bitter feelings 
about housework. While it is tme that the wife in the film did leave her husband in order to "find herself," 
the issue of the housework (and childcare) she left behind is not really the point. Rather, the film centers 
on a bitter custo(fy battle over the couple's 7-year-old son. The film suggests that men may be women's 
equal as parents, if not in some cases the "better" parent 

Margery Wolf notes that this acceptance of women's double burden by both Party and populace is the 
virtual acceptance of women's second-class status (1985:73). 
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self-identity as '̂ masculine," houseworic may be viewed with great distaste. Social psychologists 

Edley and Wetherell point out that '̂ [mjasculinity is defined just as powerfiilly by what men do not 

do, as it is through the ways they do labour" (1995:172). 

In another case described in the magazine Jiating [Family], a woman entrepreneur 

continued to do all the houseworic even after her firm became successful (Zhen 1997). The case is 

described in a letter to the editor by a man referred to as "Ahjian." According to Ahjian, his wife 

"insisted" on doing the housework, as she was afraid of being Uke other "'career-minded women 

[who] failed to maintain a good relationship with their husbands." His wife's conscientious 

housework notwithstanding, Ahjian decided to divorce his wife because he could not tolerate being 

married to such a successful career woman. Ahjian wrote in a letter to the editor that after his 

wife's private enterprise took off he felt that her success made him hang his head with shame; "I 

did not want to be talked about as a man who was dependent on his wife. I needed to be a real 

man." He felt that as 'The husband of a successful career woman" he had lost his self-identity, 

becoming '"a disgusting creature that depended on a woman to lead a leisured life" (Zhen 1997). 

The only recourse he saw was to leave his wife, otherwise his "pride and dignity" would be 

destroyed. 

Journalist Zhen's short prefece to Ahjian's letter seems to sympathize with his extreme 

reaction to his wife's success, deeming Ahjian's case as probably "representative of other men who 

are trapped in the same situation." For Zhen, the case does not represent a power struggle between 

women and men, nor does it represent the &ilure of some chauvinistic men to adapt to women's 

increasing independence. Rather, for this male journalist the case represents the "gender confusion 

and psychological pressure" that results firom the clash between on-going "traditional values" and 

the "new" [gender values]. Zhen's call for the establishment of "new gender values and 
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consciousness" is difficult to interpret in this context In any case, Zhen and his editors no doubt 

felt that this case touched on the concerns of Mating readers. 

At lea^t for this man, much was at stake when his wife's career became so successful. 

Ahjian as much as admits that he experienced her success as personally damaging to his ego. His 

wife*s success challenged his ego largely because his identity and sense of self-worth was so 

closely linked to fulfilling the "bread-winning" role. When a women's career ecUpses the 

husband's, his moral authority, based upon his ability to "protect" his wife and children, is 

threatened (Ong 1987:88). Consequendy his status is undermined within his own &mily, as well 

as his status in the larger society. Furthermore, in urban China it is commonly expected that in 

order to marry a woman and man's status should be more or less equal; if there are differences the 

man should have higher status. When Ahjian's wife earned more status than he did, he lost face. 

Curiously, Ahjian appears to consider his own decision morally suspect, noting that his wife 

treated him well and he was in '̂emotional debt" for having left her. He also notes that others 

might judge him a man of "narrow mind." Yet by the end of his letter it becomes clear that his 

self-criticism is more rhetorical than self-reflective. He insists at the end that he had no choice. 

The imperative to uphold his masculinity, to be a "real man," justified his divorcing his wife. 

Not only did his wife's business success challenge his ego, but he was also disappointed 

that his wife "foiled to understand [his] subtle feelings." He complains in his letter that his wife 

was "loo busy to be at my side and attend to how I really felt about life." The reader is left with an 

image of a despondent and lonely man, and with this image in mind perhaps we are to sympathize 

with Ahjian's decision to have an affoir with another woman before his divorce. The attractive 

qualities of Ahjian's lover? "Her obedience and consideration." Less dramatic than the perhaps 

sensationalized presentation of Ahjian was the real-life situation of my friend Wang Fushan and his 
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fiance Huang Wenjuan. 

This young couple seemed to embody the conflict between a "too capable'' wife and her 

thereby insulted husband, or at least to embody the potential for such a conflict. I detected the 

nature of what future conflicts between the easy-going Wang and the more driven Huang might 

look like when Wang confided to me a misunderstanding between them. During dinner one night 

Wang felt tired and out-of-sorts after a disturbing incident at woik. Huang was no doubt tired 

herself fi-om an even longer day at work. Huang worked in a supervisory position at a local 

enterprise, where she frequently worked overtime and was generally acknowledged to have a more 

stressfiil job than Wang's position at a state-nm business. In any case, Wang told me that they had 

had a quarrel. He was angry and hurt that during dinner she did not notice his mood and did not 

ask what was wrong. Had she been more attentive (and less tired by her own fast-paced job) she 

would have "understood" his mood, Wang explained, merely by noticing his fecial expression 

(biaoqian) and body language {xindong). He was angry because she did not pick up on his 

unspoken bad mood and show concern through asking him "what's wrong?" 

A fuller perspective on the couple's future, already imagined as potentially conflict-ridden, 

was ofTered by their mutual fnend, the articulate Qi Fengmei; 

Huang Wenjuan is very ambitious; she has her own reasons for following her dreams and 
being selfish. Sometimes Wang is angry with her for being so busy, or worried about later 
if they have a family and she's still so ambitious: How will she manage the house and 
children at the same time? She is so busy because she wants to be the best, better than 
anyone. 

While Qi seems to give Huang the benefit of the doubt (she has "her own reasons for following her 

dreams"), she also appears quite judgmental of her fnend's future plans. Interestingly, 'following 

her dreams" seems to amount to being ''selfish." Calling her firiend "selfish" and desirous of being 

"the best, better than anyone" seems especially strong language. Qi's comments made me wonder 
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how women might censure each other in their ambitions. Yet '̂ ambitious" women like Huang 

Wenjuan would not be able to succeed unless some women, perhaps sometimes the same women 

who might in some instances censure them, supported their ambitions. One expects that the wider 

social ambivalence towards independent ambitious women might be mirrored in the views of 

individual women. Indeed, as revealed in the discourse of women described throughout this 

dissertation, individual women speak with double and even triple voices. The lack of unity is no 

doubt linked in part to the rapidity of social change. Individuals confronted with an anthropologist 

seeking '̂ explanations" may find themselves tripping over their own words in the struggle to 

articulate contradictory ideals (for example, between state rhetoric that claims women have 

unlimited options and patriarchal expectations that women's first priority be family) that are in 

turn challenged by contradictory realities (despite the hegemony of patriarchal ideologies many 

women are enjoying more financial independence). 

In any case, the popular media gives the impression that there are many women like Huang 

Wenjuan; women are portrayed in journalistic writing as not only career-focused, but indeed as 

poised to take over the world. This perception is voiced in popular magazine articles, with titles 

like "Men, Take Good Care of Yourselves." Men usiially did not discuss with me their fears or 

other feelings they might have about women's perceived increasing status. This was not 

siirprising, as Chinese men are not socialized to express their feelings openly, much less to a 

woman, much less to a foreigner. Whife men, with the exception of Wang Fushan, would not 

generally talk with me in depth about gender relations, the fears, anxieties and role expectations 

that some men experience as burdens are explicitly articulated in popular magazines. The 

magazine articles reflect certain contemporary perceptions about gender relations, but they also 

tend to magnify the issues into larger-than-life size. Partly for pure sensationalistic effect, partly 
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for political reasons, the issues are distilled and exaggerated in ways not heard in spoken speech. 

Weak Men 

Men Also Have Bitterness, Nan Ren Ye You Tongku 

When discussing my research questions with men in Yuiman, some men would hasten to 

point out to me that "men also have bitterness" {nan ren ye you tongku). Although I had not said 

that women were oppressed, simply bringing up ''gender" as a topic seemed enough to elicit 

'"matching" tales of woe from some men. In part, these "matching tales" may be viewed a 

defensive response to women's complaints about men and their behavior, however muted those 

complaints may be. Men did not usually have much to say on the topic of gender relations, 

beyond noting that "men and women are equal," and that men (also) had bitterness. 

Men's inarticiilateness may be partially explained by the phenomenon of invisible 

privilege. As Edley and Wetherell note, "power and privilege are difiiciilt to experience directly" 

(1995:172). Conunonly men in Western societies report that they do not feel particularly 

powerful, nor are they aware of being privileged (ibid). Hiring preferences, a higher salary, a 

certain deference paid to men in social and woric settings not accorded to women, control over 

reproductive health, the lack of the threat of sexual aggression; all of these privileges are accorded 

to men as a group and all are usually taken for granted. As individuals, men may be more aware 

of power differences between men, rather than between the sexes. In a critical vein, Christopher 

McLean et al. also point out that men's "blindness" in this regard enables them to remain 

"oblivious [to] the force oftheir united pressureonwomen"(I9'>6;13*^). These authors also 

suggest that appearing to be "unaware" of how one enacts masculinity goes along with what it 

The authors cite Roberts (1992:116) on this point Unfortunately, the full reference has been omitted in 
their sources. 
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means to be a "real man'' — one should ^pear "^completely at ease vsrith one's masculinity... getting 

on with the job of dealing with practical matters'' (ibid). Thus, on several levels, it appears that 

one becomes a man by being blind to how one is a man. In any case, while middle-class men in 

Yunnan had few words to ofi^^ to express their views on gender relations, magazine articles 

revealed explicit and detailed examples of men's 'iales of woe." 

In the Fall of 1996 I began looking for articles in popular magazines on gender-related 

topics, browsing through newsstands or leafing through old maga2dnes at friends' homes. I 

selected over thirty such articles to translate; of those thirty articles nine were centered on men's 

perceived frailties (English translations appear in Appendix 2). Judging from these articles, it 

appears that some believe men in China £ilso need crisis hot-lines and recognition of men's issues.'"* 

Included in what one journalist calls the "iron man's burden" are expectations that men will be the 

primary breadwiimer, bring honor to their ancestors and family through a successful career, and 

control their emotions. 

The articles exhibit ambivalent attitudes towards changing gender roles and women's 

'"liberation," in addition to a host of fears and anxieties. Urban men in contemporary China do 

indeed fece real threats to their employment and status. Yet generally the writers and editors of 

these articles appear to exaggerate men's plight as a means of control. For example, the articles 

make mention of the "new matriarchy," and suggest that women are 'taking over." Exaggeration 

and other rhetorical strategies are, I argue, part of a (mostly) unconscious strategy to maintain 

patriarchy. The need to defend patriarchy may be particularly acute in contemporary China, where 

Meanwhile, in the U.S. and Europe, various support groups for men (ranging from retreats that 
encourage men to rediscover their emotions as well as their masculinities, to support groups for men 
battling for legal custody of their children) have called attention to the fact that men have psychological 
and social concerns particular to them as a group. 
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unemployment and underemployment in urban areas combined is twenty-four percent on average, 

according to estimates by the state-run Worker's Daily (Forney 1997). The probability that job 

anxiety might underlie much of this discourse is suggested by comments such as this one (by 

journalist Qiu Shanshan [1996:38]); when women want to succeed in their careers, they "rob the 

men of their ways and means for making a life" (1996:38). The message to women in this article, 

which appeared in the widely read Jiating [Family] magazine, appears to be: back off and leave 

the jobs for the men. 

Yet according to these media sources complaints about current employment were the 

primary reason why men wanted sympathy for their role. Men pointed out that they feel burdened 

by the expectation that as men they will "do great things" in their career. Meanwhile the 

perception is that women are allowed to be "'mediocre" in their careers, as it is expected that a 

woman's main focus in life will be her femily. As Qiu (1996) put it '"Women are allowed to be 

incapable." This perceived double standard causes feelings of resentment among men. It appears 

from these articles that men have many reasons to feel resentful towards women. 

The underl}dng premise of these articles seems to be that men face more difficulties than 

women. As if it were a literal '"battle of the sexes," claims like Qiu's (1996) are made: "I foimd 

that if we hold a discussion about who is more tired, men or women, the ones to first express their 

deep grievance must be men." The privileges men enjoy as heads of household become burdens, 

burdens which men cannot even complain about because of the expectation that they control their 

emotions. The writers (eight of the nine are male) give voice to anxieties on several different 

levels, including an elusive sense of urban anomie, employment anxiety, and an array fears 

centered on women who are perceived as threatening in one way or another. 

Several of the writers transform the aaxieties they express into a call for sympathy. "Men 
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Also Need Care," as the two-part "National Discussion on Men's Issues" proclaims in the title 

(Pan Xukang 1996; Qiu Shanshan 1996). Does this call for sympathy for men indicate that gender 

relations have significantly changed in recent years, or that a progressive shift in gender ideologies 

is occurring? To the extent that men are valued in social roles other than the traditional "he-man'̂  

breadwinner, the suggestion that men may sometimes be ^Veaker" than women may reflect a 

positive shiit in social consciousness. In theory, highlighting men's weakness could be part of a 

progressive movement to allow both women and men to explore more diverse social roles and 

expressions of self. But in fact gender relations have not changed significantly in the post-Mao 

years. Rather, the arguments raised in these articles appear intended to reinscribe the status quo 

and slow the pace of (if not reverse) whatever small and uneven progress women have enjoyed 

under the reforms. 

In voices that range from the subtly to the blatantly misogynistic, the calls for sympathy in 

these articles seem directed towards women and their behavior. As spouses and as competitors for 

scarce jobs, the "burden" is shifted to women to learn how to be more attentive to men's needs. 

Another important ideological tactic of these articles is to justify men's privileges on the basis of 

their purported singular contributions to families. Finally, the focus on men's difficulties, which is 

often followed by a call for sympathy, works to deflect attention away from women's difficulties 

and refocus attention on men as more important (due to their greater contributions to society and 

the family). 

All of these rhetorical strategies are particularly powerful as they draw upon naturalized 

assimiptions about women and men's relative skills and worth, and the different motivations 

believed to inspire women and men to act. Taken as a whole, these articles reveal ambivalent and 

sometimes contradictory attitudes towards women's liberation. Yet overarching some mixed views 
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within the individual pieces, a meta-message running through all the articles might be summed up 

as: The status of women is an overwoiiced topic; women have already received more than their 

&ir share of attention. Men actually have it worse than women, and besides that men^s needs and 

concerns have been neglected." In other words, on one level the larger intention of these articles 

seems to be to close off discussion of gender roles &om women's perspectives and refocus attention 

on male perspectives. In what follows, I discuss five themes emergent in media portrayals of 

''weak men." 

Primary Wage Earner 

A common problem of modem families is that husbands are busy outside, like an 
exhausted horse pulling a carriage. His wife sits in the carriage, feeling lonely and bored 
because she has no one to talk to.'' 

Women are resented as they are perceived to rely on their husbands for financial support 

and prestige; interpreted here as an advantage, rather than as a subordinate position that limits 

women*s life options. Such articles exaggerate the traditional elements of contemporary gender 

roles, so that men are monolithically portrayed as dependable (yet underappreciated) work horses 

who support the family while women are portrayed £is shallow and unambitious dependents. No 

doubt the male writers who express this point of view have various motivations for emphasizing 

the difficulties men face as breadwinners as contrasted with the "life of ease" enjoyed by women. 

For example, their perspective might be attributed to "wishful thinking," as some men wish that 

gender roles were more predictable and traditional than the confusing reality of change and 

variation. 

However, at the heart of discourse valorizing "men's protection" (of women) and men's 

singular contributions within the heterosexual family is an attempt, sometimes rather overstrained. 

^^PanZliinun 1996. 
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to jiistify male privil^es due to men's higher worth. Men complain that they have never received 

the sympathy they deserve for the onerous role expectations they must live up to. Again, I would 

suggest that underlying talk of men's '̂ bittemess'̂  and calls for sympathy is the perception among 

some men that their relative worth and position in society, which has been unquestioned for so 

long, is being challenged. Considering the very modest gains women have made here and there, not 

to mention the many setbacks (including phenomena like the kidnapping of women sold as "brides" 

which is currently increasing), these often strongly worded liietorical justifications of male 

privilege might appear to be a bit of overkill. Yet the shoring up of patriarchy is an on-going 

project. The necessity of naturalizing and giving moral weight to the dominant order, like any 

hegemonic process, is never complete (Gramsci 1971). Before any alternative positions might even 

be intuited, much less articulated, ideology, characterized by formality, publicness and explicit 

statements, steps into that space, framing subordinate perspectives and claiming the political high 

ground (Willis 1977:165-7). What would an alternative position look like? Female writer Qiu 

Shanshan ('"Who Will Empancipate Men?" 1996) provides one example: 

Don't worry about women! They are capable. The latest research shows that 
wosncn's intelligence is the same as men's... So the fact that women and men are equal has 
a scientific basis. Especially after we enter the society full of information, women's 
advantages keep increasing, while disadvantages decrease. The advantages which are 
often linked to successful men are: finrmess, self-confidence, generosity, open-minded, 
and good humored; all qualities which women can possess too. It stands to reason that 
success makes people feel self-confident, and self-confidence in turn makes people open-
minded, while an open mind gives people a good sense of humor. We can obtain such a 
beneficial circle only through pursuing careers. 

Yet even this "'alternative" viewpoint is fiamed within hegemonic assimiptions about gender roles. 

Men are portrayed in this article and others as if they were all driven to be successful, as they 

might be shunned by society if deemed "unsuccessful." Women, meanwhile, are portrayed as if 
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being successful or not is an option for them. While Qiu makes an eloquent case (above) for the 

advantages women gain through having a career, she goes on to state that if women are not 

successful, they can "give up" and accept "men's protection." While this is acceptable for women, 

Qiu says that 

...men can't be like that. When men find themselves with limited intelligence and 
incapable, when they find it di£Gcult to realize their ideals, they don't give up lightly, nor 
can they. Th^ must draw on willpower to show their firm, indomitable nature, and show 
that they are not incapable. Most of the time, with this kind of firm, indomitable will, men 
do succeed in the end. But the price they pay is very large. But they cannot even enjoy 
their own success.'® 

Qiu has a point. Men may indeed be ostracized or at least judged harshly if they are not deemed 

"successful" in the workplace. Women who do not succeed at woric can still redeem themselves by 

performing well as mothers and wives. 

Qiu describes the pressures men feel to succeed; another author writes about the 

diflBculties of a man who is "successful." There was a rich entrepreneur who owned many 

companies ('"Wipe Away Man's Tears," by Pan 23iimin 1996). Even though he was powerful, he 

felt burdened by the responsibility of managing his companies, as well as taking care of his 

extended &nily. He dreamed of retiring, but felt that he could not walk away from his businesses; 

to do so would cause him to lose his '"dignity" as a man. While others felt he was living out men's 

highest aspiration, to ''do some great thing" (to be a boss), he himself felt isolated and despondent. 

The tone used to describe this man's situation recalls the American cliche, 'it's lonely at the top." 

In feet, this super-successful entrepreneur said that he "really wanted to be a woman, to throw the 

'man's crown' into the Pacific Ocean and never be a man." This lonely entrepreneur feels 

firustrated and oppressed by gendered expectations. Yet the expectation that he have "dignity as a 

Implied because they caimot e.xpress their joys or sorrows either way. 
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man" (i.e., that he continue to fulfill his various roles) is experienced as if it were a rigid box from 

which there is no escape. If he were able to give up being male, what would he gain? According to 

several media sources, a ''life of ease" as a woman. 

The emphasis on men's frustrations draws our attention avvay from the privileges men 

enjoy as business leaders in society and breadwinners at home, refocusing our attention on men's 

needs. Specifically, men need ''support" from society (read women) for their onerous workloads 

as bearer of the '"crown." In this rhetorical reversal, privileges become burdens. Privileges are 

sometimes burdens, but privileges also confer status and power. The &ct that this man felt he 

could not walk away from his ownership/management of several companies because he would lose 

his dignity as a man raises the question; what is at stake when it comes to a man's "dignity"? 

Perhaps certain taken-for-granted privileges he felt he could not live without, as well as his identity 

as a very successful bread-winner for his &mily. This particiilar case study also seems to serve as 

an equalizer "I'm rich, but I'm unhappy." With increased economic stratification a constant 

reminder of one's relative status, this message no doubt provides some satisfaction for the majority 

of readers who have not been so successful. 

A different theme of the working men's lot concerns the difficult, dangerous work that men 

do. Politically, this theme serves several purposes. Building on the widespread ftssumpdon that 

women are "weaker," and more fragile then men, authors from this perspective take issue with the 

&ct that because of their "weakness" women have traditionally received more sympathy. Men, 

such authors imply, take more risks on the job than women do so therefore they should really be 

the recipients of sympathy more than women. Yet more than "sympathy," the goal of highlighting 

the "dangerous" work that men do is to show that (1) men are more capable than women and (2) 

men do things which women cannot do, therefore they deserve to be privileged. Pan Xukang's 
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(1996) writing is a good example of this perspective: 

However, nowadays most women enter society and have jobs, taking part in the societal 
competition. But for many reasons, up to now women are still not capable in this 
competition. From the point of view of social psychology, it is common to show 
sympathetic feelings for the weak. Therefore, people care increasingly more about 
women's lives, women's jobs, health and protection, while men as capable people are 
ignored, hi fact, in our real social lives, success is always connected with hard work and 
danger is always connected with chance. Women have to let the men do the heavy work 
because they are not as strong as men, who have big hands and powerful arms and legs. 
Women have to push men to the job sites fiill of toxins, because women are sensitive to 
toxins such as lead, mercury, disulfide, formaldehyde and so on. Women leave work to be 
done in high, wild places and cold water'̂  to men because of their physiological unfitness. 
In the competition between men and women, what significance is it to men that they have 
these advantages? 

Pan explicitly portrays women as physically "weak," physiologically sensitive and incapable of 

competing directly with men on the job scene. Men, in contrast, are '"strong," capable, and by 

implication "tough" as they can withstand toxins that are too dangerous for women. Pan's 

willfully iimocent question ("what significance is it to men that they have these advantages?") 

provokes the thought that perhaps men should have some privil^es, some rewards for the risks 

that they take, the work that they do which women are perceived to be incapable of or too 

physically challenged/sensitive to attempt, hi the context of contemporary management decisions. 

Pan's call for sympathy for men leaves an unpleasant aftertaste. Managers use just the sorts of 

arguments Pan outlines here about women's perceived "frailties" (sensitive to chemicals and cold 

water and so on) to justify discrimination against women in hiring. 

In some articles resentment of women's "carefiw" lives surfaces. In "Males, the First or 

Second Sex?" Wang (1996) describes this stereotypical view of a "kept woman"; 

So, sometimes men really envy the kind of ease women enjoy, the freedom they have to live 
common, silent lives. Nowadays, if a woman feels tired, she can go window-shopping and 
buy things; if she is happy, she can also step into the beauty parlor or deck herself out 

The reference to cold water reflects the conunonty held belief that cold water is harmful to women 
during menstruation. 



241 

carefully. When she is sad, she can complain tear&lly and let out her unhappiness fi^eely 
to her fiiends, she need not worry about others laughing. If she is mediocre at woric, it is 
not important, because she is a woman. And many women are pleased to Uve comfortably 
and be doted on. 

This image of women as carefree contrasts with the image of men as weighted down with onerous 

burdens. Articles such as Wang's are characterized by a contradictory mix of purported envy of 

women and disdain. Whether "envious'' or disdainful, the effect is to trivialize women in a quite 

misogynistic vein. Wang writes that men "envy" women's carefree lives, yet in the same sentence 

he describes their lives as "common, silent," i.e., intellectually dead, and superficial. Most 

scornfully, Wang writes that for women it does not matter if they are "mediocre at work." This 

statement could be interpreted in at least two ways: (1) women can be mediocre because their 

career is not expected to be the most important thing in their life; or (2) women are not expected to 

be better than mediocre, as they are inferior beings. Either way, what is striking to me is that this 

ideological stance is acceptable within mainstream magazines \SseJiating [Family]. 

Fear of Failure: Lack of Success 

According to these articles, men are generally concerned about not only getting a job (or an 

alternative option under the reforms, starting their own business), but also being recognized as 

successful. The expectation for men is that they will gain public merit (gongmin) for their work. 

Men who for whatever reason caimot "get ahead" in their careers will feel bitter {tongku) and 

disempowered. In the Western context, some researchers believe that fear of failure is a stronger 

motivator for men than the desire for power. Therapists working in Great Britain found that male 

clients saw "being a loser" as a terrible fete — the specter of feilure seemed to haunt them (Miles 

1991:205, cited in McLean 1996:16). 

In urban China, it is indeed the case that the large number of educated job-seekers and the 
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relatively small number of well-paid job opportunities creates keen competition. Drawing on 

personal connections, including outright job buying, is a common strat^. Typically, once 

graduated from high school or university one's parents will ask their former high school (or even 

grade school) classmates to pull some strings at a desirable work unit. If one is unlucky enough to 

be alone in the city or otherwise without the necessary connections, it may be extremely difScult to 

find a promising job. Not only is it very difBcult to find a good job, but other imcertainties 

characterize urban life. One's self-promoted business might not be successful, one might lose 

money in the stock market, or one might lose one's job (or one's wife). Liu (1996:49), author of 

'̂Fragile Men," describes these uncertainties with a poetic flair 

We see a lot of men with faces fidl of unluckiness, feces of raging impotence, with the 
appearance of collapsing after one setback in business, in the exchange hall, failure to win 
promotion, their wives divorcing them, their names on the unemployment Ust. They are 
not thriving in the tide of life, they have lost their direction in the tide. The tall man's 
silhouette, crest&llen under the sxm is a special kind of human landscape. We no longer 
feel that this kind of landscape is strange. 

Here, Liu articulates the anxiety characteristic of the era of the cracked "iron rice bowl." 

One might argue that the kinds of uncertainties mentioned here affect women just as well 

as men. But, as noted earlier, according to these authors men are expected to succeed in business, 

get promoted and so on, whereas for women this is not expected. These lower expectations for 

women seem to be linked to the idea that women's success is measured more by her marriage than 

her career, either in terms of finding happiness through marriage or through marrying a well-off, 

high-status man. Women's perceived focus on marriage means, for Liu, that women can "choose 

life again... women can turn an unsatisfying life aroimd through marriage, but a man cannot..." 

The assumption seems to be that it is easier and less stressful for a woman, who is not expected to 

have any grand career successes herself, to remarry if she is unhappy, compared to the difficulties 



243 

a man might have when faced with unemployment or a failed business venture. As one author put 

it; ''You women can marry a man when you find no way to succeed in your career, but what can 

men do?" (Qiu 1996). These assxmiptions seem to have little empirical weight behind them. The 

urban Yunnanese women I knew having a fiilfilling, well-paid, "successful" career was indeed an 

important life goal. 

Yet ''reality" does not seem to be so much the issue here, as is the imperative to paint 

women as privileged and men as disempowered. Liu cites the common perception that in this "tide 

of life" women enjoy certain advantages over men. Liu writes that compared to men, women, 

especially in cities, are like ''fish in water." He recalls the preference some firms have for hiring 

pretty young women: 

It is especially those girls, not ugly and not aged, who often find it easy to get a good job. 
In the streets and lanes of the city, we can see a lot of advertisements which say, ''We need 
girls fi-om seventeen to twenty-seven years of age," but the men of this same age do not 
share in this fortune. 

Some companies are no doubt seeking young, attractive women to fill certain posts (particularly 

jobs for which a certain attractive look is viewed as desirable, i.e. secretary/receptionist, hotel 

clerk, waitress, restaurant hostess and sales cleric). But statistics show that generally speaking men 

enjoy great advantages when it comes to both hiring (many companies virtually exclude women) 

and firing (women are laid off in much higher numbers than men). These uncomfortable facts are 

not mentioned by Liu, whose ideologically driven argument uses one of the few examples in which 

being female (and young and pretty) is an advantage in the job market to make &lse claims about 

the supposed broader advantages of being female. 

Meanwhile, many women in urban Yunnan are proving themselves in the business world 
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or in governmental work, and in some cases may be paid more than their husbands. A man whose 

salary not as high as wife's is ciilturally conditioned to feel shame. Furthermore, when the man 

does not have a job, or is underemployed, he may take on the role of'%ousehusband." One 

informant told me that a man in such a role is a like a "servant." A woman in the same role, of 

course, is merely doing what is expected. Author Pan Xukang (1996) no doubt speaks for many 

when he reveals his view on men and housework: if women do not do it, it will cause coniiision in 

the household and the children will be n^ected. On the one hand. Pan notes that women will only 

be "liberated" when they "get rid of housework," so that they can fully participate in the wider 

social networic outside the home. But as he notes with a trace of anxiety, when a woman begins 

woildng outside the home "the houseworic doesn't disappear with her." Who, he asks, will do it? 

Men? He raises the question with an incredulous tone that implies men certainly caimot be 

expected to take up the slack. 

What is at stake that compels some men to view housework with such aversion? Is it 

perhaps that by doing housework men are symbolically (and physically) acknowledging that gender 

roles have indeed changed? Recognizing that many individuals simply dislike housework, to some 

degree men's aversion to housework represents an aversion to any social changes that seem to 

question or even undo male dominance. The perspective of male journalist Xiao (1996) hints that 

at least for some men housework, the "simple" issue of who washes the dishes, is indeed linked to a 

broader power struggle. Xiao first notes that various female "heroines," including athletes, writers 

and successful entrepreneurs, have awakened 'Women's collective consciousness." Their 

consciousness awakened, Xiao writes, women "say farewell to 'tenderness' and become intrepid." 

What does this mean for men? Men "have to make a strategic retreat." In Xiao's simplified and 

ideologically-motivated account, women's success appears to almost automatically entail men 
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having to '̂ retreat" to the kitchen: 

They leam cooking, washing, they become '̂ househusbands." In the maricet, you can see 
many di£ferent kinds of men with baskets in their hands, whether they are scholars, 
specialists, workers, leaders or o£5ce staff. They go back home quickly and cook for their 
family. Their masculine spirits disappear into the wash basin. The traditional man has 
disappeared, but the modem man has not yet come into being. 

"The modem man has not yet come into being," writes Xiao. This seems to lie at the heart of the 

problem. Peiliaps it is not so much at "masculinity" is lost, but rather that a new identity has not 

yet appeared. In the meantime, limbo is a dreadful, stressful place to be.'̂  

Men's Physical Weakness and Industrial Dystopias 

Men's burdens and loss of privileges are also symbolizes through the body. For author 

Liu ("Fragile Men," 1996), the forces of modernization are also to blame for men's physical decay. 

As brains have become more important for survival/success than muscles, Liu writes that men's 

once musciilar bodies have atrophied: 

As man stands in modem society, he does not depend on muscles or strength of arms, he 
does not rely on sheer animal strength and valiance anymore. So man's sturdy arms 
become thinner and thiimer, his broad breast gets narrower and narrower, the big tall body 
is withering more and more... the culture makes man's body degenerate, and the 
degeneration of male outward appearance and body becomes the frailty of the will and the 
soul. This is what we did not predict and cannot resist. Man's frailty is a kind of city 
illness and cultural sickness. 

This is an evocative portrait of urban men literally withering away. Men's fears and anxieties, 

most especially fear of losing privileges once assumed over women, are symbolically expressed 

through the physical body. A fragile body stands for these fears, as if to say: as we lose our 

privileges we will disintegrate into "weaklings." Or we degenerate into women, it might also be 

read. At times the drama of the weak male body appears to be an end in itself, perhaps an 

indulgent expression of a deep yearning for sympathy. Qiu describes his fellow men with a 

Thanks to Claudia Putnam for this observation. 
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dramatic tone; "Even though we are thin and pallid, and we have no ener^ to continue woridng, 

black and blue, we must show you our wide chest with a smile, or you will think we are too fiail, 

lacking the spirit of men.'' A visual expression of these themes is found in the painting by Kunming 

artist Yang "Jake" Yijiang. 

The central figure in Yang's oil color painting (1996) is weak-looking man, posed 

ironically as a body-builder. The other central figure in the painting is a young woman, laughing. 

The main figures in the painting, the almost deformed looking man in his underwear and the 

laughing woman, clearly are commenting on each other. The humor of this painting lies in the 

man's ridiculous appearance, as he poses like a body-builder although his physique is indeed rather 

fiagile-looking, if not unbalanced. His legs in particular appear to have atrophied, and he wears 

only underwear and what looks like plastic sandals. His humble attire and appearance suggest 

multiple readings; he mocks himself, he accepts his weakness with good hiunor, his pitifiil 

appearance condemns whoever had made him so weak (women?), or perhaps he is crying out for 

help. The woman, in contrast, appears strong and confident, peihaps supported by the image of 

the Western-looking female body-builder behind her. The relation between these two images in the 

painting seems to suggest that it may be "Western women" who are encouraging Chinese women to 

be confident and to laugh at their "weak" men. The laughing woman appears relaxed and non-

threatening. Yet the atrophied man, his &ce half hidden in shadow (suggesting shame, or anger) is 

indeed a target, a point made clear by the strategic placement of a dartboard near his midsection. 

Yang, a friend of mine, declined to offer an interpretation of this painting. He would only 

say, with a smiric, that perhaps the man was a graduate student, who was out-of-shape after 

spending long hours studying. The "intellectual" theme clearly appears in at least two parts of the 

painting; two graduates wearing caps and gowns appear in one comer, the laughing woman wears 
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coll^iate-looking clothes (a T-shirt which might have the name of a America sports team or 

university on it), she also appears to be wearing a backpack. In this context, the reference to 

inteUectuals and education (and the way in which the two graduate students, one male and one 

female, are shown side by side) suggest that as mental abilities have become more important than 

physical strength, men's privileges may be completely eroded. 

We will never know what Yang intended with this painting, although his work is generally 

satiric in nature. The satiric intention of this painting is underscored by the title of the painting, the 

loaded Party phrase "(the) people's quality has enhanced" {Renmin de suzhi shi tigao le). Party 

propaganda is full of references to "enhancing the people's quality," the twist within the painting 

being that at least for the male '̂ people" their 'Equality" has not been enhanced. It appears that for 

all the himior found in this paintings the ominous message is at heart that perceived social changes 

(a job market based on education and mental skills, combined with women's [Western-inspired?] 

confidence and strength), in eflfect weaken men and target their "manhood."" 

Other authors pointed out that contrary to the usual gendered stereotypes, men are by their 

nature physically weaker than women. Wang Xiangnan (1996) uses many examples to show that 

men's health is worse than women's. Genetically, he notes men have a higher rate of hereditary 

diseases than women, including male tendencies towards hemophilia and color blindness among 

other diseases. Psychologically as well Wang claims that men's health is worse than women's. 

In my informal survey of popular magaTintK; in 1996-97,1 did not find articles that used images of sick 
or frail women in the same metonymic way. Yet in the 1980s literary works did use images of a sickened 
female body in order to illustrate certain social realities. Zhu Hong (1994) shows how in these works of 
fiction pain becomes a literal description of the frustrations women face in an unjust society. In some of 
this fiction, such as Zong Pu's The Everlasting Stone, the decay of a woman's plQrsical body is explicitly 
linked to the social and moral decay around her. The heroine undergoes a series of operations that are 
described in detail. ThirQr^ight years old, she has been labeled a class enemy. Politically, she has died, 
and physically she has a "cancer of the soul" (Zhu 1994:327). Cancer and the other illness these heroines 
suffer fix)m serve as metaphors for their victimization. 
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Boys' have "higher (psychological) abnormality rates than girls in the year after birth," he writes. 

He also cites a U.S. psychologist's statistics that showed the incidence of "psychiatric diseases'' 

was 65% for boys and 26.6% for girls. (In fact, according to the most complete siuvey of 

psychiatric problems in China, women suffer from schizophrenia at twice the rate of men [Pearson 

1995; 1163], Yet there are more beds for men in psychiatric hospitals [ibid]. Among other reasons 

suggested for this parado?c, psychiatrists believe that "women feel a greater sense of responsibility 

towards parents, husbands, and children and are consequently more reluctant to be admitted and 

tend to stay for shorter periods of time" [ibid: 1164]. Depression, while often thought to be 

generally under-diagnosed in China, affects more women than men [ibid: 1165]. In urban areas the 

overall suicide rate is 10/100,000,^ and available data shows that there are more completed 

suicides among women compared to men [ibid].) Worldwide, women have a longer average 

lifespan than men, Wang notes. Furthermore, "'considering death by drowning, famine, 

earthquake, traffic accidents, over-exertion as well as recovery from illness, females show a 

notable superiority to males." 

Given the high-profile successes of recent Chinese women athletes, it comes as no surprise 

that writers speaking for "weak" and un&irly censured men use the athletes to bolster their 

arguments. Swimmer Chen Yan, who broke the world record in the women's 400-meter individual 

medley in 1998, is just one example among other swimmers, divers, gyrrmasts, track, and other 

female sports stars who have excelled at international competitions, won Olympic medals and set 

new records in recent years. For writer Xiao ("Women Should Be Weak" 1996), however, such 

The rate is much higher in rural areas (27.7/100.000) and highest among women aged 20-24 in rural 
areas (78.3/10,000 for this cohort). Marriage problems and poverty are thought to be two of the primary 
precipitating &ctors for young rural women who conunit suicide (Li and Baker 1991. cited in Pearson 
1995:11650. 
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athletes are not only proof that women are "taking over," but certain of these athletes are also 

disgustingly unfeminine; 

No one knows when it started, like a wave that came sweeping over. Women are superior 
to men in every aspect, every field, every career. For example, in body-building 
competitions, women show their muscles, making men feel self-abased. On the soccer 
field, the women players slide, tackle, dribble and shoot violently. Women weight lifters 
are stronger than many men. Women sumo wrestlers put their pahns together and walk 
like ducks. When women throw the discus, they make ugly &ces that men dislike. We can 
see that women are more intrepid than men. 

The ideological argimient links women's ''sweeping" rise over men with unnaturalness and ugliness 

among women. The writer seems unselfconscious about admitting that in part women's ambitions 

and successes are distastefiil because they threaten men's status and egos Cwomen show their 

muscles, making men feel self-abased"). Yet in terms of manipulative effect, the way in which 

Xiao mocks women soccer players, weight lifters, wrestlers and discus throwers as ugly and 

unfeminine not only demeans such athletes through ridicule, but perhaps also serves to warn 

women that if they choose to be athletic and literally "'strong," they risk making themselves 

unattractive in men's eyes. 

"Boys have tears they cannot let 

Several of the articles note that men are culturally conditioned to hold in their emotions. 

As Wang (1996) put it: "According to social roles, men must be staunch and self-possessed, they 

must live as perfect men." Writers pointed out that although men feel emotions, they are not 

socially permitted to express them. If they do, they will lose the respect of others. Interestingly, 

one of the groups responding to men's cry for emotional support has been a women's group. One 

of the Women's Associations in Tianjin organized a center for "Men's Consultations on Home 

Affeirs." As men coming to the center put it: "it's the 1990s, we need 'liberation.'" Besides 

Nan er you lei bu qing tang. 
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complaining of heavy social pressure, men were said to seek ^liberation^ of their feelings. Unable 

to express their emotions, men feel oppressed. As one writer put it (Pan Zhimin 1996); 

Man has tears, but they are not shed easily. Man sheds tears in his mind. If not, others 
will look down on him, especially women. Man is supposed to be bom with the ability to 
endure all suffering. However, &mily, career and feelings oppress them like "three big 
moimtains" so that they have no choice but to become sorrowful, and no place to confide 
their suffering or to shed their tears. 

The emotional repression highlighted here is one aspect of normative expectations that men not 

e?cpress their emotions, especially through crying. Another aspect of men's emotional 

inexpressiveness is never mentioned in these articles: the relationship between inexpressiveness, 

male "objectivity" and power. Men's lack of emotionality helps to justify their positions of 

authority, a &ct that not surprisingly is not mentioned in these articles. Most men are probably not 

aware of the relation between emotional control and power on a conscious level. Additionally, the 

meta-message of these articles is not to uncover the basis of men's power, but rather to show how 

men deserve sympathy, not criticism, hence the focus on pathology and men's '"weakness." 

According to one journalist, because of culturally conditioned emotional repression, men 

have more serious psychological problems compared to women. Wang (1996) compares men and 

women's psychological illnesses: 

As the records of many cases show, in seeking psychological help women outnumber men. 
Yet men outnumber women in terms of the number of people who are hospitalized with 
serious psychological problems. Other records show that there are more women than men 
who attempt suicide, but far more men than women who are successful in killing 
themselves. So we see that the psychological burden men have to bear is ia actuality much 
heavier than women's. And for a man it is never easy to cry. 

In addition to emotional repression, men &ce career pressures to ''rise head and shoulders above 

others," and bring honor to their ancestors (Wang 1996). This pressure to '"do something great" is 

in the context of great competition due to a large population of educated job-seekers. Wang notes. 
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unsurprisingly, that this kind of pressure puts many men in a ''n^ative mood/' Yet they have no 

way to express their anxiety, and '̂ when these pressures build up beyond his personal 

psychological capability, a man will exhibit psychological illnesses and psychoses.'' 

Another author suggests that men are at a disadvantage because, unlike women, they did 

not have positive role models for emotional expression when they were growing up. Cheng ('"Men 

Say Good-bye to Frailty and Loneliness,'' 1996) suggests that because boys seldom have physical 

contact with their Others they do not have models for how to become "real men." Girls, on the 

contrary, have physical contact with their mothers at home, Cheng writes. He also notes that most 

teachers in kindergarten and primary school are women, giving girls more "opportunities for 

understanding ... they can learn from the same sex." Because of these differences in early 

childhood, Cheng writes that girls can make friends easier than boys. Boys, meanwhile, are 

psychologically stunted. Lacking male role models, they have to "dramatize" the real men they 

would like to be in their imagination. But, Cheng points out, these imaginary role models do not 

help boys to understand "a real man's inner world." As a result of this lack of male role models in 

early childhood, and insufBcient contact (including physical contact) with their Others, men remain 

childlike in terms of their psychological development, according to Cheng: 

They have the real man's appearance, but a frail, childlike mind. The are called "big old 
boys"~ {da nanhai). They have to put on a mask in order to hide their frailty, otherwise 
they will lose their bearing. Men are forced to do this, which makes them lonely. Women 
seldom understand this aspect of men's fragility and loneliness. 

Indeed, women probably do not nor cannot fully understand the male imperative to appear strong, 

regardless of inner feelings. 

^ From the examples given to me from Chinese friends, it appears that this term is sometimes used to 
e.xpression affection. I.e., a wife might refer to her husband as her da nanhai (or da erzi. big son), similar 
to American English "you are 'big baby'" or the like in the same context. The term might also be 
used to complain about one's husband. 
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Cheng's conclusions are more progressive fha" many of his fellow male journalists who 

cilso write about men's issues. For Cheng, '̂ men's enemies exist in their hearts and the 

psychological barriers they build up." He suggests that men themselves need to experience 

psychological growth. He notes that 'this psychological growth will benefit not only men 

themselves^ but also women and children. Men's violent and greedy nature will change into peace 

and unselfishness. Is this not what women and children have longed for?" In spite of Cheng's 

admirably progressive perspective, his last words are a dig against feminism. He suggests that 

feminism has not helped make anyone happier. Besides that, he suggests that the feminist 

perspective is misguided; '"Feminists have always said that the world belongs to men. In feet, 

these words make men feel bad, because it is simply not true." Other authors^ also dismiss the 

women's movement as silly and unfeir. Pan Xukang, for example, notes that "according to the 

theory of women's emancipation which is presently in vogue, only after women have rid 

themselves of housework and take an active part in society will it be possible for them to win 

liberation" (1996, my emphasis). Pan characterizes feminism as a "trendy" movement which may 

soon fell out of feshion. 

Impotence and Sexual Anxieties 

Impotence is a distressing syndrome that effects many men. In the U.S., two of every five 

men have problems getting an erection at age forty (Walker 1998). By age seventy, ahnost seven 

in ten men have problems with impotence. Most of the time (sixty percent as estimated by 

physicians in the U.S.) the cause is physical, due to surgery, diabetes, or other physical problems; 

drugs, especially alcohol and tobacco, are behind many other cases (twenty-five percent); 

psychological causes (including depression and anxiety about performance) underlie a fiuther 

^ See Pan Xukang (1996) on women's protection and the court cases in the U.S. 
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fifteen percent of cases (ibid). Keeping in mind tbat impotence is a medical problem with serious 

reperciissions for well>being and relationships, wfaat I want to consider here is how this problem 

has been talked about in contemporary China. Impotence, as a metaphor and a reality, was 

certainly part of the social landscape of Yunnan during my stay. For example, herbal medicines 

for impotency are very popular according to pharmacists in Mangshi I interviewed. Interestingly, 

according to one journalist women are primarily to blame for impotence, because they are too 

fiigid, passive, or "insensitive.'' 

Pan Xukang (1996) writes that although women appear to have stronger feelings than men, 

'they are usually insensitive and passive in their sexual behavior, which is diametrically opposed 

to men's requirements^ (my emphasis). Pan's comment is very revealing, suggesting that 

women's sexuaUty exists primarily (or perhaps entirely) to serve men's needs. Pan finds women 

quite lacking in their sexual behavior, writing that "it is commonly known tbat women are 

insensitive as regards their sexuality. This has been proven by much social research." Women's 

sexual passivity, he writes, makes their husbands f^l depressed and embarrassed. Like many of 

the authors discussed. Pan calls upon ''scientific" evidence to build his case. 

Pan says that he participated in a discussion about sex with a physician/sexual behaviorist 

who talked about impotence and premature ejaculation. According to this expert, 'ihese problems 

were due to their wives' passive sexual behavior, a type of abuse [against men] which had never 

been treated." Pan seems to anticipate that some might take issue with this view of women's 

purported sexual passivity as "abusive" towards men. He writes that this word "abuse" {nue dai) 

when used to describe women's "insensitive and passive sexual behavior" might seem a bit 

excessive. But given the severity of the physiological problems and psychological pressures that 

men suffer as a result of women's fiigidity (my term). Pan writes that "the word 'abuse' seems 
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both vivid and appropriate.'" 

Jia Wei, outspoken female artist, had a different point of view on this matter. She said that 

when it comes to making love (zuoai) most Chinese men do not care about women's sexual 

satisfaction. "Eighty percent of Chinese women," Jia estimated, "are not happy" (in their sexual 

relationships with their spouses). Regardless of whom is really "abusing" who in their sexual 

relationships, we find a high degree of male anxiety about sexuality (as evidenced by the popularity 

of herbal tonics and aphrodisiacs) on the one hand, and misogynistic sexual defensiveness (as 

evidenced by Pan's comments above) on the other. Psychoanalytic explanations provide some 

compelling clues to unravel these contradictions. 

According to Stephen Frosh (1993) and Jessica Benjamin (1988) men in patriarchal 

societies experience sexuality as degrading and threatening.''* This is so because of an inherent 

tension between how men may use sex as a way to dominate women (which requires them to hide 

how they may be dependent or vulnerable), while at the same time seeking emotional connection 

with women through the sex act. Dependence in particular is problematic for men, who according 

to masculine ideology should be independent. Yet, as Frosh notes, the master needs the slave to 

confirm that he is the master (1993:47, cited in Edley and Wetherell 1995:62). These tensions and 

confusions make sex a potentially threatening way for men to relate to women, and may account 

for some of the anxieties about performance as well as Pan's defensiveness. 

Catch-22: After Women's Liberation There's Still Housework to Do 

Generally, the journalists whose work I analyze here have a conservative viewpoint on the 

question of changing gender roles. Yet nationalist imperatives to support gender equality lead to 

jabber-wocky-like statements such as this one: "Although women should be liberated, and women 

Cited in Edley and Wetherell. 1995. pp. 62-63. 
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are equal to men, if we liberate women at the expense of men that is obviously un&ir'* (Pan 

Xukang 1996). Statements like this make plain the contradiction between nationalistic lip-service 

towards gender equality and conservative men's refusal to accept what the reality of gender 

equality would actually entail. 

Authors like Pan distort the issue as a way to make gender equality seem to be a no-win 

situation: if women "win" men automatically "lose." Pan and others seem to suggest that if 

women are "liberated" fixim primary responsibility for housework and childcare then men will have 

to assume the primary responsibility for these tasks — sharing the tasks more or less equally does 

not seem to be an option. Pan also poses the question "when men are shouldering the two 

responsibilities like women, what do people think about this?", a leading question meant to suggest 

to the reader that if men are in some way "like women" something is out of order. Such a question 

begs the reader to recall traditional divisions of labor as "natural," and to view any deviation from 

that natural order as an unsettling practice which should be discontinued. 

At least one of the authors does offer a path through the ideological maze. The author who 

perhaps argues most forcefully that "men have it hardest" also has quite a progressive suggestion 

for how to remedy the gender wars. Not coincidentally, this author is female. Qiu Shanshan 

(1996) writes "that it is men themselves who cause these hardships. They will not come down 

from their central position, or that is, they will not allow women to stand with them in the center 

position. Capable or incapable, men all want to protect women, not to fly together side by side."^ 

Qiu thinks men need to reject the view that they must be successful and "protect" women, while 

women also need to "straighten (their) backs and give it a try." She notes that when a "husband's 

Yet in deference to the hegemonic discourse that blames women, not men, for gender conflict, Qiu 
hedges her statement here by saying she will speak "impolitely." 
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work conditions are not as good as bis wife's, be must support tbis wife broadly so she can work 

on her career. Give women a cbance!'' Men should trust that women are in fact capable, Qiu 

writes, as the "'latest scientific research'̂  shows that women are as intelligent as men. (The feet 

that Qiu must cite "science" for proof of women's intelligence shows that she expects her audience 

will need some convincing on this point.) 

As men must trust women, women must trust themselves. Qiu chides women for 

"demanding perfection of men." Men, she writes, "deserve the right to be incapable, the right to be 

not as good as their wives, the right to be weak and crying." Gender roles must be dismantled, she 

seems to imply, noting that "only through liberating men can we really liberate womrai." This task 

of''liberating men" rests primarily on men themselves, according to Qiu. 

Summary 

Discourse on "strong women" and "weak men" draws upon naturalized sex role 

differences to reassert normative limits on women's behavior, particularly restricting how 

ambitious women might be in their careers. Naturalized assumptions about sex differences, 

ranging from women's perceived low tolerance for toxic metals to men's perceived more logical 

mind, are also invoked to justify men's privileged position in the job market. Discourse on "strong 

women" and "weak men" reveals how dominant ideologies must be continually reproduced 

(Gramsci 1971). Yet clearly dominant ideologies are not renewed evenly or completely, especially 

considering what is enacted in practice. As mentioned earlier, most urban men prefer for their 

wives to work outside the home, even if there was no financial need.^ 

^ In contrast to the ideological posturing found in most of the magazine articles reviewed in this chapter, 
one article concerns a man's transformation from chauvinist to supportive of his wife's career (Ytng 
1995). Looking past the somewhat condescending tone here, we ^d a more accurate reflection of 
"reality" in urban Yuiman. where there is general acceptance of women woridng; "An ordinary 
administrative cadre was good at business. He resigned and became an entrepreneur. In no more than 
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Fiuthermore, not all middle-class women are affected by these noimative limits in the same 

way. Some middle-class women are still ambitious, pressures to be modest in their career goals 

notwithstanding. Key to this feat of subverting norms is maintaining a suitably "gentle"' and 

feminine outward appearance. While women like Huang Wenjuan and her friend Li Fengmei 

outwardly conform to the embodied enactment of''gentleness'̂  and other norms of femininity, 

practically they subvert the norms by focusing on their careers (Huang) or voicing trenchant 

criticism of the hypocrisies inherent in contemporary gender relations (Li). What face-threatening 

risks do such women take? This raises an interesting question for future research; How does 

concern about face relate to the effectiveness of anti-models like the m qiang renl 

Men's fears surrounding social change and particularly changing gender roles, as 

articulated in popular magazine articles, seem to reflect several different preoccupations. 

Generally, the tone and content of the magazine articles analyzed suggest that talk about "weak 

men" is really about male resistance to change. Secondly, a high rate of urban unemployment, 

combined with the increasingly free economy (i.e., workers are "free" to be hired and fired at will) 

create an atmosphere of insecurity and anxiety about the future. This concern with finding and 

keeping a well-paid and secure job weighs heavily on many urbanites who are not established in the 

work unit system; this may especially affect men who feel pressure to be the primary breadwinner 

and to do "great things" in their career as a way to bring honor to their ancestors. In this climate 

of economic uncertainty women are the main group held up as a scapegoat for men's fears. 

three years time he became a millionare. His wife was a primary school teacher and worked very hard. 
He tried to persuade her to quit her job and stay home. But she adamantly refused, which jeopardized 
their relationship. Later, his wife became an outstanding teacher due to her hard work. When his wife 
appeared on the stage wearing a red flower, smiling heartily before all the applause, he suddenly 
understood: His wife was female, but like all people, she wanted to have her own career too. From then 
on. he often asked his wife about her woric and did his best to help her overcome difBculties on the job. 
So his heart was linked to hers, and their relationship got better and better." 
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As with similar historically emergent and economically fueled scap^oating phenomena, it 

is not the case that the targeted group is really "taking over" all the jobs. In the U.S., Latino 

immigrants have become scapegoats for the economic insecurities of Califomians. While 

unemployment and inflation have been real problems in California in the last fifteen years, these 

problems appear to have no connection to Latino immigrants. As in the case of immigrant-bashing 

in the U.S., in Chinese discourse "'reality'' is bent to suit the ideological imperative that drives men 

to blame women for economic insecurity; thus outrageous statements such as Jiang's ('"Men, Take 

Good Care of Yourself," 1996): "No one knows when females began to occupy the good jobs, 

such as doctor, teacher, computer technician, financial bookkeeper, white collar employee of 

restaurants and enterprises and so on... Surely there are few unemployed fbnales. Once they lose a 

job, they can find another one — it is flexible. On the whole, men's situation is worse than 

women's."^ 

On an individual level, it appears that some men experience on-going progressive shifts in 

gender relations as an interpersonal challenge to their egos. Psychoanalytic research suggests that 

for many men ego-anxiety may be partially related to men's defensiveness about their masculinity 

(Edley and Wetherell 1995:46). To the extent that masculinity is whatever femininity is not. men 

engage in a constant struggle against effeminate behavior. Edley and Wetherell note that 

masculinity "becomes an accomplishment, which men strive to act out..." (ibid). Yet the same 

might be said of femininity. Why then are women typically less defensive about their status as 

women? 

Theorists who draw upon psychoanalysis point to the trauma of boyhood, when boys must 

dis-identify with the person with whom they had previously identified with the most — their mother 

In fact, as shown in the introduction, women are blatantly discriminated against on the job market. 
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— and re-identify with their &ther. This experience of dislocation is thought to be partly 

responsible for some of the insecurities and defoisiveness often associated with masculinity 

(Chodorow 1978; Cooper 1986; Hudson and Jacot 1991). Dislocation is also thought to account 

for why the masculine role is more '̂ complex'* and problematic than the feminine. Those assertions 

seems dubious in the context of urban Yunnan, based on the fact that women were often aware of 

the many expectations placed on them while men appeared relatively unaware of the any gendered 

expectations they might be subject to. This difference in awareness suggests to me that in urban 

Yunnan it is women whose gender roles are more complex and problematic. Furthermore, the 

psychoanalytic perspective simplifies and thus distorts the issues in this case while ignoring the 

feet that men enjoy certain privileges as "masculine" beings, while women and femininity are 

devalued. 

It seems likely that power differences are more directly related to men's defensiveness than 

are the universal experience of bonding with the mother then identifying with the father. Put 

another way, it is the power differences between women and men, and the devaluation of women 

and femininity in particular, that makes boyhood identity formation so problematic. Rather than 

fear of an engulfing mother, a stronger motivation for men to "prove" their masculinity may be 

their correct association between femininity and powerlessness (Segal 1990, cited in Edley and 

Wetherell 1995:68). Men might also feel required to strengthen their identification and their 

enactment of themselves as masculine in order to justify the privileges accorded to men in 

patriarchal societies. 
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6 

MARRIAGE AND SEXUALITY: MAKING SENSE OF THE 
CHANGES 

The previous chapter considered ideological power struggles between women and men, 

especially in the context of women's higher profile on the job maricet and high unemployment in 

urban areas as state firms lay off workers. I focused on discursive forms of ideolo^, particularly 

a war of words over who earned the symbolic mantle of "victim," and who deserved to wear the 

ignominious robes of the "oppressor." This chapter is also concerned with gendered power 

struggles, but within the intimate context of marriage and relationships between women and men. 

It is men and women's near universal physical proximity to other, Gutmaim notes, that make 

gender a unique category of inequality (1996:257). Gender, class and ethnicity all involve 

hierarchies of privilege and organized consent, but class and ethnicity are often characterized by 

physical segregation on some levels (ibid.) In this chapter, my focus is on the conflicts that arise 

in these "face-to-fece" encounters, encounters which give gendered distinctions a particularly deep 

kind of relationality. 

Throughout this dissertation, I show how urbanites in Yunnan, and elsewhere in China, are 

struggling to make sense of the changing social landscape, debating over what constitutes "moral" 

and "immoral" behavior, and disagreeing over the best way to be male or female. In the post-Mao 

era, there is great confusion over appropriate social roles. In this atmosphere of confusion, voices 

contradict each other as often as they reach a consensus. The power of discourse here, as Foucault 

has shown in other contexts, is productive rather than repressive (Foucault 1984, 1990, 1991). Yet 

aside fi'om the confusion of contradictory voices, magazine articles also offer guidelines and advice 
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for tnale-female reladonships. Journalists combine 'iiue story" vignettes with the authority of 

social scientists to ofier models for appropriate and inappropriate behavior. 

Underlying the practical advice, one also hears bits and pieces of an on-going national 

dialogue, a steampot of moral-consensus-in-the-making. In the Maoist era there was a clear 

consensus on matters such as marriage, albeit a '"consensus" enforced by the Party. Journalists 

and intellectuals are arguably the new shapers of morality and social consciousness.' Although the 

concerns of the Party are still heard miirmuring from the wings, the Communists' monologue has 

been overtaken by a spirited chorus of individuals. The individual journalists and academics who 

write about family and social liie often disagree with each other, and indeed, frequently seem to 

hold contradictory viewpoints themselves. Such heterogeneity within heterogeneity reflects how 

ideologically-laden are questions regarding intimate relationships. We can stmnise this is so when 

reflecting on how ideologies are always based on conflicts in meaning, conflicts which arise 

because of the different aims and hence different claims to truth of actors variously positioned in 

the social field (Eagleton 1991:9-11). 

A major theme that emerges from my media sources (published from 1993-1998) on 

marriage and sexuality is the great interest in the quality of social relationships. Furthermore, the 

typical perspective that is that social intervention is needed to improve the quality of relationships. 

Journalists and academics promote the need for psychological counseling and other forms of 

management, such as "marital family science." Psychology and social science appear to be 

emerging as new arbiters of social morality, moving into the role once occupied by state-sponsored 

^ Xu Xiaoqun appears to agree with me on this point, writing that especially as the state appears to take 
little or no interest in "private" affairs like marriage and sexuali^, journalists are now "responding to and 
helping to shape a <fyn^c. urban, commercialized society" (1996:383). 
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discourse." 

Yet these new moral perspectives drfier quite a lot from the morality associated with the 

Maoist era. For instance, it seems to me that writers in the popular press, as well as academics to 

a lesser extent, are generally attempting to respond to a perhaps unsettling lack of consensus 

regarding moral issues and standards of behavior, rather than imposing a top-down political 

viewpoint or policy. That is not to say that writers are not more (academics) or less (popular 

journalists) informed by Party policy and doctrine. Yet while the continued influence of the Party 

cannot be denied, I am less interested in how this literature might represent any Party interests and 

more interested in how I think it represents the hopes and fears of the middle-class urbanites who 

read such articles and find them interesting. Advice from journalists and "advisory panels" 

promises to resolve these conflicts if only the public would practice the techniques of self-control 

and psychological management prescribed. 

Magazines Mating [Family] are read avidly by educated city-dwellers, who find within 

the glossy covers rough newsprint paper filled with articles about women and work, child rearing, 

divorce, love, psychology, men's feelings, and global (usually Westem) perspectives on femily 

issues. The magazines are relatively cheap (about fifty cents a copy), easily available, and, one 

assimies, intellectually satisfying. In an era when urban Chinese appear to be both spiritually and 

mentally himgry for models of morality and social consciousness, journalists offer value judgments 

and guidance. Sometimes the journalists' perspectives, i.e., their advocacy of psychological 

counseling, may seem to reflect particularly middle-class preoccupations. Quite often the 

journalists also seem to reify certain themes, so that neo-traditional norms for women, for example, 

~ Perhaps also the new arbiters of social control. Huang Wenjuan, the ambitious young manager, had to 
take a psychological test (xin/i ceshi) before she was hired. 
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appear to be much more hegemonic than they are in reality. 

Tempering the sometimes narrow and exaggerated versions of "reality" found in these 

magazine articles are my field experiences in Yunnan. For instance, some journalists write about 

how '̂ modem anxieties'' create greater "spiritual needs" that urbanites now look for their spouse to 

fill. This is an intriguing perspective that nonetheless seems rather overblown in comparison to 

what high school boys in Mangshi told me they were looking for in their fiiture wives. For young 

men in Mangshi, the fiiture looked remarkably like the past. High school boys in Mangshi seemed 

to agree that they want a wife who is soft yet capable {yvenrou he nenggan). Many also mentioned 

the expectation that their future spouse should be a ''virtuous wife and good mother' (xiangqi 

liangmu). Xiangqi liangmu is a stereotypically traditional ideal. The boys' unselfconscious use of 

this phrase indicated to me that in some regards Confucian norms for domestic gender roles enjoy a 

remarkable degree of continuity, at least in the more conservative social field of Mangshi.^ 

Power relations are deeply interwoven into marital relations, and the patriarchal firaming of 

marriages in China is apparent in many ways. Explicitly or implicitly, a common question in 

magazine articles about marriage and divorce concerns who is generally more dominant among 

married couples, women or men? Some authors argue that women are taking over the family, in 

what they call 'the new matriarchy" (Pan 1996). The ideological nature of this perspective is 

revealed when considering the many examples of male dominance in married life. Perhaps the 

most dramatic example is wife-beating. This once tabooed topic is now coming out into the open. 

^ As an example of how conventional attitudes were among this group of middle-class high school 
students, I re^ how the boys described their future hopes: Reminscent of the pre-reform "Iron Rice 
Bowl" model, they said it was most important to have a secure job {wending de gongzuo). Although these 
boys attended the "elite" high school of the area, thQ^ did not generally have high ambitions for finacially 
promising but risky entrepreneurial futures. They generally envisioned their fiiture as continuing to live 
in Mangshi, woiidng for a state work unit, such as the bo^er patrol (a branch of the army) or in the local 
courts as a lawyer. As one boy put it, be most hoped in the future to have a meiman de jiating, a family 
full of beauty. 
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Yet as with other gendered topics, political crosswinds intersect with intellectual currents to 

produce a storm of different opinions; is wife battering women's fkilt, men's fault, or society's 

fault? 

First, it is helpful to have a sense of how common wife battering appears to be in China. 

Statistics vary, but the general picture that emerges is that wife battering is sadly rather common. 

According to the well-known White Paper on Chinese Women's Status, published in 1994, one-

quarter of all divorces annually are due to wife battering.'' Meanwhile, there is no specific national 

law against wife battering (Zheng 1997). OfScials in Hunan issued the first regulations against 

wife battering in 1996, "encouraging poUce to intervene and make arrests" in these cases (ibid). 

Generally, the police are said to be indifferent to wife battering, following the adage that "not even 

good judges can settle family troubles" (ibid). For many women, economic worries may lead them 

to stay in an abusive relationship. According to a survey by the Shanghai Academy of Social 

Sciences, over forty percent of married women said they had considered divorce, but were too 

afiaid of the resulting financial loss.^ 

According to one journalist,'̂  wife battering has multiple causes. Husbands who beat their 

wives were from &nihes of violence; the traditional patriarchal society that leads men to utilize 

violence to safeguard and consolidate their femily status so as to show their might in the fbnily; 

and, finally, external factors such as poor living and working conditions that cause stress within the 

family. Yet this writer seems to give the most weight to the wife-beaters own individual 

* Other troubling reports include Pi Xiaoming's 1991 paper, in which this lawyer noted that 70 percent of 
the women coming to her for legal assistance (usually to obtain a divorce) were ptqrsically and/or verbally 
abused by their husbands (Wang 1998:15). A 1992 article in The Family Doctor reports the findings of 
one researcher, who foimd that among 600 couples about to dissolve their marriages, 36 percent of the 
women complained that they were often beaten by their husbands. Finally, in a 1996 Beijing survey in 
Beijing, about fifteen percent of the men admitted they had strack their wives. 
® China News Daily. 11/2/97. 
® The anonymous author of the 1992 article in The Family Doctor [Jiating Yisheng). 
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psychology; 

Wife beaters are so narrow-minded, inseciire, moo(fy, disappointed and fearfiil that they 
are total failures. In public, they manage to conceal low self-value. When they return 
home, which serves as a shelter, they do not want to control themselves any longer. Here 
at home, they find a place to prove their capability and violence and becomes the best 
means for doing this. 

From this perspective, for some men insecurity about their status and low-self-esteem leads them to 

beat their wives. Therefore, for this journalist, the best approach is to study the psychology of a 

wife-beater. The goal is to help abusers overcome their low self-worth, which '"is obviously due to 

a lack of success in the workplace." The author oflFers a telling "confession" of a man who "like to 

use his fists"; 

I have low social status and have to tolerate the role of being humble. However, at home 
I'm the master and I will never let my wife go against my will. I beat her in order to make 
her obedient. This is quite reasonable. 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how high unemployment and the pressiire placed upon males to 

succeed in the workplace provoke some men who feel threatened to ridicule the worth or morality 

of independent women. In the case of the wife beater quoted above, we see how a marginalized 

man might literally put women down. 

For others, women's passivity is the culprit behind wife battering. For many journalists 

and commentators, the message they seem to send women in unhappy or even dangerous 

relationships is "it's your own feult — you should be more independent." One young academic^ 

blames wife battering on "feudal" thinking. But according to this young scholar, "the most 

distressing thing is that many women accept such feudalistic ideas." In her view, when they are 

abused by their husbands, such women "do not dare to speak out; instead, they meekly submit to 

' Cited in Wang 1998. 
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their sufTering. This in turn has only encouraged the men to behave wantonly." This commentator 

disregards the stigmas which might inhibit a woman firom publicizing her abuse. 

Another woman echoes this perspective, although for Wang (1998) economic status is also 

a key issue; "women's own low economic status and dependence on men is another reason for wiie 

battering." In other words, because they cannot support themselves, some women stay with an 

abusive husband. But Wang goes on: "Some women regard their husbands as their whole life and 

cannot deal with the idea of a shift of affection &om them. They attempt to get their husbands' 

heart back by being obedient at any cost. These women's weakness and dependence on men 

economically makes some men act even worse" (Wang 1998:16). Not surprisingly, given Wang's 

focus on women's ''weakness" as a major &ctor behind wife battering, she recommends that we 

foster "women's independent and self-reliant character" as the way to eliminate wife battering from 

"the inside out" (ibid). While state-supported calls for women's consciousness raising seem like a 

practical and progressive policy, still problematic is the &ct that nothing is said about men's 

attitudes. The message from this state-supported journalist seems to be "women, help yourself.''' 

Not coincidentally, this emphasis on the self parallels a politically pragmatic kind of individualist 

ideology associated with the economic reforms. Yet, as I discuss below, an emphasis on the 

individual also leads down other, potentially disruptive roads. 

Modernity: Inevitable, Desired, Destabilizing 

For some commentators more liberal attitudes towards marriage and sexuality represent a 

kind of "progress." As Xu (1996:394) remarks journalists "are eager and even defensive in their 

desire to clarify the &ct that they are not defenders of traditional moral standards." Yet a ciuious 

paradox emerges here. Certain voices express the view that "freedom" is the marie of a "civilized 
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society." In this regard, I firequently heard my cuhurai teachers remaric wistfiilly on the freedoms 

Americans and other Westerners enjoyed. Yet sometimes the very same voices later argue that 

self-discipUne is truly the mark of a civilized society. A young man in Mangshi captured this 

ambivalence when he noted that "in the West there is too much freedom, in the East too much 

control." Perhaps the height of civilization is a society where everyone is completely free to do 

whatever they wish, but due to their self-discipline they remain monogamous, chaste, and so on. It 

seems clear that this paradox arises because of the tension inherent between freedom and self-

discipline, a tension that exemplifies contradictory impulses in urban Yunnan to realize greater 

individual expression and other forms of '̂freedom," while maintaining a neo-Confiician emphasis 

on self-control/social control. 

I term another perspective "the magic hand of modernization." According to writers like 

Zhou (1997), any shortcomings associated with modernization will be "^solved by the process 

itself" Zhou argues that there should not be laws to punish extramarital aSairs or restrict the 

freedom to divorce. She specifically notes that Chinese should not "do as we did in the past... even 

if it works temporarily." Here "the past" (the Maoist era) is linked to social control and contrasted 

with the present, which is optimistically viewed as an era of (relative) freedom, and, hence, 

"civilization." Zhou explicitly states that she considers sexual fi:eedom a symbol of a "civilized 

society." Yet self-discipline when it comes to sexual love is also a symbol of civilization for Zhou; 

'̂ In fact, fi-eedom itself contains the meaning of self-discipUne." Zhou's perspective highlights the 

crucial issue of how to maintain social order in the absence of state control. 

For many journalists and some middle-class members of the younger generation, there is a 

kind of yeamii]g to be progressive, seen, for example, in attitudes towards homosexuality. My 

fiiends generally had a tolerant, if rather sensationalistically-interested, attitude towards 
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homosexuality, or tonglian ai (literally, '̂ same tender love"). In the journalistic literature, * Xu 

notes that although lesbianism is often ridiculed, ^e very &ct that it is broached at all... 

constitutes a recognition that human sexuality exists across a broad spectrum" (1996:406). 

The point I wish to raise here is that many journalists, as well as urbanites in Yunnan, 

claim moral neutrality as regards changing sexual norms as evidence of their "progressiveness." 

To wit in his article on 'Tolerable and Intolerable Practices for Modem Chinese," Nan cites 

increasingly ambivalent attitudes towards homosexuality as evidence for people's growing sense of 

morality and civilization (1995). According to a survey by the magazine Family, however, 

homosexuality ranks among the top ten practices that Chinese find "intolerable" (Nan 1995). The 

complete list of the top intolerable practices included (I) drug taking, (2) visiting prostitutes, (3) 

prostitutes, (4) corruption and taking bribes, (5) hit-and-runners, (6) irreverence to one's parents or 

the old, (7) evading taxes and harboring stolen goods, (8) seeing someone in mortal danger without 

lifting a finger to help, (9) homosexuality, (10) promiscuity. Yet there are a couple of ways to read 

"homosexuality's" top 10 ranking in this survey. Perhaps it shows great intolerance. But in the 

conte?ct of where it is placed on this list, perhaps not great intolerance. To wit, evading ta.xes, not 

helping someone mortal danger' and "promiscuity" could all be said to be &irly common practices, 

and practices which not everyone would agree are so morally wrong. 

The West frequently appears as a model of what liberalization and its after-effects look 

like. There is the belief that the West has paved the way, and provides an example of what China 

^ Journalistic literature [jishi wenxue] is a highly popular genre found in popular magazines, newspapers 
and sometimes collected in book form. Writing in this geiue is implied to te both true and entertaining. 
^ According to n^r observations in China and Taiwan, similar to U.S. norms, rarely does someone help an 
unknown person in danger in a public place. In addition to the usual selfish motives, in the Chinese 
conte.xt there is also the distinction between inside people (family and friends) and outside people (all 
others). It is not necessary to acknowledge or help outside people. 
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will fece. From this perspective, "modemizatioii" is viewed as imilinKil — the higher divorce rate 

and the problems that follow, for example, as seen as "inevitable" and predictable, as they follow a 

pattern already visible in the West. "Western social scientists" are often cited as the authorities on 

"modernization" and family life. Chinese journalists generally seem to assume that Western 

perspectives are appropriate and accurate to apply to China. In this instance the global articulates 

with the local such that the West represents the "civilized," and to the extent that China is like the 

West, it is also civilized. 

Yet the West is also viewed as distinct from China by virtue of Christianity. Christianity 

is thought to give Western societies a moral code lacking in China. For example, Chen (1993) 

notes that. 

Ethics and values in the West are deficient, but there is a unifying cultural field — 
Christianity. To some d^ree Chhsdanity controls and influences people's ideas and 
behavior. Some people support the value of marriage and the family, and advocate healthy 
and civilized sexual relations. This is why Western politicians destroy their future when 
they are foimd guilty of abnormal behavior.'" 

In contrast, Chen views the Chinese as morally adrift with no ready-made moral system such as 

Christianity to anchor social norms and values. She also implies that there is no "external power" 

to help with rapid increase in divorce and other social problems. Chen evokes a feeling of 

hopelessness related to the lack of government support, if not governmental mismanagement; 

In our society, there isn't a Christian-based culture or some other system of supervision. 
The tradition is "No punishment for ofiBcials, no courtesy for the common people."'' Now 
many problems begin with the government. 

Chen's observation about "^Westem politicians" gains an ironic flavor in the Fall of 1998. as Bill 
Clinton fights for the right to remain President alter a sex scandal. Interestingly, the reaction of the 
American public to "Monicagate." in which the majority feel that lying about sex (and the improper 
se.xual relations themselves) are not ''impeachable offenses," contradicts Chen's view of Westerners as 
^)articularly moral and concerned with sexual propriety. 

Xing bu shang da fu, li bu xia shu ren. 
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The West also symbolizes the dual nature of freedom, as freedom implies both certain pleasures 

and certain perils. Zhou (1997) notes that: "After the West's sexual revolution. Western people 

began to come back to their &milies...tbis example gives us hope that we be confident thgt 

someday the ancient values of marriage and love will return, based on modem civilization.'' Zhou 

seems to have cyclical view of history, in which great changes are followed by the return of 

"ancient values." I find this a fescinating remark, as it expresses at once a longing for the fiiture 

and for the past'" 

Finally, for some the West represents a source of misguided social change. Concerns 

about morality and excessive changes in sex life are displaced onto the West, seen by some as the 

source of "moral decay" (Xu 1996:404). Western feminism and the West's sexual revolution are 

blamed for behavior deemed too unconventional (ibid). 

From Integration to (Liberating?) Disintegration: An Activist-Academic Perspective 

The commentary of an activist researcher provides an excellent example of the dilenuna 

urban Chinese face when deciding whether the collapse of traditional ties represents progress and 

freedom, or less stability. Chen Yiyun, associated with the Tianjin Academy of Social Sciences 

appears to be more of an activist than an academic, fi^uently referring to her work as a counselor 

and feminist organizer (1993 ). She exhibits an interesting the mix of progressive, traditional, 

and patronizing voices. Yet as dysfunctional as the forces of "modernization" may sometimes be, 

Chen seems to accept them as natural and inevitable. 

Many of Chen's characterizations of the post-Mao family appear to find fault and judge 

See Aim Anagnost (1992). Rubie Watson (1994). Rey Chow (1991) for discussions of idealized views of 
Confucian society and Chinese people in the past 

This particular article is actu^y the transcript firom a long talk that Chen gave to her colleagues at 
Tianjin University. 
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the changes negatively. For example, she notes that as the vast majority of urbanites now have one 

child only, this weakens the marital tie. Economic growth in the 1980s also weakened marital ties. 

as couples were less dependent on each other. However, the efifects of new wealth were greatest as 

regards men's behavior 

With extra money in their pockets, men can afford to have lovers, or a mistress. Many 
women scolded men for their inflated ego as a result of possessing some ill-gained 
money"*.... The old saying "poor bachelor, nobody to stitch their tattered clothes" no 
longer holds true because now they can easily buy a brand new one. 

Other changes in the modem period include the weakening of political ties ("divorce is no longer 

politically controversial,"' Chen notes), and the flood of information coming into China from 

abroad. 

Yet, intriguingly, Chen also views the collapse of traditional ties as social progress, noting 

that "Westerners are surprised at how quickly we advanced." For Chen the abandonment of 

traditional norms is inevitable, unilineal and represents progress. In this regard, the voices of Chen 

and other progressive-minded members of the educated elite echo the sexual reformers of the early 

twentieth century. In the early 1900s science (psychology in the 1990s) gave authority to the 

voices of those who wished to spread knowledge about sexuality as part of China's "progress" 

(Dikotter 1995:7). 

Another general change is the much less intrusive arm of the state into personal lives. 

Before the reforms, writes Chen, "people did not have private secrets, but now in the mysterious 

living conditions where you don't know who your neighbor is, privacy is guarded." People did not 

have as many "private secrets" because of greater community surveillance before the reforms 

(especially during the Cultural Revolution). Such surveillance, Chen implies, ensures grejiter 

Chou qian, "stinky money," money earned through corrupt means. 
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social control and hence family stability. It is important to recognize that state surveillance has not 

ended. One firiend in Mangshi noted that part of the CCP's contemporary "Spiritual Civilization 

Campaign" concerns an efibrt to record who lives where and what their woik is. My friend 

thought that this recent effort was particularly aimed at criminals, newly enriched under the 

reforms, who might spend their money on drugs or prostitutes. To the degree that the reforms have 

generally meant greater privacy and less surveillance, Chen seems ambivalent about whether this is 

a positive social change or a negative one. Without such control, she writes, behavior that 

transgresses the norms (she mentions divorce and extramarital af&irs) will increase. 

"Psychology" is an important part of these transformations for Chen. In her view 

marriages were once based primarily on reproduction and economic co-operation, and by 

impUcation psychological needs were few. Now, in contrast, marriages are ideally based on 

"cultural and psychological unity." Chen coins the phrase ''cultural and psychological unity" to 

refer to the new emphasis within marriages on feelings, personalities, interests, leisure pursuits, and 

sexuality. When marriages began to &ll apart in this modem era, it is due to disagreements over 

these "internal fectors" [i.e., individual and psychological issues]. Psychology has particularly 

become an issue, Chen writes, as people now have more leisure time with which to pursue personal 

interests. People who may have been able to tolerate each other before may find that under the new 

conditions they are less easily satisfied: "A professor can eat his meals and raise a child with his 

peasant wife, but he can't live his leisiue life with her. They have difierent sorts of spiritual 

lives,interests, hobbies and degrees of education... the increased leisure time exposes these 

differences..." 

Chen seems to find this shift in focus to psychological aspects of marriage favorable, as it 

An example of a typically cliche use of the phrase jingshen shenghuo. 
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represents social progress, and "the improvement of the people's quality." She notes that in 

regards to these social changes "underdeveloped countries are trying hard to emulate developed 

countries' levels of material and spiritual civilization," a statement which reveals how this notion 

of "improving the people's quality" is closely linked to a vision of "progress" that entails ennilating 

the industrial cultures of Asia (especially Japan) and the West (Anagnost 1997:79). For Chen it 

seems self-evident that the new interest in personalities, feelings and so on are correlated 

"progress" and "things Western." In contrast, the previous foci of marriage, reproduction and 

economic co-operation, are merely "instinctive" behaviors that happen to conform to certain social 

traditions. Contrary to such "instinctive" behavior, she notes that building up psychological, 

cultural and affectionate rapport requires ability. Significantly, Chen believes that in order to face 

these social transformations regarding marriage, men and women need training in order to change 

themselves and adapt. She says that the people are not psychologically prepared for the rate of 

social change currently occurring in China, including the dramatic increase in divorce. Chen's 

comments about the general public reveal a condescending quality: "Although there is much talk 

now about Move,' people do not know what it is, and they are not qualified to create a happy 

marriage." Chen's solution? "Marital femily science." 

Chen's position represents the trend among the educated elite to psychologize social issues 

while assuming that 'ihe masses" need to be taught how to appreciate the psychological 

perspectives trained academics offer. Although her views might be seen as somewhat self-serving 

(in terms of creating a role for academics and justifying their usefiilness during China's rapid 

social transformations) it seems that there is probably also more to it. Given Chen's work 

managing call-in "hot lines," sta£5ng a counseling ofiBce and the sincerity with which she talks 

about the issues, it seems likely that beyond any self-congratulatory motives activist-academics like 
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herself believe that they are really responding to a need. Intensified competition for work, higher 

expectations of workers, rapid social change and the generally faster pace of liie in the reform era 

are thought to be some of the Actors that cause an increasing number of people to suffer from 

psychological anxiety (Qian 1997).'® 

Articles in the popular press offer explanations of what psychological counselors can and 

cannot do,'' i.e., they can "'give you some helpfiil advice at the right time," but they cannot 

"penetrate into the inner-world of others...(or) remove your suffering.''' Interestingly, the author of 

this "educational" piece which appeared in the China Health Monthly felt it was necessary to 

emphasize that psychological consultation and treatment is not about dogma or imposing a certain 

set of values. We are told that psychologists <ue not "supervisors with wise ideas." Instead, they 

use their professional knowledge to help others "without intervening with one's choice, which is the 

right of the clients themselves. The portrayal of psychology as a field which "respects one's basic 

rights" reflects a pro-individualist stance — a stance that no doubt gives psychology a modem 

veneer that progressive-minded urbanites might find attractive. Stivens (1998a) notes that a 

similar shift in subjectivity appears in other contemporary middle-class Asian societies. In 

Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia and China scholars have found, Stivens notes (ibid): 

widespread cultivation of 'modem' ideas about intimacy, the individual and the 
interpersonal.... Books magazines and newspapers... impart reams of advice about 
psychological well-being and interpersonal relations. These developments herald the 
groAvth of thoroughly modem subjectivities and a seemingly globalized elaboration of the 
domestic and the personal, which is welcomed by some, disparaged by others.... 

Stiven's description here suggests some problematic assiunptions (is there a universal standard for 

16 In the cities, young people are thought to have the highest incidence of psychological problems. Only 
children, under great pressure &om their parents to succeed academically, seem to be developing nervous 
disorders in increasing number (2l3iao Xudong. 2/12/97, personal communication). 

Anonymous, 1996. Zhongguo Jiankang Yuekan [China Health Monthly], No. 112. p. 20. translated by 
Wang Jing. 
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a •'thoroughly modem subjectivrty"?), but is otherwise very pertinent for urban, middle-class 

Chinese society, as I hope this chapter makes clear. 

Yet one wonders to what extent do counseling offices have an impact on anyone beyond 

some portion of the educated, middle-class urban dwellers who might seek out their services. 

(Although professor of psychology Zhang Jilian proclain:is "let's make psychology a common topic 

for ordinary people.'"®) The kind of issues Chen and her colleagues raise often seem rather 

abstract. With high unemployment and a competitive economic environment, it would appear that 

most people do not have the luxury of worrying about how to attain such high ideals in their 

relationships. Yet the intense interest in psychology and its promotion by the educated middle-

class is indeed an intriguii^ phenomenon. 

The middle-class orientation of Chen's perspective here recalls Featherstone's comments 

on "controlled de-control" (1991:59). Here he is writing about the relaxation of emotional controls 

in Western societies since the 1960s, yet his insights seem apt for the tensions between freedom and 

control that preoccupy intellectuals like Chen. Featherstone describes 

... a shift towards a 'controlled de-control of the emotions' in which (and I would add 
especially for the new middle class) forms of behaviour and models of exploration of the 
emotions which were formerly forbidden and accompanied by strong interpersonal and 
psychic sanctions now become permissible and even mandatory. ... it should be possible to 
discover in more detail the increasing capacity of the new middle class to display a 
calculating hedonism, to engage in more varied (and often dangerous) aesthetic and 
emotional explorations which themselves do not amount to a rejection of controls, but a 
more carefully circimiscribed and interpersonally responsible 'controlled de-control' of the 
emotions... 

Thus, the new shapers of (middle-class) morality and lifestyle offer specific advice for how to 

explore the new symbols of modernity yet remain in control. Featherstone's comments on the 

^®Qian 1997. 
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"mandatory" nature of these emotions underscores how these "inevitable" cultural shifts are 

actually forms of social convention re-inventing Aemselves as part of bourgeois class 

consciousness. This is a theme we will pick up again in light of "new" expectations for greater 

a£fection and expression of love within relationships. 

Aside from the exalted new ideals for marriage (i.e., Chen's "spiritual and psychological 

unity"), modem marital ties appear to be unnervingly weaker than the traditional ties. Now if the 

couple's feelings for each other have "soured," that is reason enough according to law for them to 

divorce. Chen implies at several points in her article that people divorce nowadays out of 

fickleness, like the man asked her, rhetorically, after having gone through four wives, "AVhy, 

after comparing all my wives, do I still find that the first one was the best?" 

Consiunerism and "keeping up with the Joneses" behavior also fuels the increased 

instability of marriage, according to Chen. Before the economic reforms, everyone was more or 

less the same; lifestyles and economics did not vary much between households. Since the reforms a 

plethora of lifestyles have emerged: livii^ together but not married; married but choose not to have 

a child; couples living apart. According to Chen "We are so used to having a unified society that 

now when we see other people going forward, the first reaction is to jealously compare: he can 

divorce, why can't I?" 

The basic value of the consiuner economy, as Chen notes, is "out with the old and in with 

the new." Many young people, according to Chen, perceive affection, firiendships and marriage 

from a consumerist point of view. For Chen, the constmier ethos contributes to men's fickleness: 

When they married, their wives were big-eyed and double-lidded, white and fi?esh with 
commendable values; but after they gave birth to a child and maintained the household, 
they were old, just like plain water without any taste, no aesthetic value, just practical 
value. 



ni 

Chen describes how husbands are no longer attracted to their wives, remaining with them only for 

'"practical''' reasons. Over time, they have become bored with their wives. Conditioned by 

advertising, for some men whatever is "new" appears attractive: 

But society tells you, "There is Coca-Cola, tastier than water," and then you feel this 
consumer desire...So the clever man doesn't get divorced. He has Coca-Cola outside and 
plain water in the femily. 

Consimierism is the death knell of marital ethics and a "spiritual civilization" for Chen Yiyim. 

Men in particular are thought to have become more "fickle" under the influence of consimierist 

ethos. 

Choosing and Courting a Spouse 

Traditionally, marriages were arranged and young wives typically had little or no power in 

their husband's household. They were valued mainly for their ability to reproduce male heirs to the 

revered patriarchal line (Evans 1995:361). At the turn of the century, early feminist thinkers (who 

were mainly men) viewed fieely chosen marriage partners (and a women's right to divorce) as an 

essential step towards women's liberation.'' Marriage reform was one of the key goals of the early 

feminist movement, which began during the May Fourth Movement (1919-21). By passing the 

1950 Marriage Law the Communist Party formalized its corrunitment to women's rights. The 

Marriage Law of 1950 declared parents no longer had the right to arrange their children's 

marriages for them; young people should choose their own marriage partners. 

While the Marriage Law did help to equalize gender relations in some ways, in other ways 

it actually naturalized gender inequalities. Evans discusses some aspects of the Marriage Law that 

are not usually mentioned by Western scholars of gender in China, who typically mention that 

Still earlier, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centimes. Qing novels popularized the ideal of a 
"companionate marriage," based on the predestinated fete of two lovers (Dikotter 1995:15). 
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passage of this law as a milestone with no further discussion of its particulars. According to the 

Marriage Law, the only legal form of marriage was a monogamous relationship between a man and 

a woman. Contradictions within the Marriage Law reveals the ideological rift between the Party's 

purported commitment to gender equality and unquestioned assumptions about gendered social 

roles. Ideally, marriage should be between "equal companions who shared responsibility for child 

care and the femily" (Evans 1995:362). Yet at the same time official discourse on the law 

naturalized male dominance within the family, as it cut off the possibility of criticizing the key 

power structure of the household. The "perpetuation of the race," heterosexuality, wifely 

obligations to support the husband's (outside) work as a "self-sacrificing manager of his domestic 

affairs" were all taken-for-granted components of the socialist marriage (ibid). 

Today commentators point out that for young women choosing a spouse is like "choosing 

their future world." This doxic viewpoint is deeply indicative of women's perceived status. It is 

assumed that the man's career wiU determine what kind of lifestyle and status the household will 

enjoy. The assumption is that choosing a husband is a serious matter for women. According to 

Chen (1993): 

Girls begin to select their ideal "prince" in middle school. Selecting a spouse for her is 
akin to selecting her future worl^ moreso now than in the 1950s or 60s. The married 
woman thinks her husband is her whole world, she's not interested in her personal interests 
and hobbies anymore, the so-called career is gone. Some of the women stay at home, those 
who are still woridng lack enthusiasm for their woric. 

Chen's comments here represent a stereotyped neo-traditional ideal of femininity, an idealization 

that typifies many journalistic accounts. Such accounts imply an inevitable link between the social 

liberalization of the reforms and the return of Confucian gender norms. Chen's claim that women 

are no longer interested in their careers is not an accurate reflection of the young high school girls 
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or the married women I knew in Yunnan. Some ambitious high school girls placed their career 

dreams &r ahead of finding their dream mate as their first priority. Most married women I knew in 

Kunming and Mangshi seemed just as interested in their careers, if not more, than in the quality of 

their marriages. 

Another dualistic perspective is that women have practical interests, while men '̂ &11 in 

love at first sight." According to Ying (1995) women are most interested in a "mature man." 

Meanwhile, a man might be attracted to a woman's beauty, arousing '̂uncontrollable passion." A 

woman, however, regards a man's character as most important: "Even if her passion is provoked, 

she will ask herself continually, 'Can I trust him?'" Ying bases her observations on naturalized 

differences. According to Yii^ men are "instinctive," while women are more socialized and 

passive. In keeping with her view that women have more practical concerns at heart, Ying offers 

some advice for men who wish to court a woman; 

To acquire a woman's love, a man should pay attention to his self-cultivation, including 
generosity, morals, and fortitude for hardships and difficult work. This mature man is 
more attractive and glamorous for a woman. If a man only pays attention to his hair, his 
clothes and saying &shionable words, he will only acquire a woman's love temporarily. 

All of the forgoing impUes inequality on a certain level. It is assumed that a woman cannot have a 

lover just to have a lover. She needs a life partner, someone to help support her economically. 

Reality is often different than the media version of contemporary social life. This is also 

true as regards the consumer-driven fickleness some commentators imply is now ubiquitous among 

urban lovers. For my cultural teachers, not only is such fickleness considered an unforgivable 

character flaw, but it is also rare in practice. In Yunnan dating someone usually implies a fiiture 

marriage. Dating is not casual. Dating does not usually begin until after high school; for high 

school students it is explicitly forbidden by teachers and discouraged by parents. Once a young 
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person b^ins dating, many &ctors contribute to a subdued courtship, including concerns over 

privacy, shyness to express affection, and fear of losing &ce should an affair end badly or should a 

person be perceived as having too many affairs (Moore 1994). Similar to what Moore foimd, in 

urban Yunnan it is considered '̂ bad form'̂  to have two Hating relationships at the same time. If 

one were to have several boyfiiends/girlfiriends in a short span of time one would be considered 

"fickle" {qingfu, "light and floating") (Moore 1994:14). 

Another "real life" contradiction to the idealism found in media reports were the stories 

several people shared with me about why they married. Desires to find a soulmate and intellectual 

peer aside, according to several cultural teachers I talked with, people (especially women) 

commonly marry for a more mundane reason; because "it's time." A 33-year-old male cultural 

teacher summed up why "it's time" is often an important consideration for getting married; 

According to Chinese tradition, you should get married sometime before you are 25. If 
you don't, you look odd or like you don't fit well with society. It is also an obligation to 
your parents to get married on time. Finally, getting married is the only way you can have 
sex often. 

My firiend Yu Bailing shared with me the story of how she came to marry at age 25. She began by 

telling me that she did not marry for love. Things did not work out with the first and only love of 

her life. By the time she was 25, her parents, especially her mother, were pressuring her to get 

married soon. Her younger sister would not be able to marry until she did. In order to satisfy her 

parents, she looked around for a suitable man. Zhang Xing was an office mate, he would do. Yu, 

a very attractive woman, had many admirers. She was not clear on why she choose Zhang, except 

to say that he loved her. To this day she says she does not love her husband. She said that many of 

her fnends are in the same situation, married to men that they did not love because they had to 

marry someone. 
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Not surprisingly, in these circumstances many may f^l a sense of disappointment after 

they bow to convention and get married. A popular metaphor for marriage expresses this cynical 

view; Marriage is likened to a walled city, a we/ cheng. It is said that those who are as yet 

unmarried want to enter the city, but those who are already married wish to escape. 

Robert Moore found that pragmatism towards marriage is a common attitude among urban 

Chinese. Generally his informants did not appear to negatively judge people who might marry for 

other than romantic reasons. Furthermore, in his survey of journalistic literature, Xu also found 

that love was not considered the only valid reason to get married. Some female writers, for 

example, find no &ult with women who marry foreigners solely in order to move abroad (Xu 

1996:402). The only kind of behavior that seemed judged universally wrong was fickleness. 

Moore stmis up his findings as 'Xove is the best motivation for getting married, but there are other 

valid and understandable motivations as well.'̂  Moore found that a variety of reasons were 

accepted as valid for marriage, including the desire to increase one'̂ s status or income, the desire to 

travel overseas, to return a favor, or, simply, because it was time to get married (1994:22). As 

seen in Chapter 3, one of the consequences of this hegemonic norm to be married at or aroimd age 

25 is that there is considerable stigma attached to individuals who are single, especially women. 

In the West, journalists have reported on the problems of male bachelors in China, 

especially poor men from rural areas who find it particularly hard to find a wife. Their desperation 

has led some to buy women as "wives," women who have been kidnapped by criminals and 

transported to other areas of the country expressly to be sold. In the cities, however, it appears 

that women are often more likely to be single and looking for a partner.^^ 

^ Meanwhile, men are said to be more in demand on the marriage market in cities (Chen 1993). 
According to Chen, the fact that men's situation seems to improve with age is the "hot topic" in Beijing. 
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Women who are highly educated may be at a disadvantage on the marriage market. This 

is due to the expectation that men will alwa)rs marry a woman who is somewhat "'beneath" them in 

education. Chen (1993) argues that some of these attractive, well-educated women (i.e.. with a 

Master's degree or higher) who caimot find a spouse eventually become involved with married 

men. Wang Zijim (1995) cautions women who have not found a husband not to loose "self-respect" 

and become a man's lover or mistress. Single women are pathologized as needy "homewreckers," 

having aSairs with married men as they themselves have been unsuccessful in finding a husband. 

Meanwhile, the double-standard of the educated man preferring an uneducated wife is not 

explicitly criticized. 

Echoing the oft-cited metaphor Wang describes marriage as "a calm and peaceful harbor." 

Although lonely, the single woman is advised to wait patiently until her "harbor," her future 

husband, should appear. Until she should meet her "harbor" Wang paints a bleak picture of the 

kinds of emotions a single woman might feel: 

...you are no longer a delicate girl always following her parents, you should be a 
tender wife by now. But where can you find a satisfactory husband? You smile, shrug 
your shoulders...you have to bear loneliness, and pretend not to care at all. Meanwhile, 
you are getting closer to being an "old maid.""' 
...You must have some kind of spiritual support. But finding a good husband is not easy. 
So you have to be a "strong woman" and develop your career, but you always feel it's 
hard to make a breakthrough. There is emptiness in your life and in your heart. Your 
career caimot entirely fill it... 

For joumahsts at least, it appears unthinkable that a woman might actually choose to remain 

single. Single women are pathologized one way or another. Xu found that single women are often 

portrayed as searching for ideal mates who do not exist in reality. One woman is reported to have 

Here Wang uses the word doling, "old." which is used to refer to an unmarried woman, similar to the 
English '"old maid." A younger woman (around age 25) who is not married might be called, 
paradoxically, a "young old," dating qingnian. 
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said ''A worker is not my ideal; intellectuals are too pedantic; a private entrepreneur would be 

unreliable" (Xu 1996:392). Yet is the problem that single women's expectations are unrealistically 

high, or that their expectations have simply changed? Some mention is made of the double-

standards that contribute to the phenomenon of educated single women. What is not mentioned is 

how the possibility that women may now gain social status through their own career makes 

marriage more of an option than it was previously. If for some urban women marriage is now seen 

as "optionaL," it would make sense that expectations of marriage would grow. Perhaps this point 

of view constitutes too much of a challenge to the heterosexual, married status quo; or perhaps it is 

simply "unthinkable. 

Consumerist Motives in Relationships 

Journalists point out that as money has become increasingly influential, state influences on 

marriage and love have been weakened or sometimes eliminated. Furthermore, there seems to be a 

consensus that with the reforms has come a decline in morality. A stereotypical complaint is that 

once they have extra money, many men will seek out women to be their mistress. For others, 

simply engaging in business is seen to be corrupting, changing otherwise moral men into a different 

sort of beast. This is so in part because privately employed businesspeople are thought to have 

more chances to meet lovers and to arrange for private encounters. With the market reforms 

people are more mobile, and this flow of people generally means that everyone has more of a 

chance to contact members of the opposite sex. Sexuality and romance have become more private 

a^rs, but at the same time the increasing importance of money is thought to have led to a 

^ Not so in Thailand, where expectations to marry seem considerably less hegemonic than in urban China 
(Daorueng 1998:36-37). Daorueng discusses how for some educated urban women, marriage is viewed as 
a potential threat to their own self-development and dreams for the future; hence only marginally 
desirable. 
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decrease in morality. Some marriages, Zhou writes, will become "^corrupted by the fashionable 

style of romantic love'̂  (1997). In &ct, 29iou predicts that as money and consumerism become 

more important, love itself will become less important 

Along with the overall decrease in morality, women's trust in men is thought to have 

declined tremendously in the 1990s (Chen Yingliao 1995). Business ambition alone seems to be a 

suspect trait in a husband according to some. One woman complains that after her husband 

"jumped into the sea" (became an entrepreneur) he rushed around every day and was seldom home. 

Furthermore, she believed that "for men to go into business was like entering a vat of dye — her 

husband would inevitably be affected by the bad examples of others." Another case study provides 

an example of what these ''bad examples" might be. After one woman's husband began making a 

lot of money he went out to dancing halls, to karaoke bars and hotels, not returning until midnight. 

She was worried that he might be having af&irs. 

Women who use their youth or beauty as an economic asset are also thought to be 

immoral, even as such women are in some ways iconic maricers of "modernity." Both women and 

men in Yunnan emphasized the importance of being self-supporting, in terms of what they expect 

from a future spouse. Flying in the fece of the self-supporting individual is the stereotype of the 

"trophy wife"^ or girlfriend, the kept woman who does not work, depending instead on a husband 

or boyfnend to support her. Kept women, whether attached to a wealthy or middle-income man, 

were generally scomed. However, my friend Qi Fengmei was sensitive to the unequal power 

inherent in such a relationship. She imagined the kinds of frustrations that a "trophy wife" might 

feel: "For rich men, (his) wife is his thing, he doesn't want her to go out. This causes a lot of 

^ "Trophy wife" is not a term used in China to my knowledge, but the phenomenon of a rich man 
marrying (or keeping as a mistiess) a younger, attractive woman is much talked about I use the 
American term simply as short-hand for women perceived to be in such a relationship. 
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stress because he tries to control her so much. So she wants her own power. Women want power 

(quanli), equality (pingdeng)." 

But many other cultural teachers commented disparagingly on the stereotypical young, 

attractive woman who depends on a man for financial support. According to one male fiiend, "it's 

not like the old days... for one, they use their brains to trick the men, and they're very successful at 

it. They also switch fi'om man to man very quickly." In contrast with traditional idea of women as 

passive, this man viewed such "gold diners""'* as smart women who use cunning and 

premeditated methods for '̂ tricking" men. This stereotype of a cunning woman who uses men also 

recalls the historically-resonant image of a woman's sexuality as potentially dangerous for men 

(Hershatter 1997). 

The older (married) members of the third generation view women yoimger than themselves 

as having generally low morals, which they often associate with the "problems of modernization." 

As mentioned, journalists meanwhile tend to treat the kinds of changes in social norms which are 

associated with "modernization" as inevitable and peitaps benign (Xu 1996). Such seemingly 

complacent acceptance of the forces of modernization may represent the views among younger 

generations or educated elites, but does not seems very characteristic of urban Yunnan. In urban 

Yunnan both women and men, old and young, generally thought that yoimg people were too 

focused on money {qian de mudi). 

Especially pretty women who use their looks for profit were said "eat Spring food," a 

cynical expression that comments on the fleeting nature of youth and beauty. To say of someone, 

"to chi qing chun (she gets by on her youth) is to express disapproval of a woman who is 

The Chinese eqiiivalent of gold digger is diao Jin gui, fishing for the golden turtle. 
In some contexts, the term may also mean '̂ prostitute." A variation of this term explicitly means 

"prostitute"; mai chun nu, "a woman selling Spring (youth)" 
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'"veiy pretty but knows nothing,'' as one friend put it. Models or actresses are among those who 

might earn this label. One female &iend told me in r^ard to someone who is "eating Spring food" 

that "some lazy girls don't like to work, they are empty (kongxu) inside." Another fanale fnend 

said that this label would ^ply to anyone who 'lacks profound knowlec^e," and who does not 

have much education or skills, implying to me that to some extent this term also defines woiking-

class women who might not have enjoyed the same access to education as their middle-class sisters. 

Stivens reports that in Malaysia, woiking-class women are typically sexualized as "available." 

She notes that '̂ ese images of available women gain much of their meaning fixim an implicit 

comparison with the supposed chastity and respectability of middle-class women" (1998b;l 14). 

Yet the defining aspects of the term for Yuimanese seemed to focus on beauty, lack of 

morality and a materiahstic outlook. Sleeping with the boss is thought to be a common strategy of 

such attractive young women. The implied immorality of a woman who eats Spring food also 

suggests a nostalgia for Mao's era, when bourgeois phenomenon such as feminine beauty as a tool 

to gain material riches was politicaUy impossible although no doubt not entirely absent in reality. 

Indicative of the double standards which apply to women, the perhaps economically astute woman 

who eats Spring food is condenmed, while no special term exists for the men who might support 

them, nor does popular discourse usually condemn the wider society for commodifying feminized 

beauty. If a relationship based solely on an exchange of youth and beauty for wealth is not the 

ideal, what is? Therein we find some interesting changes. 

Growing Expectations: A Soulmate to Help Weather the Storm 

Growing expectations for what one wants in a married relationship are markedly 

characteristic of the younger generation of middle-class urbanites in urban Yunnan. For many 
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young women and men, their spouse should be not just a housemate and co-parent, but also a 

soulmate. Some writers make the point that in the atmosphere of extreme pressiure and competition 

thought to characterize contemporary urban life, a mate's moral support is particularly important. 

Gu (1996) has some rather heady expectations of the married partnership. He describes a 

yearning, a thirst for spiritual companionship (my emphasis): 

With regard to our deepest desires, our spirits crave an interchange of feelings and 
thoughts. In a word, people long for a companion who will listen to the words of their 
heart. On the road of hfe, a person experiences a variety of trials and hardships, he walks 
through all kinds of rough and bumpy roads, he undergoes all sorts of vicissitudes in life, 
tasting bitterness and sweetness to the fullest. This is especially true nowadays, when 
people have to face all kinds of fierce competition, sometimes cruely so. In this situation, 
people easily feel tired, they feel mentally and physically exhausted. These feelings can 
only be released in the family....Only by doing this can these unhappy anxieties and 
troubles melt into thin air. 

The soulmate Gu describes would ideally provide moral support along the ''bumpy roads" of life. 

Gu also suggests that home is ideally a safe harbor amid such '̂ vicissitudes,'' a place where ones 

troubles seem to "melt into thin air." This idea of home as a safe harbor is no doubt not new, nor 

unique to China. Yet it seems that this idea has particular resonance in the atmosphere of "fierce 

competition" thought to characterize reform-era China. One of the mottoes of Jiating [Family] 

magazine draws upon this concept. Calligraphy over the table of contents in one issue reads, 

"Home, a warm and fi'agrant harbor Family, a guide to living" {Mating, wen xing de yongwan: 

Jiatim. shenghuo de zhinan). 

These greater expectations to some degree contrast with pre-reform marriages, 

characterized as an arrangement in which couples basically tolerated each other no matter how well 

their personalities meshed. In the Maoist era couples relied upon each other for economic survival, 

while other factors made it less acceptable (or even possible) to divorce. Since then life is 
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perceived to have become much more stressful on the one hand, while on the other hand people 

expect more out of marriage. Under these stressful conditions, people look to their partner for 

support as they need to "release their feelings directly" (Chen 1993). 

Meanwhile, many men appear quite ambivalent about what kind of woman they want for 

their future wife. The 'tortuous wife and good mother" {xiangqi liangmu) is still a compelling 

model for many urban men (and women who aspire to be "virtuous wives"). Yet by being 

'"virtuous and good" a woman may confront certain contradictory expectations (Zhao 1993:90-94). 

As the proverb has it, '"a woman's virtue is to be inactive" [nu zi wu cat bian shi de). Women who 

appear conservative and "passive"^ in this way may find that they are excluded from jobs and 

other opportunities, according to Kunming psychiatrist Zhao Xudong (ibid). Furthermore, many 

men may paradoxically find such "uncomplicated" women unattractive. Driven by such 

ambivalent desires, Zhao writes that some husbands want to shape their wives so that they have all 

the advantages of the traditional "virtuous" woman (i.e., they are obedient), while being 

emancipated, feshionable, well-educated and competitive.*^ A hard role to fill, it would seem. 

Chen (1993) comments on similar contradictory expectations, in which a weak woman is 

viewed as boring, yet strong women are no longer charming. Chen suggests that it is the institution 

of marriage itself which, as she puts it, tends to "degrade" women. Chen points out that some men 

expect for their wives to confine their ambitions to supporting their husbands' careers, yet when 

their wives do so, the men that their wives are no longer interesting to them: 

Regarding how passivity is viewed as a valued trait for women. I found a comment in Lorber (1994:30) 
interesting. Lorber recalls the insight that a transsexual person shared with her as a woman, she found 
that men prefer women to be less able, specifically preferring women who demonstrate a pattern of 
learned helplessness. 

Attractice and yoimg are two other qualities men desire, notes Wang Xingjuan (1993). She tells of one 
husband who went to '̂ e South" (perhaps to Guangzhou or Shenzhen), and upon returning to his 
northern home found that his wife was not sophisticated enough. His wife could not compete with the 
"modem" girls of South China. fix)m his perspective. 
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Some men say, "My wife has no sense, no interests, we have nothing to say to each other." 
Because she supports him to be the leader, the chie^ the minister, enabling him to stand 
high and look down on her... Most men find a new partner in their leisure enviroimient. I 
asked one, '''Your wife has low abilities, she is dull — but why did you marry her at that 
time?" He answered, "No, she was very good at first. We matched each other well. But 
now she is d^raded." Why? She gave half of her value to her husband, half to their child. 
She had no time to watch TV, to wear make-up or to go to movies. She didn't know who 
is Hunt,^ where is America or what is American, maybe it is someone's name. The 
husband abandons her by finding a partner in his circle of fiiends,^ but his wife is in tears. 
She is cast aside by the man. This happens to the weak. But if she becomes strong, the 
man will say that she's lost a woman's special enchantment. Men cannot bear it when 
women become as strong as they are, it makes them depressed and they can't show their 
manly graces.... Some men expect their wives to be ''noble outside, a housewife inside, and 
coquettish in bed." So, what is important is to educate men. 

Conflicts resulting firom husbands' paradoxical expectations for their wives can take different 

forms. As Chen points out, for some couples the wife's ambitions and personal development may 

make the husband feel threatened. Kunming psychiatrist Zhao knew one such couple, and says that 

in conversation they both seemed to always be fighting to have the last word (1993). According to 

the husband, after his wife "spread her wings" she began to constantly nag him and contradict him. 

This man appears to dismiss his wife's voice by labeling her a "nag." The "nag" and other such 

ready-made categories are powerful; convenient and culturally-salient labels, such categories 

normalize male privilege while making women's attempts to seize power for themselves appear 

abnormal. 

For other couples, sadly, the combination of personalities (i.e., a less assertive woman and 

a more assertive man) may lead the wife to feel paralyzed with despair. Such women feel 

overworked and trapped in an un&ir situation. Zhao found in his practice that women who feel 

trapped in this way resort to the following coping strategies; (1) focus more on their children; (2) 

look for outside support fi'om relatives, women friends, neighbors, the manager of the husband's 

The American detective show that was once very popular in China. 
^ Literally, "cultural circle" {wenhua quart), by implication a group of educated people who are firiends. 
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work unit, or women's organizations; (3) take on a 'Victim" role and become neurotic and/or 

develop psychosomatic illnesses; and (4) move back to their parents' home with their child. 

Interestingly, Zhao writes that as a result of the various strategies used by wives listed 

above, the husbands are invariably the ones w^o must ^reform" themselves in the end. It seems 

that because of the loss of face that results &om women's complaints about their husbands, the 

men usually feel compelled to '̂ confess their mistakes, promise their wives to treat them well in the 

future, and take better care of them when they are ill" (Zhao 1993). In the case of women who 

have returned to their natal homes, the husbands must go and apologize to his parents-in-law. 

Only then are they allowed to formally take their wives back home, according to Zhao. 

Idealized portraits of practical-minded women searching for a trustworthy man aside, 

women appear to be just as ambivalent regarding what they want in a man. Women complain that 

men are not masculine enough, lacking "assertiveness, aggressiveness, and accomplishments 

outside the home" (Xu 1996:395). Yet at the same time women accuse their husbands of not 

treating them as equals within the home (ibid). Two journalists cited by Xu (1996:396) exemplify 

women's contradictory demands on men: 

[Women] want to develop and assert themselves on the one hand, and they desire strong 
protection and support from men on the other. There are forever looking for real men 
{nanzihari). 

It seems that men must walk a fine line as well, taking care to support their mate's independence 

yet still live up to the aggressive macho ideal imphed by the nanzihan model. Zhao Xudong 

(1993) concurs. Zhao writes that nowadays women are dissatisfied with their weak husbands, who 

they feel are ^"not manly enough" (ibid;90-94). While women seek an ideal "strong, manly" 

husband, Zhao notes that due to repressive and conformist socialization practices in the home and 

in school, many men are neither especially independent or self-confident. In relationships in which 
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the wife is in fact the stronger personality of the two, Zhao says that commonly these strong 

women will not only verbally insult their husbands, but also refuse to have a sexual relationship 

with them. 

An anonymous commentator after Chen's talk (1993) provides more examples of 

women's contradictory demands and confusion about what they want in a man. She (or he) puts 

the blame for women's contradictory expectations on women's internalization of a patriarchal 

perspective (nanxing zhongxin). Regarding the marriage and femily problems of "strong women" 

(nu qiang ren), the commentator noted that: 

Once they are more powerflil than their husbands, they can't get used to them, and they 
quarrel with them until they get divorced. It is natural diat some women surpass men in 
their professions under equal opportunities, for their intelligence is the same. Women have 
no reason to shout when they are more successfiil, and then complain, '"Where have all the 
real men gone?" {Nanzi hart na qu lei). This situation shows how many women are 
psychologically conditioned to believe that men are superior to women; they have no 
concept of equality between men and women. What will happen if our society one day 
becomes truly gender neutral, with equality between men and women? No more marriage? 

The point this conunentator wishes to make is that for women who believe certain patriarchal 

ideals (i.e., that the man should always be more successfiil in his career), their own success as 

women and wives might make them feel uncomfortable. The implication is that such women might 

fault their husbands for not surpassing them, in keeping with the "husband as breadwiimer" ideal. 

This phenomenon may be linked to another aspect of married relationships said to be increasmgly 

common — verbal insults. 

Verbal insults are stereotypically thniight to be aimed at husbands by their wives. Several 

cultural teachers told me that wives tend to insult their husbands because women have great 

expectations about the family's fixture, pinning their hopes on their husband's abilities. While not 

discussed explicitly, cultural teachers intimated that in recent years women have greater 
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expectations regarding their husbands' financial performance. If their husbands do not live up to 

their expectations, wives might resort to verbal abuse. This observation seems to be supported by 

the fact that most of the insults Cheng cites in his article about 'tabooed words" between couples 

are variations of '̂ good for nothing," an insult typically directed at men by their wives: zhen mei 

yong. '"you're useless;"' wo nangfei. '̂ you're worthless;" nong bao, "you're a good-for-nothing;" 

ba bei zi, '"eight generations of bad luck" (to marry you); ni zhen mei chuxi, ''you sure don't have 

a promising future," ni zhen mei benshi, "you sure don't have any ability," shei dou bi ni qiang, 

"everybody is stronger than you."^ 

When 1 asked cultural teachers who criticized who more, they almost alwa)^ said that 

wives criticized husbands more. The image of the critical wife, "nagging" her husband, is linked to 

another stereotype discussed at length in Chapter 5, the so-called "wife-controlled husband," or 

qiguanyan. The ubiquity of these related stereotypes, the critical wife and the overbearing wife, 

challenges me to dig a bit deeper imdemeath these "social facts." Are women really more 

demanding? If so, why? If not, why are these stereotypes so prevalent? 

The explanations urban Chinese offered for "why women criticize their husbands more 

than vice versa" provide some clues to unravel this stereotype. A couple of people (a man and a 

woman) said that women are more "gossipy" and "nanow-minded," a misogynistic perspective 

that draws on traditional stereotypes of women from pre-Revolutionary days. This perspective 

also recalls how unflattering images of women are used in many cultural contexts to ridicule 

women who dare to be assertive. This perspective gives us insight into the ideological dimensions 

that sometimes lies behind the stereotypical image of a "nagging wife." From this point of view, a 

^ Only two insults seem to be directed specifically towards wives: jiahua mei you yehua xiang, "the wild 
flowers are sweeter than homegrown" (so the mistress is better than the wife); and, as described below in 
the context of threats husbands may use, "go away and don't ever come back." 
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wife's criticisins/detnands can usually be dismissed or ignored, as they are likely to be petty. Pan 

Zhimin (1996) plays upon thig stereotype of the dominating wife, writing that "some people call 

their femily the 'new matriarchy.' The wife is the leader and the husband is the servant." 

The other reasons ofiEered each reflect part of the multi-&ceted changes and continuities in 

married relationships. One person pointed out that women are simply more talkative. From this 

neutral perspective, if women complain more, it may be simply because women are socialized to 

seek out connections more than men (Tannen 1990), which may include complaining about 

another's behavior. Other "women are socialized differently" perspectives highlight women's roles 

as emotional managers within the household, including (1) wives are more concerned about the 

state of their households, they have certain expectations they want their husbands to fulfill (i.e., not 

smoking in the bedroom); and (2) men are socialized to be more tolerant than women. A different 

interpretation is that since women have become more economically independent, they are no longer 

willing to completely tolerate anything their husbands may do (or not do). This perspective implies 

that women's increased power since the reforms has translated into more assertive behavior at 

home, where in addition to higher finanr.ia> expectations and women express the desire for more 

affection. 

Affection here connotes the kind of attention that was previously confined to the courtship 

period and discontinued after marriage. Many women commented on their desire for more 

affection from their spouses, while men never mentioned this. I also found striking generational 

differences as regards marital expectations and affection. Older friends generally seemed resigned 

to a relationship with their spouse that was based more on practical concerns than romance. 

Huang Lan shared her thoughts about affection, and contrasts her views with her parents 

generation; 
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I hope my husband and I can be affectionate (shenqing) even when we're old. I've seen 
old American couples on television, holding bands. The tradition here is after marriage, no 
more tan lianai. no more courtship. Look at my parents, at my husband's parents, still 
busy working and taking care of kids, they don't have time to be affectionate. 

This generational difference is not surprising, as for the older generation marriages were typically 

more about fulfilling a practical arrangement rather than an idealistic search for a soulmate. One 

question for further research is to what extent is the emphasis on affection reflects the influence of 

Western ideas. These are questions that some scholars have addressed based on ethnographic 

research in the 1980s (Honig and Hershatter 1988; Moore 1994; Jankowiak 1992). Generally 

speaking, filial duty and fiilfilling one's social norms are though to be of higher value for Chinese 

than emotional expression (Moore 1994; 18). Yet women are asking for more affection in their 

relationships. 

Wu, a pretty, petite woman with short curly hair, told me that lack of affection in her 

marriage was the main reason why she was only "half-satisfied" with her life. Her husband had 

courted her before their marriage, giving her gifts of flowers and other tokens of affection as a way 

of expressing his love for her, she thought. She told me she now feels deeply disappointed in him, 

because after they got married he simply stopped being affectionate. 

I would argue that whatever Western influences are at woric the "new" emphasis on marital 

affection also reflects normative changes within China. The fact that younger women can now 

place demands like this on their husbands, such as demanding more affection from their husbands, 

is a reflection of a new set of power relations between spouses, compared to mantal norms for the 

older generation. As suggested earlier, expressions of emotion that are "controlled de-control" may 

also be part of a middle-class sensibility, a sensibility which places great emphasis on the quality 

of relationships. 
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Women are also asking that men be better communicators in their relationships. Ying's 

(1995) comments about men and women's di£ferent communication styles is in some ways 

remarkably similar to Deborah Tannen's characterization of the same topic in the U.S. (Tannen 

1990). Ying says that for women communicating with each other is important. Men, one the other 

hand, quickly focus on the question at hand, and then try to find a way to resolve the problem. 

According to Ying, men often interrupt women when they are talking, by implication so as to keep 

the conversation "on track" from a man's point of view. This is counter-productive, she argues, 

because such interruption make the conversation unsatisfying for the woman. Ying offers a model 

of husband-wife communication; 

An engineer understood this very well. He often set aside some time for small talk with his 
wife, which gave his wife great pleasure. For a period of time his wife commuted to 
school every night After class she hurried home, telling her husband about her lesson as 
soon as she walked through the door. Her engineer husband was not interested in her 
accounting classes, but he listened to her earnestly. So his wife didn't feel tired after 
studying hard at night school for two months. 

Ying cites an American psychologist who suggests that a man and his wife should often talk about 

themselves, besides just talking about their children and work. With such talk, she writes, "they 

can find something new about each other, so they will always feel as if they met each other for the 

first time." 

Sometimes the new expectations are described quite specifically. Ying ofiFers some 

pointers for men in her article '"What Women Need" (1995). Ying recommends that men not buy 

expensive gifts as a way to a woman's heart. This will make her feel 'that he is buying her love 

when what she really needs is to be loved as a woman." Instead, a man should buy his love 

practical gifts: gifts that bring a woman happiness are often those with a practical use. For 

example, a well-chosen suit only shows the man's attention and admiration, making her feel loved." 
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Besides being more circumspect in gift selection, Ying notes that a man's actions are actually more 

important than gifts; "...such trivial things as helping her with the household chores and laughing 

heartily with her are enough to satisfy her. The efiect of these actions are no less than the effect of 

a gold necklace." Men are told that they should definitely compliment a woman's appearance, but 

such compliments must be based on very particular qualities; 

Don't say in general terms "You are very beautiful," instead say specifically "I like this 
kind of hairstyle on you," or ""You are very beautiful when you wear red," or "You look 
like a fairy maiden when you wear this skirt." These specific compliments make women 
feel that you are paying close attention to them, arousing women's sense of self-respect. 

Interestingly, this advice is parallel to what popular marriage coimselors like John Gray and 

Barbara DeAngelis recommend in their counseling of U.S. couples. '̂ 

Growng intolerance, on the other hand, appears directed towards the common necessity 

for Chinese couples to live apart for months or even years at a time. Educated Chinese commonly 

to travel to another city or province for a period of time at some career point, for work or study. In 

Yunnan, it seemed to be men who usually left for sojourns away from their homes and wives, 

although occasionally women might be the partner who traveled. Two friends of mine in Mangshi 

were a young surgeon. Ma, and his wife, Zhuang, who also worked in the hospital. When Zhuang 

was four months pregnant Ma had to go to Beijing for a year for further surgical training and 

classes. This meant that he would not be around to support his wife during her pregnancy, nor 

would he be able to afford to return even for the birth of his child. (Happily, Zhuang has since 

given birth a healthy baby girl who looks remarkably like her dad.) Zhuang emphasized to me 

what a difficult period this was for her, as she was alone and dealing with morning sickness and a 

The similarity in advice may be an effect of Chinese journalists' practice of incoiporating popular 
Western writing into their work, often without attribution. If so, this may represent a globalization of 
marriage advice. 
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rough daily bus ride to her new work site. (She was transferred to a rural hospital so she would 

not be exposed to the computer monitors at the city hospital. The computers were thought to be 

potentially harmful to the baby.) Yet for Ma it did not seem to be a tragedy that he had to spend a 

year in Beijing at this time; he expected his wife to make do without him. 

Another couple I knew in Mangshi were Yun, a very attractive young schoolteacher, and 

her husband Zeng, a businessman. Zeng was fi'equently out-of-town on business. When he was 

gone, Yun would see her lover on the weekends, another businessman from a nearby town. For 

Chen (1993), this situation is understandable. She points out that one result of these too-common 

separations is that sometimes one half of the couple will seek a lover 'They cannot wait for so 

long to see each other. Meanwhile, one person in the relationship will find a nearby lover in order 

to compensate. Humans are not unfeeling plants." For Chen extramarital a£&irs are justified, 

considering the inhumaneness of such long separations. The fact that some people are now 

questioning the humaneness of long separations between spouses is just one example of 

contemporary urban concerns regarding the quality of life. 

With all these new expectations in the air, it comes as no surprise that many commentators 

are trying to help by suggesting what is reasonable to expect from one's spouse. Gu's (1996) 

article is explicitly meant to inform readers what to realistically expect from their marriages. 

According to Gu, many reasons for unhappiness are so inevitable that couples should overlook 

them; the contrast of humdrum daily married life after the romance of courtship; personality 

quirks that are revealed little by little after marriage; personality differences, such as one person 

who is thrifty with money while the other is wasteful. Gu writes about the importance of 

Higtingiiishing between differences that are not a matter of principle (such as inevitable conflicts 

mentioned above), and those that are. 
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As a cautionary tale, he discusses the case of a couple in his work unit, who had ^a big 

quarrel every three days and a small disagreement every day.'̂  Interestingly, they sought out the 

fectory manager for help ''as soon as they quarreled."^ The Maoist-Confucian tradition of the work 

unit manager as &mily counselor certainly has continued in urban Yunnan; Gu's remark here 

suggests that is true in other parts of China as well. In any case, the couples' complaints about 

each other were very gender stereotyped: The wife complained to their boss that her husband often 

stayed out all night playing mahjong, and he never helped with the housework. The husband 

complained that his wife did not let him near the &inily purse strings, and she did not know how to 

care for him. Gu and his workmates did not hear from the couple for sometime, so they thought 

things must be on the mend. But later they found that the couple had filed for divorce. Gu implies 

that they had misinterpreted the couple's silence, as quarrels indicate that a couple still has some 

hope. A really hopeless marriage, he says, has no words and no sounds. After all the pain, 

disagreement and scolding are past, all that is left are "exhaustion, weariness, and silence in the 

rupture between them..." 

Love, Desire and Danger 

Ambivalent attitudes towards the importance of love as the basis of marriage can be read 

as commentary on other social changes. For some, individual desires like "love," threaten the order 

and stability of marriage, as does the lack of state control and consumerism. From this 

perspective, love is thought to be too instable a basis for marriage. Furthermore, the growing 

acceptance of individual desires under the reforms is linked to phenomena like infidelity, 

particularly among married men. Meanwhile, women generally appear to be demanding or at least 

hoping for more affection within their marriages. 
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Around the world, "passion" has been seen as a potentially divisive emotion that may 

destabilize the family and the social order. According to Moore, Westerners seem to ignore all 

references to the fjunilial implications of their love relationships in favor of romance and sex 

(1994:26). He writes that the Chinese strategy is the opposite; 

Here &mily concerns, even after several decades of tumultuous culture change, are still 
preeminent. Though young Chinese are increasingly knowledgeable about romantic love 
and find it appealing and exciting, there is a tendency among them to handle it gingerly. 
They are still not inclined to focus directly on their emotions or declare them openly. 

Moore's characterization essentializes between Westerners who glorify love, and Chinese who are 

wary of it. Keeping in mind individual differences which are found everywhere, Moore's 

characterization seems generally accurate to me, in the sense that the public presentation of 

romantic love seems to differ. Moore cites Kleiimian (1980; 138), who found that another reason 

why psychiatric patients were unwilling to share deeper emotions was because such feelings were 

'"virtually the only privacy they possessed." They were also reluctant to tell anyone other that their 

closest fnends about their intimate feelings because it was "embarrassing" and "shameful" (ibid). 

Moore outlines the major shifts in attitudes towards romantic love as the basis for 

marriage in twentieth century China. Not surprisingly, the first shift occurred as part of the 

general intellectual flowering of the May Fourth Movement in 1919 (Moore 1994:2-3). At least 

among intellectuals, love became the ideal basis for marriage (ibid). Later, the Connmunists also 

felt that love should be the basis of marriage, and popularized the term airen, loved person, as the 

term for one's spouse.^" But although love was supposed to be the basis, it was a particular kind of 

love that the Party had in mind. Ideally, one should "love" a person because of their "shining 

^ In 1996-97 urban Yunnanese usually used the traditional terms [chizi for wife, xiansheng for husband], 
although airen was still heard from time to time. 
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socialist morality," not because of some bourgeois '̂ passion" (ibid*6-7). 

Since the economic reforms of 1978, courtship practices have become more relaxed and 

open, while romantic love has been popularized. Yet there is still a general reserve when it comes 

to expressing love. Besides the general embarrassment about expressing deep feelings, there is also 

the notion that love is better expressed by what one does rather than what one says (Moore 

1994:21). One way of expressing affection may be through doing housework. A younger woman I 

interviewed told me in response to my standard question about who does the housework; '"My 

husband does more, because he loves me." A young man said that he and his wife do not express 

love verbally, but that he expresses love for his wife through his actions, such as giving her a 

massage after a long day at woiic. A further constraint on expressing love is that traditionally 

women were expected to conceal feelings of love as part of their respectability. However, cultural 

practices have changed quite a bit in recent years, so that in 1997 part of a wedding banquet might 

include the bride telling the groom in firont of a himdred assembled guests: "I love you." 

Such were the words we heard at a wedding banquet in Kunming. Old friends of mine 

invited my husband and I to their only child's wedding banquet. Their daughter Zhu Li, a tall, slim 

young woman was to marry a handsome man enlisted in the Navy. Although Zhu's parents had 

only modestly high government positions, they seemed to spare no expense for their daughter's 

elaborate wedding banquet. Perhaps two hundred guests in all watched the couple "perform" on a 

stage, guided by a prof^sional emcee. At one point the emcee asked Zhu to tell the audience 

"what are the most important words in a happy marriage." Zhu, smiling, looked towards her new 

husband as she replied into the microphone: "I love you" in English. Her bravado provoked good-

natured laughter from the audience. English was preferred, I believe, as the distance of a foreign 

language enables Zhu to distance herself from what the words might imply about her. 
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Interestingiy, Moore's informants told him that the closest they would come to declaring their love 

for someone was to say it in English. Several of my cultural teachers noted that they would only 

say "I love you'' in English; two noted that in addition they would also only express this thought in 

writing to their husbands, not aloud. 

Freedom to choose one's mate (as opposed to following one's parents wishes in an 

arranged marriage) and romance are admired and considered emblematic of China's advancement 

in the field of general modernization. But many commentators also express concern about these 

changes. Chen (1993) writes: 

Freely chosen marriage is an adventure. But freely chosen is not equal to having a 
successfiil marriage... if you choose romance, there may be some hidden troubles in your 
future. Romantic love is based mostly on instinctive drives, so it is subjective and false, 
and doesn't guarantee happiness in the long run. 

Often the fact that there are choices seems to translate into either/or scenarios. Zhou Guoping 

(1997) is one writer who frequently takes an *'either/or" approach to the issues. For instance, one 

pursues sexual love and romance, or one has a steadfast marriage. The individual enjoys the 

fixedom to love as they wish, or individual happiness is sacrificed for social stability. One 

wonders whether the either/or approach does not answer a need for relative simplicity in a time of 

confusion. In any case, Zhou implies that fickleness is especially characteristic of'"sexual love." 

According to her, people tend to beautify and idealize those unknown to them; 

Therefore, the sense of fi^hness firom the imexpected meeting of members of the opposite 
sex and the sense of freedom of violating a taboo have become a major source of pleasant 
sensations...one's most unforgettable love experience will be the extramarital af&drs... 

Interestingly, Zhou's perspective is that infidelity is not the result of any "moral defect," but simply 

because of hiunan psychology and the attraction of the unknown. 
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For Zhou, sexual love is very subjective. Therefore, any marriage linked by such unsteady 

and uncertain feelings is in danger. Yet, Zhou writes that for modem civilized people marriage is 

based on love. Clearly, this is an ambivalent issue for her. While Zhou admits that perhaps a 

better marriage will result firom romantic love, she cautions that such a marriage is bound to be 

risky. The problem as she defines it is that sexual love (which she assumes is always the basis of 

romantic love) is inherently unstable. The solution is the cultivation of marital love, or ''love with 

intimate affection.''' In this kind of love, ''the romantic &ctor still exists...but it has been reduced to 

subordinate status." 

Ideally, for Zhou, one needs to be objective and rational in making decisions about 

marriage. Furthermore, one should have certain "spiritual qualities" that enable one to be "self-

disciplined." "Spiritual qualities" (Jingsheng svzhi) is an over-used term that is at once empty and 

full of meaning. As the government in particular has overiised this term, it has lost much of its 

meaning. Yet it still serves as a general code for that which is moral and is not materialistic. (The 

term does not have a religious significance.) Commentary on materialism appears to be an 

important class marker. Intellectuals in particular claim disgust for people who "only pay attention 

to money," as several cultural teachers put it. As urbanites get richer, they are generally thought to 

get "spiritually poorer." Someone with high "spiritual quality" in this sense of the term enjoys a 

kind of social capital, evidenced by their interest in intellectual and social pursiiits rather than 

having many material goods. The emphasis on intellectual pursuits, and even "love" itself as part 

of being ''spiritual," is an important class distinction. Pao Qing made these distinctions clear to me 

one afternoon; 

For those with more education, romantic love, although hard to find, is essential. They 
want a warm-heaited, kind, commimicative spouse. For those with less education, love is 
not so important. 
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Pao's perspective was common among my middle-class cultural teachers. While status-conscious 

folk might claim an interest in love as a class marker, it is not, of course, exclusive to "^ose with 

more education." The woridng-class restaurateur Liu Hui complained about the lack of affection 

her boy&iend showed her. She said that he was not romantic enough, and never told her "I love 

you."' 

In any case, for Zhou spiritual quality indicates that one has the ability to love. Those 

without this self-discipline Zhou calls "'low quality people." She adds that in this respect, ^great 

changes will only be gained with the improvement of the nation's quality." Paradoxically Zhou 

hopes to shape a ''modem civilization" by turning back the clock. By becoming less materialistic 

(i.e., more idealistic and selfless as in the Maoist era), Zhou aigues that the quality of the 

populations will improve. Her argument recalls nationalist urges from other times and places, 

urges in which a longing for a pristine past is linked to other yearnings, in this case the seemingly 

paradoxical yearning to be "modem." 

"Spiritual quality" here seems to function in a similar &shion to discourse on being 

"civilized" (wenming). Arm Anagnost notes that anxieties about the nation's lack and the "low 

quality" of the people are often described using the term wenming (1997:79). Like spiritual 

quality, wenming invokes modernity and the industrialized world at the same time that it connotes 

the grandeur of China's past. Yet this past is problematic as Chinese traditions have also been 

viewed as an impediment to progress. Anagnost argues that the Party sees itself filling in the gap 

between the mixed baggage of the past and the nation's imagined future through educating/guiding 

the people, a pedagogical process which also serves to legitimate the state (ibid:79-80). Zhou's 

comments above regarding the need to '̂ each" people how to love and achieve "spiritual 

relationships" illustrate this trend in the intimate sphere of marriage. 
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New Expectations and Sexuality 

la urban Yunnan, chastity continues to be a valued attribute for women. Having more 

than one boyfriend was typically regarded very negatively. The ideal demeanor for unmarried 

women is a zuofeng zhenpai lifestyle, characterized by this hard work and plain living. Implied in 

this expression are that honesty and moral uprightness are qualities young women should strive to 

emulate. A girl with several boyfriends simultaneously, or even a girl who had several consecutive 

romantic relationships would be said to zuofeng bu zhenpai, to not be living morally upright. 

Unmarried women in particular are expected to have a coy, shy demeanor. This ideal is 

the subject of a joke I was told about marriage proposals: A man asks a woman to marry him. If 

she says "no," that means maybe, if she says '"maybe" that means yes. In practice, some young 

women I met seemed to embody rather extreme forms of this shy demeanor. Their facial and body 

language gave them a prim, even slightly pained demeanor that seemed di£5cult to maintain. 

An anonymous commentator on chastity (Chen 1993) criticizes the double standards for 

women and men, while at the same time judges "promiscuous" women rather harshly. Men, the 

commentator notes, use some women sexually, even as they expect the women they marry to be 

virgins: 

In my research, I find that girls always think that marriage is certain after they had sex. 
But that is not the case. The more times she has sex with the male, the less interest he has 
in her. The bride becomes "old" and there is no magnificence in getting married. Men 
may say; "I have milk free of charge, why do I raise a cow?" In China, unlike in France, 
the value placed upon chastity is very high among men. For men, it's impossible to check 
their chastity, but for girls, they fece the problem of having to reveal their former behavior 
to their new boyfriends. If not, what can they do on the first night of their wedding. 

The assumption is that men can hide the &ct if they have been sexually promiscuous, whereas 

women cannot hide it if they have lost their "virginity." Here men are portrayed as selfishly 

pursuing pleasure, while the women they have premarital sex with are &ced with diminished 
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chances of finding a marriage partner. Yet the anonymous commentator then segues from how 

premarital sex damages young women's *^rice on the marriage market" to how premaritai sex is 

likely to lead to more promiscuity and perhaps prostitution: 

For girls who had a "trial marriage'' or premarital sex, their price on the marriage market 
is lower, even in the West. This is still a problem. Our investigation shows that for 95 
percent of prostitutes, their first sexual experience was not with a paying customer. They 
had sexual experiences before they entered prostitution. They don't see the difference 
between having sex once or a hundred times... 

It seems that this commentator's judges women who have premarital sex even more harshly than 

she judges men. This kind of harsh moralism was not particularly common among my cultural 

teachers in Yunnan. Those that did share such viewpoints, however, were also typicaUy strong 

nationalists. 

Naturalized differences reappear in discussion about teens and sex. One concern about 

teens is the so-called long sexual "waiting state." This is the result of young people's earUer age of 

sexual maturation and postponed age of marriage, according to Chen (1993).^^ In Shanghai, Chen 

reports that girls mature between ages 11 to 12 on average, and boys between the ages of 12 to 13. 

In order to help with population control, marriage is not permitted until after age twenty-two. 

Meanwhile, high school students are strongly discouraged from dating. Chen views pre-marital sex 

as primarily driven by young men's sexual desire, not young women's. According to Chen, some 

of the young men they encounter in their counseling office did not want to marry, but "driven by 

sexual desire may marry anyway. The importance of female chastity has not been totally forgotten 

by the men in our country. Once he has sex with her, he assiunes responsibility and upgrades his 

sexual partner relationship to a marital relationship." But aside from such conscientious young 

^ An anonymous commentator who spoke after Chen's talk also asks. "How to cope with the early sexual 
maturation, the delayed age of mairiage and the "sex waiting" period?" Her reply to the young people 
that seek her advice: "I told them that masturbation is a relief" 
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men, the buiden of pre-marital sex weighs heavier on females, as an anonymotis conunentator 

pointed out after Chen's talk: 

Sex before marriage brings more dai^er to women, we have to warn women to control 
their sexual relations. This is not to support the traditional view on chastity, but to 
support self-care. Because of women's physiology, she has to bear the dir^ results of 
premarital sexual relations. Abortion is shameful, but it is the females business, not the 
males... 

Sex from this perspective is dangerous for women; they might get pregnant and need an abortion. 

From this conservative perspective, the "shame'' and potential danger of an unwanted pregnancy 

are viewed as solely the woman's respotisibility. Needless to say, Chen does not mention 

promoting condoms or other contraceptives as a way to lessen "females' burdens." 

Meanwhile, a superficial glance at the sexual landscape of 1990s urban China might give 

one the impression that norms have changed so rapidly that they amount to a "sexual revolution" 

{xingjiefang). The growing commonality of extramarital affeirs, premarital sex, sex for sale and 

the popularity/availability of pornography do in some ways constitute a kind of sexual revolution. 

Yet in contrast to the changing norms regarding sexual practice, official and intellectually-oriented 

discourse on sex in the 1980s and 90s appears strikingly similar such discourse from the 1950s." 

An important baseline source was a book published in 1956, Knowledge about Sex, 

written by two gynecologists and a neurologist (Evans 1995:363). The authors invoked "science" 

^ Since the 1950s, ofBcial agencies and publishing houses have used "'scientific knowledge about sex" to 
legitimize practices that accorded with the state's interests in controlling young people's sexual conduct" 
as Harriet Evans (1995) shows through analysis of pamphlets and articles from the 1950s. According to 
Evans, debates about sexuality in the 1980s tended to view the 19S0s material as overly didactic and 
moralistic (ibid;360). Yet comparing materials from these two eras, not only do the 1980s discussions 
build upon the same assumptions regarding "science and sexuali^" as the 1950s material, but in mai^ 
cases the 1980s material appeared to repeat the earlier texts almost verbatim (ibid). She found, for 
example, that a 1986 manud for "young people's t^rgiene" has nearly identical warnings against 
masturbation as 1955 publication on "What Should I Do to Get Rid of the Bad Habit of Masturbation?" 
(ibid). 
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to describe human sexuality as heterosexual instinct meant to propagate the human race (ibid;366). 

The authors did note that although instinctually based, sexuality among humans was tempered by 

social and psychological Actors which enabled it be controlled in the interests of social order. This 

perspective, that sex is driven by instinct but controllable through "social and psychological 

&ctors," appears in remarkably similar phrasing in my media sources from 

1993-1998. 

An important assumption is that sexuality is legitimized by reproduction. This perspective 

was documented in Conmnmist publicaticxis from the 19S0s that menticm the "requirement of 

propagation" for married couples (Evans 1995:367). The late 1990s, the point of view tfiat making 

babies is one of the key purposes of getting married was ubiquitous in urban Yunnan. Reproduction as 

a legitimizing purpose behind sex, marriage and even womanhood reappears in published material 

as well from the 1990s. The importance placed on reproduction has also been seen in various 

applications of the Marriage Law, including forbidding marriage on the groimds of impotence, 

hereditary diseases or "mental disorders." These eugenic concerns underscored the linkage between 

marriage, sexuality, and reproduction. Sexual desire, as well, was said to last only for about as 

long as reproductive capacity continued. Choosing not to have children was not a morally correct 

option in the 1950s. Evan's cites a passage from the magazine "Chinese Women" (ibid:368): 

Of course there are some men and women who, for the sake of idle pleasures, are unwilling 
to take on the responsibility of having children; such people should be educated in socialist 
morals, to make them understand that bringing up children is a parental responsibility, and 
is also every citizen's duty to the state. 

In the 1990s, this imperative to reproduce results in ironic pressures for women; while urban 

women are restricted to having no more than one child (ostensibly as part of a national effort to 

decrease the rate of population growth), they are stigmatized if they do not have children 
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(Handwerker 1998). As one woman told Handwerker, who interviewed infertile women in Beijing, 

'Ihe one child policy is really the 'you must have one-child policy'" (ibid: 183). 

Meanwhile, during the Cultural Revolution any reference to sex was forbidden (Evans 

1995:364). During both the 1950s and the Cultural Revolution Party leaders shared the 

assimiptions that "love and marriage were issues of social, public importance and that removing 

such matters from private spheres served to protect women's interests" (ibid:364). During the 

Cultural Revolution, however, ofQcial discourse on marriage and sex was ahnost non-existent. 

Social norms called for women to appear androgynous, while a national denial of the need for 

information on contraception characterized a discourse of "no advice" (ibid:365). 

In the reform era, we find a liberalizing trend as regards sexual norms and practices. 

(Sexual norms in Yunnan may be more conservative compared to the rapid changes apparent in 

other urban areas.) We can gauge the general pace of change by comparing the views of high 

school and college age students with those of married couples. According to Liu et al.'s 1989-90 

survey, about 9 percent of high school students report having had sexual intercourse (1997:87). 

About 50 percent of university students reported having had (premarital) sexual intercourse; 17 

percent with more than one parmer (ibid: 151-153). Most of the college students thought premarital 

sex was positive, if consensual and based on love (ibid: 185). Of the sample of married couples,^^ 

the vast majority did not have sexual intercourse until after age 21, and then it was with the 

individiial who would become their spouse (over 80 percent first had sex with their fixture spouse). 

While norms for sexual behavior seem to have shifiied considerably, young women still face a 

restrictive double standard. 

^ Liu and his colleagues surv^ed over 6.000 urbanites in various cities as their sample of married 
couples. 
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While it is difficuh to estimate and generalize about sexual practices with any great 

accuracy, popular discourse on sexuality has clearly seen a significant shift towards more liberal 

attitudes. Xiaoqun Xu (1996) has written a review of these changes, as documented and 

commented upon in joumaUstic literature from 1992-94. Xu writes that urban women are 

represented in this literature as "breaking out of conventional or proper behavior in love, marriage 

and sexuality'' (ibid;384). For Xu finds that this break with tradition is a positive change, even 

thought it has compromised "the stability of the nation's gendered moral order..." In my view, 

considering the continued value placed upon fbnale chastity and other such phenomenon evident in 

urban Yunnan, the '"gendered moral order" has not be compromised by much. While I think that 

Xu sometimes overestimates the degree of chaise, his article is nonetheless very informative and 

insightfiil. 

One of the popular themes that has emerged in the joumahstic literature genre is that of 

women who have lovers outside of marriage. Xu surmises that such pieces are popular because of 

their sensationaUsm, particularly as the liberated behavior of women seeking to satisfy their sexual 

and emotional needs is so much "at odds with the conventional norm of the sexually virtuous 

woman" (1996:388). As one would suspect, journalists offer contradictory interpretations and 

characterizations of women who seek out lovers. One perspective is that "women will have af&irs 

if they have unmet emotional or sexual needs" and that this is normal (ibid:389). Writers from this 

perspective, Xu notes, seem to consider themselves as quite progressive. To the extent that writers 

who wish to normalize women's sexual needs promote themselves as "progressive," I suspect that 

they represent the yearnings of educated, middle-class urbanites to become more "Westem" and 

"civilized." It appears that writers in this genre do indeed have a laissez-&ire attitude towards 

extramarital af&irs. Parallel to the unilineal notion of modernization discussed earUer in this 
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chapter, Xu found that journalists perceived changing sexual norms as an inevitable result of ^ihe 

economic reforms and China's opening to the world" (ibid:400). Some of the writers he reviewed 

even suggest that extramarital afiairs are helpful in maintaining marriages that would otherwise 

dissolve (ibid). Xu's analysis of journalistic literature leads him to claim that the public tolerates 

women who have extramarital affairs. At least in Yunnan, this is not the case. The moral censure 

Zhou Mingxia faced is a case in point. 

Another theme concerns women using sex to gain fevors from men or in business dealings. 

According to Xu, such calculated sex is apparently accepted as ''normal" (ibid:389-390). 

Especially in economically active cities like Guangzhou, the phenomenon of young, attractive 

women working as "private secretaries" (or as outright mistresses) for wealthy entrepreneurs is 

portrayed as common (ibid). 

Another related topic, which Xu says is currently one of the most popular, is prostitution. 

Typically, in stories about how they came to engage in prostitution, women are described as 

"choosing prostitution entirely on their own" (ibid:391). Xu cites Liu Dalin's survey (1992), 

which is often referenced as evidence that most Chinese women typically become prostitutes 

because they want to earn more money, not because they were forced into it.^ I cannot respond to 

claims that prostitution is a benign career choice for women with ethnographic evidence from 

Mangshi. Yet it seems to me that prostituted women in China, who are greatly stigmatized in a 

society that places a high value on face, might claim to ''choose" prostitution, and gain pleasure 

^ Similarly, Gil et al. argue that prostitutes in Sichuan typically enter the trade "for money and for 
pleasures" (1996:145). Gil et al.'s claims that prostitutes are primarily motivated by the neutral desire for 
money, and that some prostitutes gain sexual (and other) pleasures from their prostitution are strange in 
more ways than one. The fact that the bulk of their data comes from women incarcerated in prison casts 
suspicion on their claims. Even those data seem to contradict the claim that "sexual pleasure" is a 
motivating factor for prostitutes: up to 8S percent of the women suffered from gonorrhea (ibid: 146). 
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fiom it, as a strat^y to reclaim self-respect. If they did not claim that it was a &ee choice, the 

alternative response to sexual victimization through prostitution would be self-contempt (Je£&eys 

1997; 137). In any case, the important point here is that regardless of whether prostitutes are in 

control of their destiny or not, some Qiinese writers seem to link the acceptance of prostitution 

with social progress. 

Furthermore, Xu takes the writers' view that sexual practices and attitude have become 

more Uberal as a direct reflection of the reality among contemporary urbanites. Perhaps Xo, like 

the writers he cites, engages in a kind of wishful thinking that equates liberal views with progress, 

and generalizes this trend for all of China. 

Amid all these change in sexual mores (whether "real" or imagined), heterosexuality and a 

naturalized view of sexual difiference continue as unquestioned assiunptions. Confucian and early 

Chinese medical views have long popularized the idea of an ideal complementarity between 

women/female/>7>i energy and mea/maidyang energy. Sexual difference, from this point of view, 

is essential for love, beauty and indeed, for "harmony in the &mily and society" (Xu 1996:397). In 

this regard, the apparently liberal and normalizing stories about women seeking sexual satis&ction 

also imply that a woman must be attached to a man in order to be happy. In one confessional 

piece, a woman wrote "when I know I can still attract men, I have a sense of self-respect and 1 am 

psychologically compensated" (ibid). 

My discussions with cultural teachers on the topic of sex within marriage were limited and 

inconclusive. Some individuals did express the viewpoint that many couples do not enjoy 

satisfying sexual relations, but this viewpoint may be merely a reflection of the same kinds of 

media sources as I have read. Two young men pointed out that as most couples only have sex with 

their spouse in their lifetime, hence they have no basis with which to compare their sexual 
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experiences. Even so, much attention has been paid to this topic in the media. 

Zhao (1993:90-94) cites one psychiatrist whose own data show that perhaps eighty percent 

of Chinese women have never had an orgasm. Accordii^ to Xu's sources as well, underlying 

many troubled marriages was "an unsatis&ctory sex life" (1996:398). Pan Zhimin (1996), 

meanwhile, begins his discussion of this topic by noting that "ninety percent of the divorces in 

America are due to inharmonious sexual relations," perhaps suggesting that unsatisfying sex 

should be a respected mark of modernity. In China, Pan continues, "most women never experience 

sexual climax." According to Liu et al.'s (1992) survey only about 55 percent of urban couples 

reported having a satisfying sex life. Estimating the degree of sexual satisi^cdon among married 

couples is bound to be problematic under any conditions; in Yunnan where the topic is generally 

tabooed impossible. Following Xu, I would simply like to call attention to the frequency with 

which journalists and intellectuals make note of this topic: "[w]hat is new and interesting in all this 

is the great emphasis now being placed on the quality of married couples' sex lives..." (ibid:399, 

my emphasis). 

The solution, as with most other marital problems discussed in my media sources, is a 

psychological counseling. According to Pan, the women who nm one such counseling office said 

that most of the family problems they encountered were related to "inharmonious sexual relations." 

Pan notes that in this respect men and women each have their own difficulties. Yet the women at 

the counseling office organized a class for husbands on this topic, inviting psychologists to give 

some advice. The consultation office also offered a "family hotline" advertised on the local radio 

station to address the "difficult to speak of problems" that the husbands faced. 

We can only speculate as to why a class for women was not also organized. Is the 

assumption that men are the ones who need to leam how to be better lovers? Or is the assiunption 
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that since women are sexually passive (a debatable assumption, to be sure) they do not need to 

ieam better sex techniques? Another way to interpret wdiy men are targeted for sexual advice is that 

perhaps the "problem" lies with women, but men need to leain how to deal with "female 

problems.'' Pan cites the case of one man who sought help from the consultation office; 

One man had been worried for a long time about his wife's fiigidness, which occurred 
periodically. He referred to it as the "first half of the month" and the "later half of the 
month." In the first half of the month, after her menstruation, they had normal relations 
and were good to each other. But in the later half of the month his wife absolutely rejected 
sex and appeared vexed. After an introduction from the ladies of the counseling ofBce the 
man received some lessons firom the psychologists. He learned a lot. 

One surely wonders what exactly this man learned from the "ladies of the counseling ofBce." We 

may speculate based on Zhao Xudong's (1993:90-94) conclusion that typically the reasons for 

dissatisfying sex include a combination of women's enculturated passivity, men's neglect of 

women's sexual needs, and women withholding sex to "punish" men. 

One remedy offered for a lackluster sex life was "romance in the kitchen" (Ying 1995). 

This is not a reference to, as Western readers might assume, expressions of love and affection in 

the kitchen. Rather, what Ying has in mind is men doing housechores in the kitchen. Generally 

men are interested in romance only in the bedroom, Ying writes. But romance in the bedroom is 

impossible without a woman's cooperation. If only instigated by the man, Ying implies, 

lovemaking will be lacking; 

A man needs a wife's high spirits in bed. But when a woman comes home firom work, she 
must cook, do the wash and take care of the child. When she puts on her pajamas and goes 
to bed, she is very tired. How to arouse her passion then? Some men do anything to 
please their wives and actively help with the housework only when they want lovemaking. 
This method is effective, but will easily make the wife feel disgusted. She feels you are too 
deliberate... As a husband, if you pay attention to the issues above, your wife will repay 
you with a tenderness as soft as water. 
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It seems to me that Ying is writiiig here about creating an atmosphere of equality within the 

household. In this example of raising the bar a Uttle higher, she argues that it is no longer enough 

for men to just do the dishes (or whatever other household chores need to be done) when they want 

sex. Ying suggests that if a husband were to help out consistently, his wife's appreciation will 

translate into opeimess towards sex. In this rare example among my media sources of a positive 

reference to men and houseworic, it is noteworthy that the context concerns a man's need for his 

wife's "high spirits in bed." 

Infidelity and '^How To Control Your Husband" 

According to writers like Gu (1996), infidelity need not spell the end of a marriage. For 

Gu infideUty is a matter of principle, unlike the petty differences that he thinlfs couples often worry 

too much over. But, depending on the circimistances, it may be possible for the couple to 

reconcile. Gu's advice to the wronged party (typically, but not always, the wife) is to step back 

and analyze the relationship; 

At this time what they need is great cahxmess, great sense, and an all-around clear-headed 
analysis of the marriage. They need to not only analyze the depth of feeling between their 
mate and the third person, but they also need to ask themselves firom the heart whether they 
themselves bear some responsibility that mustn't be shirked. 

Interestingly, Gu suggests that the partner who was ^thfiil might also bear some of the blame for 

the other's infidelity. The couple must also determine if the relationship between the husband (or 

wife) and their lover is serious or not. If, after this analysis, the wronged party feels that the 

marriage is not hopeless, they should begin to put their marriage back on course. He tells a story 

of his classmate, who fell in love with ''a girl in his office." Gu advises his classmate's 

heartbroken wife to dig up the old love letters he knows his classmate once wrote to her. Her 

husband was to read those letters. The result, according to Gu, was that "love was awoken 
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again...the soul was washed and cleansed." 

Articles like Huang Yingqiu's (1995) "Wives, Can You Control Your Husbands?" suggest 

that ensuring their husbands' fidelity is a major issue for some women. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, according to Huang some women try to control their husbands by controlling the 

purse strings — reasoning that without money their husbands wiU not be able to afford late nights 

out or mistresses. One woman cited in Huang's article had an even more exphcit way to control 

her husband; 

Mrs. Yuan, you got jealous easily, was very dissatisfied with her husband's contact with 
women... If her husband was a little close to a woman, she would let loose a stream of 
abuse against her. Furthermore, she made a three-point rule that her husband was 
forbidden to talk with women unless he had some specific reason to do so, he must turn 
over all of his salary to her, and he could not seek out the company of young girls in 
karaoke bars. 

Her husband would not stand for this degree of control. He was said to fly into a rage, shouting at 

his wife: "Am I like a dog to you? You bitch! I'll do what I want!" Mrs. Yuan felt defeated by 

this outburst at first. Yet later she used other forms of manipulation to try to control him; "She 

often kicked up a big fiiss at home and threatened to commit suicide, behaving like a buffoon." 

Huang seems unsympathetic towards "Mrs. Yuan's" situation and how she attempts to control her 

husband, blaming her strict "rules" for creating an unsetded family life. 

Yet passively accepting a husband's behavior, no matter how objectionable, comes under 

fire in Huang's piece as well. He critiques a "Mrs. Wei," who behaves "very pitifiiUy and 

passively on this issue." The "solution" to the problem of "how to control one's husband" is 

revealed near the end of the article. Reminiscent of neo-traditional advice foimd in U.S. women's 

magazines like Glamour and Cosmopolitan, we leam that "charm" is the answer. Huang describes 

a conversation he had with a bride, in which he asks her if she is not worried about her husband's 
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future fidelity: 

One day, I took part in the wedding of one of my friends from middle school. I 
teased the bride; "Ahzheng, are you afraid of something interfering with your love?" 

Ahzheng smiled and answered, "It's no use worrying about preventing such things. 
Women's ability to conquer men is based on their charm and love, their men are 'stolen' 
by other women, it's the women's fault." 

Ahzheng's self-confidence was amazing. She claimed that she would never hold a 
tight rein on her husband. But indeed, she did not mean to let him have his own way 
completely. Her tactics for controlling her husband were very wise. Women like her are 
really smart and capable. 

The article concludes by noting that "whether wives can win their husbands' hearts is not based 

entirely on their own efforts." In other words, a wife's "charm" alone will not necessarily save 

every marriage. Many other factors determine the stability of a marriage, Huang notes, including 

mutual trust, respect and equality. But the emotional punchline of his article is the story of the 

sweet and charming Ahzheng. 

The Divorce Rate Rises: Progress or the Family Imperiled? 

Since the reforms, the divorce rate in urban China has skyrocketed. Higher even than the 

rate of divorce in the U.S. (4.4/1000 couples in 1997'̂ ), the speed of increase in China has 

prompted much discussion and debate. The national divorce rate in 1994 was 7.1/1000, as 

compared with 5.9/1000 in 1990 (Xu 1996:384). The highest divorce rate (10/1000) in 1994 was 

among those in their thirties (ibid;385). As with seen in discussions of other issues relating to 

social change, a sometimes contradictory mix of perspectives have emerged regarding divorce. 

Two conrunon perspectives are (I) increased divorce indicates social progress, and (2) increased 

divorce shows how people have become too rash. Judging from Xu's review of journalistic 

literature on the topic, writers in this genre tend to view divorce as a sign of liberation, particularly 

CDC. Monthly and Vital Statistics Report 
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for women. Xu found that in journalistic literature, women were often portrayed as divorcing 

because of their need to develop a sense of self-identity or self worth, and because of their dislike 

of being a mere appendage to their husbands.^ A working woman quoted in a Women of Chinee'̂  

article exemplifies this perspective (Chen 1998:16): 

A successful career for a woman means you never depend on others. To me, this is the 
most important point, because I believe that to be responsible for your own status, glory 
and money is far better than depending on your husband or parents. 

This particular article is about how women view their careers, but this young woman's sentiment 

expresses the point well; for many women, achieving "success" and status on their own is 

essential. For some women, this desire for self-expression and independence may be so strong, that 

like Jia Wei (Chapter 3), they separate firom their husbands rather than feel smothered. 

From the school of thought that people are becoming too rash, Cheng (1996) describes 

husbands and wives tjilk who talk irresponsibly about divorce when they are quarreling: 

One rashly says "divorce;" thus the other says "certainly," not to be outdone. They have 
this kind of contest... The people who talk irresponsibly about divorce are an example of 
the psychology behind a "self-fulfilling prophecy." They often not only do nothing to help 
mediate the marriage, but they also make a stormy sea stormier by unconsciously focusing 
on the word "divorce." 

Sharing this perspective is an anonymous individual who spoke after Chen's talk (1993), arguing 

that the Marriage Law should be reformed. According to this person, it is too easy to get divorced 

in China: 

In the West, there are many limitations to granting a divorce, divorce is granted only if the 
marriage relations are actually broken. We [in China] can get married in the morning and 
divorced in the afternoon if there is a breakup of filings. We specify that divorce shall be 
granted after the arbitration period, but our arbitration is only in name. 

^ Reminiscent of the U.S. in the 1970s. 
^ The English version of Zhongguo Funa, a govenunent-run magazine with a reputation for staid, non-
controversial journalism. 
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Chen, whose paper was published in 1993, aigued that it should be more difficult to divorce. In 

1998 a new law is in the woiks to do just that. The new marriage law will be implemented in 

1999. The two main points of the law are (1) divorces will be more difficult to obtain, and (2) 

infidelity will be illegal. Debates are currently raging in the media over both provisions.'*^ Some 

view infidelity as a "private matter^ that should not be legislated. Divorces, meanwhile, will be 

granted only after three years of separation. The wording of the terms for divorce will also change 

fi'om the 'termination of mutual feelings'" to "the actual termination of marital relations.'' The 

liberal comments of sociologist Li Yinhe regarding the new law are revealing; 

The 1980 law allows divorce with no &ult or blame attached, which is a more enlightened 
way of doing things. Mutual love should be taken as the basis for marriage, and it is 
natural that the marriage should end when love expires. 

Considering the fact that Li Yinhe is attached to the prestigious and govemment-afOiated Academy 

of Social Sciences, her public opposition to the new law seems striking. In this context, Li's 

equation of a no-feult divorce as "^enlightened" and the new law as ''backwards" speaks voliunes 

about the yearning to be '"modem" and "civilized" that seems to inspire Li and many of her peers. 

Furthermore, some say that the government's attempt to take more control over people's married 

lives represents a patronizing practice that shows a lack of respect for individual fireedom 

(Eckhobn 1998). The new divorce law does indeed seem to be a sort of throwback to an earlier 

era, considering that by and large marital relations have been considered "private afi^rs" since the 

reforms. It would seem that the new law will, as its crafters intended, make couples take their 

marriages more seriously. Yet no doubt some couples will still separate, perhaps divorcing in 

practice, if not by law. 

^ The sources for the following discussion of the 1999 marriage law are the China News Daily: 12/4/97, 
Jim Yu and Guochen Wan; 4/15/97, Shiji Shen and Guochen Wan; 9/4/98. Sue Bruell and Yin De An; 
and The New York Times, Eckholm 11/18/98. 
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While the new divorce law has stirred much public debate over how difBcult it should be 

to get divorced, other discourse explores the efifects of divorce on the individuals involved. Zhang 

Ximing (1996) points out how divorce can be difficult for men emotionally. Divorce, especially 

when initiated by the wife, overturns centuries of male domination within marriages, thereby 

challenging men's egos. One of Zhang's main points is that because of the ego issues involved, 

men do not want sympathy after a divorce. He begins his discussion with an anecdote about a man 

he calls "Lao Hu" to illustrate this point; 

Lao Hu divorced silently and cahnly — almost no one knew about it. He kept himself busy 
with all kinds of things in order to kill that glum time. When he at last felt that he could 
pick up his lost heart and make a normal living, forgetting those sad matters, a telephone 
from his aunt threw his mind into confusion: "Lao Hu, I heard you got divorced, isn't that 
right?" Then she went into detailed musings about the reasons for the divorce, expressing 
her concern for Lao Hu without end. From then on, Lao Hu received many phone calls. 
Relatives, friends and classmates showed their concern, sympathy and encouragement after 
hearing of his divorce. Lao Hu felt exhausted. 

A portrait of a stoic Lao Hu emerges, too proud to accept the concern of others after his divorce. 

Thang mentions some of the important historical bases for such "manly pride." In China, male 

privilege was apparent in double standards regarding marriage practices, double standards which 

underscored male privilege. For example, traditionally in China men could have a more than one 

wife as well as concubines, while women ideally had only one husband from the time of marriage 

until death. Traditionally, if a man wanted to end his relationship with his wife, he need only 

"dismiss her out the door." There was no concept of "divorce" between men and women of equal 

status. Zhang explains how things have changed since then, and how these changes have affected 

men's sense of self: 

In modem society, as women's status has grown, divorce is no longer only a priA^ege men 
enjoy. More and more women are the party seeking a divorce. Because of this, men who 
are used to being privileged under the traditional culture come to feel inferior as the social 
sex roles fluctuate. Whether initiated by them or not, for men divorce means that they 
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cannot dominate women anymore. This makes the divorced man feel a sense of &iliire, 
implicitly or explicitly. 

29iang's characterization seems both astute and politically progressive, as he notes that divorce 

equalizes men and women in a way that threatens men's egos. The &ct that he acknowledges these 

power dimensions of divorce leads one to expect that he might offer more observations regarding 

shifts in power and the psychological angst and confusion that can result. For instance, he might 

suggest how men can learn to accept their loss of privil^e as women become empowered to 

instigate divorce, or how the growing equality of marital relations is ultimately a positive trend for 

all individuals. 

Yet instead Zhang draws on other perspectives to justify and minimize the importance of 

the issues he first raises; i.e., how and why divorce challenges men's egos. One perspective is that 

men's claims to superiority over women are rooted in biology and evolution. According to this 

naturalized perspective, men's distress over equality in divorce proceedings is less about the 

historically emergent phenomenon of male privilege, and more about male's physiologically-rooted 

need to dominate women. In other words, men cannot help it if divorce damages their egos, as they 

are naturally programmed to be the dominant sex. 

Zhang notes that the "male sense of &ilure, which causes a man's self-esteem and self-

confidence to waver, cannot be overestimated." But rather than focusing on the social and cultural 

influences on men's sense of self, Zhang is more interested in "finding some biological causes." 

His main thesis here is that ""men build their self-esteem by controlling the sex act {xing zhengfii)^ 

He substantiates his thesis by linking the sex life of with that of humans.'" 

He describes a "king monkey" who becomes a leader by fighting, 'iiill of blood and competition." 
Zhang notes that is significant that as soon as a monkey becomes king, all the females in the group are 
his; "Other monkeys dare to carry on clandestine lover afiairs with the female monk^^ only when the 
king monkey isn't paying attention. If the king monkey is defeated in a fight, he not only looses his 
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According to Thang^ for humans, as for monkeys, males gain power and strength fixnn 

dominating many females. Hormones play an important role as well for Zhang; '̂ Researchers 

have found that when animals successfully mate, especially when they are more successful than 

others of their species in conquering the females, they will secrete testosterone. The addition of this 

male hormone makes the animal appear to strut about, putting on airs, as if he is beyond 

comparison in the world." From this perspective, human men are "hard-wired" to dominate 

women. This argument justifies men's domination of women as "natural," while impljdng that 

growing equality between women and men is what is unnatural. 

The other perspective Thang offers is that ''some men" are just psychologically weak, and 

that is why divorce can damage their egos so much; 

As for the mental block that he has after divorce, we see clearly that he does not possess 
the mental fortitude to withstand divorce. Lao Hu fears that others pay too much attention 
to his divorce, and he doesn't like their concern. It appears that their concern really 
bothers him, somehow injures his self-esteem. He appears to have a tender psychology 
{xinli cuiruo), so that he doesn't dare to openly admit to the fact of his divorce. Lao Hu's 
tender psychology is found in some men. 

The only solution Zhang suggests has to do with a psychological issue — he notes that men 

must release their emotions after a divorce. Yet concerned fiiends and relatives should not, like 

Lao Hu's acquaintances, express any concern or even mention divorce: "Attention and sympathy 

only serve to deepen his sense of ^ure and self-abasement. Perhaps the best response is to 

support each other with the pretense that nothing has happened, offering one's good-will and 

understanding." Zhang does mention that men should also "change their traditional ideas," 

although he does not say what these ideas are or how they should be changed. The emphasis for 

Zhang is on emotional expression, which he says men can learn fi'om women, who "say what is on 

throne, but also all of his 'wives and concubines' are forfeited to the new king." 
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their mind without reservation." Men shouldn't hide the thoughts in their hearts when feced with 

setbacks such as divorce, as "prolonged mental problems are cumulative and make one ill." The 

cure for men to release their mental pressure, according to Zhang. Again, we find that 

psychological management and having the "correct" personality (in this case, being a person of 

strong mental fortitude) are held up as the key solutions to a problematic issue. The traumatic 

effects of divorce are individualized, while any social significance is downplayed. 

Certain portraits emerge firom these magazine articles, like the vision of neo-traditional 

masculinity articulated by Zhang. Yet such received ideologies and the sometimes exaggerated, 

hegemonic voice of the popular media do not necessarily represent the actual lives of urbanites 

where one finds many variations and indeed contradictions to media portrayals. In this regard, 

the perspective of a divorced man I knew in Mangshi contradicts 23iang's portrait of the "macho" 

male. 

I met high school teacher Yue Longhua through a fiiend who taught at a vocational college 

in Mangshi. Yue, who taught physics, was a fiiendly man who was obviously preoccupied by his 

divorce which has taken place eight years earlier. I was surprised when soon after we met Yue 

began telling me of his acrimonious divorce. Such "personal" details are not usually discussed 

amongst those who are not close acquaintances. Why did Yue tell me about his divorce so soon 

after we met? It seemed that the experience had scarred him deeply, and that for whatever reasons 

(perhaps a plea for sympathy) he liked to share his story with whomever was interested. Thirty-

nine years old when we met, Yue bitterly described how his wife left him for a "college boy" when 

their daughter was one-year-old. He called the young man a xiao haose, a "womanizer." He said 

that he had raised his daughter, then nine, by himself. Now he is remarried, to a woman who also 

has a child firom a previous marriage. 
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The Economics of Divorce: The Playing Field Is Not Level 

It is important to recognize how women's growing expectations may represent relatively 

greater power in marital relationships in recent years. According to Xu (1996:385) divorces 

initiated by women outnumber those initiated by men by 2 to 1. In Wuhan, Xu cites a survey that 

found 79 percent of the divorces were initiated by women. Yet, the economic fellout of divorce 

shows that despite these indications of women's growing sense of power and autonomy, they are 

still not on an equal economic playing field with men. 

What are the economic inequalities inherent in divorce? Most obviously, the feet that 

urban men generally have higher status, higher paid jobs than women puts them at an advantage. 

Indeed, members of the Women's Federation, prompted by the belief that women need to be 

protected from divorce, were involved in drafting the new divorce law (Eckhohn; 1998). 

Meanwhile, there is no guaranteed legal oversight of the financial support due to divorced women 

who need it (Chen 1993). A commentator in the discussion after Chen's talk noted that before the 

reforms, child support was guaranteed by the work unit. (If the wife has custody, the husband 

should give her 20 to 30 percent of his income for child support.) Now that the ownership of many 

work units has changed, no one takes responsibility. Many women prefer if their husbands pay 

child support in one lump sum after the divorce. But, according to the anonymous commentator, 

men often conceal their wealth: "He has income of red, gray, and black, but nobody knows about 

the last two." According to a report in the China Daily, women are often victimized after a divorce 

(Zheng 1997). Private entrepreneurs may be beyond the reach of the law if they refuse to pay child 

support. Women who are laid ofiF from sluggish state-owned companies are in a particularly 

precarious situation. 

The common practice of assigning housing to men is also unfair to women, who may find 
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that they are homeless after a divorce. Assigniog housing to men is a huge disadvantage to women 

who divorce, and then find that they have no housing. Men can use the joint housing leased in their 

name as a threaL In the heat of argument, the threat of "Go away and don't ever come back," must 

be heard as "a roar that makes one's hair stand on end," writes Cheng Cheng (1996). 

Chen (1993) also argues that many women are forced by their husbands to divorce. Men 

use their power and guanxi (social relations) to force women to sign the divorce papers, she writes. 

The solution to this is not a reform of the legal system for Chen. Rather than focusing on divorce 

laws, Chen writes that the femiliar "four selves" must be promoted: self-respect, self-

strengthening, self-support and self-confidence will help women's emotional and &mily lives. 

Such education should begin early, otherwise girls may take the wrong path and "become 

prostitutes." 

A story that appeared in Mating provided a model for women &ced with "life after 

divorce" (Lian 1995). In the end, her story affirms her ability to take care of herself. But perhaps 

in order to increase the pathos of her story, the woman is described as a kind of martyr. Lian 

describes her fiiend "Xiao Qin" as an ideal wife, who kept a clean house and took good care of her 

husband and their daughter. ''Often she even carried the gas tank up to their apartment," Lian 

writes. Qin's idyllic &mily life came to an end once her husband began seeing another woman. 

Lian's sympathies are clearly with her fhend: "She loved her husband deeply and tried her best to 

be a good wife, but her husband treated her so ruthlessly." Xiao Qin despairs at first, 

contemplating suicide, but eventually "pulls herself together" and decides that "he doesn't deserve 

my tears." 

The next part of Qin's story reads like a model of how a woman might successfully cope 

with such a divorce. Xiao Qin opened up her own beauty shop, which was successful. In fact, her 
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ex-husband often came by to ask her for money. Eventually, she decides to stop supporting him, 

telling him, "~Now that I have learned to survive by myselfl I am no longer the Xiao Qin who used 

to be so docile and obedient. Get out of here!" Lian advises: 

Marriage is not the only thing for a woman. When you are cheated by life and your love is 
gone, you needn't weep or feel too sad. You've got to fece reality bravely. Look ahead 
and you will see a new world. 

While Xiao Qin seems to have "liberated" herself her story does not end on this triumphant note. 

Her daughter is portrayed as the victim who has suffered the worst effects of the divorce. 

Busy with running her beauty shop, the daughter had to live with her grandmother. The daughter 

plaintively asks, "when will I eat mom's homecooked soup again?" Lian imagines what the 

daughter might feel; "How she wishes to go back to the home which gave her boundless warmth, 

perfect love and a childhood &ee &om all anxieties. Does her &ther know that his poor little 

daughter's heart is bleeding?" Although it is the beauty shop that keeps the mother fi'om the 

daughter, Lian targets the absent father for his daughter's pain. 

Chen (1993) argues that in "broken families"^" the children have many problems adjusting. 

Chen blames fknilial strife for children turning to crime and prostitution; "In one reform school, 

half of the girls between 14 and 20 years of age had been involved in prostitution because of &mily 

problems, including broken families." The divorced father I knew in Mangshi, Yue Longhua, 

seemed to echo these concerns. He said that his divorce has had a big impact on his daughter, who 

he described as "tough."' Yue seemed quite concemed about what long-term effects the divorce 

would have on her. 

The term is exactly like the Americanism. 
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Summary 

To some extent, the story of contemporary marriages and sexuality in urban Yunnan after 

the reforms is a story of destabilization. Where marriages were once stable, bound together by 

poverty, many children, and conservative norms, they are now growing more and more instable, as 

married people, especially women it would seem, ask for more out of marriage. Where sexuality 

was generally stabilized within marriage, it has now spilled over into the increasingly common 

phenomena of extramarital affairs, premarital sex, and women in particular seeking out lovers, or 

power, through their sexuality. 

Focusing first on this last example, we find that for some commentators women taking on 

lovers outside of marriage is emblematic of how China has arrived — as if the promised land of 

liberal social mores and a "civilized" (more Western) society is now reality. This point of view 

represents wishful thinking, to some degree, as such journalists tend to exaggerate the degree to 

which women's "sexual liberation" is accepted by urbanites. Yet the yearning among some to be 

more "Western" and liberal is undeniable. Perhaps part of this yearning springs from the fact that 

political freedom is not possible at this time, bidividual expression and meaning is therefore 

displaced into other areas of life, like sexuality. The search for self-expression in a politically 

moribund context, and the impact of this liberalizing perspective on the current changes in Chinese 

social life are important issues to address in future research. 

Other journalists and academics condemn women who are sexually active outside of 

marriage. What we might very loosely call the 'traditional perspective" is generally reflective of 

the norms in urban Yunnan, where women who are labeled "loose" are generally scorned. From 

this more conservative point of view, sexuality is better understood as a heterosexual mstmct 
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primarily justified by propagation. Growing consumerism, immorality (such as women who ~eat 

Spring foodi, and Western influences are implicitly linked in a network of degenerate forces. In 

this regard, discussions about men's infidelity and how to deal with it take place alongside other 

conversations about women who have stepped outside of the bounds of sexual ''normalcy." 

Ironically, for those who share a more conservative perspective, neo-traditional norms which recall 

China's imagined pristine past (such as self-cultivation through education) are the mark of the 

''civilized," while consumerism. Westernization and certain forms of liberalization are the markers 

of the uncivilized. Given the conflicting imperatives of liberalizing, nationalistic and neo-

traditional (not to mention combinations thereof) points of view, what best represents "morality" 

and "progress" is truly in the eyes of the beholder. 

Meanwhile, a striking emphasis on the quality of life and of relationships bridges the 

contending perspectives on the correct meaning of being "civilized" (wenming). Journalists and 

cultural teachers in Yuiman alike stress how personalities, feehngs, and having rapport with their 

spouse are important considerations. Concurrent with popular interest in the quality of one's 

intimate relationships, the state promotes the importance of citizens striving for a "spiritual 

civilization" (Jingshen wenming). Here "love" becomes a class marker, and only those who have 

the appropriate discipline have the ability to love and enjoy a "spiritual" relationship with their 

spouse. Such discourse legitimates the state as the teacher of "low quality" citizens who need to be 

taught how to love. "Spiritual" is a polyvalent term, also indexing that which is moral and not 

commercial or materialistic. In this sense, talk of "spirituahty" refers to an interest in cultivating 

high-quality relationships in contrast to more materialistic, consimier-oriented interests. 

Perhaps reflective of the contending voices outlined above, current expectations for one's 

spouse appear to be rather contradictory; wives should be virtuous, but not too boring; husbands 
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should be strong, but not too dominating. The increasing divorce rate reveals in part how deeply-

felt are these higher expectations. Yet more pointedly, the feet that women initiate divorce more 

than men (and quite often in the context of wishing to end verbal or physical abuse by their 

husbands) speaks to the shifting set of power relations between married women and men. It seems 

likely that women's increased economic independence has much to do with this on-going power 

shift Women also say that in seeking divorce they wish to assert their own identities. We saw in 

the last chapter how some men are uncomfortable with women's increased economic independence. 

In this chapter, men's discomfort with women-initiated divorces appears in articles such as 

Zhang's (1996). Journalists and academics fashion themselves as guides through these mazes of 

contradiction. They advocate psychological guidance for people to adapt and cope with the new 

expectations and social changes that are at once exciting and confusing. 
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7 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the reform era we find that the state's interests dovetail with neo-traditional gender 

norms that reproduce women's participation in the labor force as flexible (Hooper 1998:183-84; 

Johannson 1998; Voting 1989:265). Yet the resurgence of interest in performing neo-traditional 

gender roles which I have documented in this dissertation is more than a just a convenience for the 

state in the age of "market adjustments." This political economic imperative is important to 

recognize, but there are other reasons why women, especially young women, are subject to the 

contradictory demands of appearing '̂ traditional" while maintaining earning potential on the job 

market. Women's correct performance as "feminine" is also intertwined with paradoxical ideals in 

contemporary urban Yuiman; namely to be "modem," yet authentically "Chinese." 

To the extent that the Cultural Revolution was denaturalizing, neo-traditional gender 

norms can be read as a politically salient project to "renaturalize" both women and men. Because 

women have historically been such important symbolic repositories of ciilture, their correct 

performance as appropriately femily-oriented and gentle becomes particularly crucial. What I am 

suggesting is that by emphasizing their "femininity" women are symbolically enacting, for the 

nation, a culturally meaningful protest against the conformity of the Cultural Revolution, as well as 

a broader protest against ±e morally bankrupt Communist Party. What is interesting to me is how 

what began as, in part, a political reaction, has since taken on a life of its own. 

Economic anxieties are one important element behind the continued resiugence of 

traditional gender ideologies. Feeling threatened by economic insecurity in an era of high 
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unemployment and relative job insecurity, men target women as the scapegoat for their fears.' 

Misogynistic portrayals of dominating, strong women in popular magazines along with popular 

commentary that ridicule "^strong women" provide an outlet for male anxieties that women are 

"taking over'' the job market and domestic relationships. At the same time, such conunentary also 

normalizes and natmalizes women who focus on their &milies and are '̂ feminine.'' This 

normalizing perspective appears to have influenced popular consciousness in urban Yunnan to the 

extent that the linkage between an unhappy fknily and an ambitious wife/mother is viewed as self-

evident. 

This ftaming of gender roles constitutes a form of received ideology. The reproduction of 

patriarchy in China, as in other societies, necessitates a continual reinforcement of the hierarchical 

status quo. The status quo in question includes male privilege, justified on the basis of their innate 

"superiority" (whether judged by physical strength, intelligence or some other measure) and bread-

winning roles; and female subordination, justified on the basis of their innate "Weriority" and 

(devalued) domestic caretaking roles. Such received ideologies are critical in the formation of 

doxa, or what gets taken for granted. ~Doxa" defines what is imaginable in a given context. 

One of the doxic viewpoints, articulated by official and non-official voices alike, is that 

with the reforms women have more ''choices" than ever before. Linked to nationalistic sentiments 

about China's progress and modernization, this viewpoint includes the commonsense perception 

that women have benefited and their status improved under the economic reforms. While there are 

no doubt more opportunities for some women in certain contexts, we find more evidence that on the 

^ Late twentieth-century uneasiness, fueled by fears of job insecurity and an imcertain future, are 
characteristic in many urban centers around the world on the verge of the millennium. In industrialized 
countries, the scapegoat group is often inunigrants. In countries like the U.S. and Britain, new anti-
immigrant laws promise to help preserve a national '*way of life" that inunigrants are accused of 
threatening (Ansell 1997). 
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contrary women as a group have borne the brunt of the '̂ market adjustments" associated with the 

reforms. 

Yet the "imperative of optimism," that propaganda-laced worldview that "tomorrow is 

always brighter," creates its own reality. According to that reality, women are free to choose what 

kind of fiiture they want. Framing reality in this way, with powerfidly felt nationalistic sentiments 

that link China's "progress" with women's status just under the surface, deflects potential 

criticism. Those who might want to publicly point out the contradictions to this "reality" might 

find that their views appear unpatriotic or simply "strange." Given these doxic constraints, it is not 

surprising that when any potentially critical examples are brought forward the "problem" is 

deemed to lie with the individual women in question. Women who become prostitutes, who use 

their sexuality to get (or keep) a job, women who are in dead-end jobs, or who cannot find a job are 

defined as women who have made "bad choices." Another common perspective is that women who 

have not flourished under the reforms suffer firom poor "self-esteem." If only such women would 

transform their own consciousness and learn to believe in themselves, a world of opportunity 

awaits them, according to the doxic perspective. 

Pressures to conform to neo-traditional standards of femininity seemed to weigh 

particularly heavy on what I call "third generation" women. Middle-class women who entered 

adulthood after the Cultural Revolution and during the beginnings of Deng's reforms are subject to 

contrary expectations: to be "lively," but subdued; to be focused on family, yet financially self-

supporting. For their mothers' generation, the connotations of the "modem woman," a woman who 

had an education and a career, were unabashedly positive. Their daughters had no such clear-cut 

view of a "modem woman," or how their own lives articulated with the promises she held out. In 

conversation with me, women of this third generation exhibited a contradictory kind of 
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consciousness about their lives as women. Received ideologies somedmes followed on the heels of 

more "emergent ideologies," my term for perspectives which were subtly critical of the dominant 

view. While the women I talked with in Yunnan were aware of the double standards that applied to 

women, the doxic framing of the issues did not seem to allow for a clear critique of the ironies they 

&ced. Although subordinate perspectives may function as an "upward" critique, the "downward" 

effects of the dominant ideology tend to overpower the former. The subaltern perspective is not 

consciously articulated, nor does it try to analyze the world. Therefore, "ideology," characterized 

by formality, pubUcness and explicit statements, steps into that space, framing the subordinate 

perspective and claiming the political high ground (Willis 1977:165-7). 

In addition to the contradiction between the outward embodiment of feminine norms and 

the critical views which were sometimes just under the surface, the fact that urban women in 

Yunnan need to appear feminine (and family-oriented) in order to be considered normal/moral did 

not mean that they could not achieve financial independence. Such contradictions reveal how 

dominant ideologies are never reproduced completely. Nor are dominant ideologies applied evenly 

across social classes. The pressures placed upon middle-class women did not necessarily seem to 

apply to working-class women. For women like Liu Hui, the owner of a street-side restaurant, 

survival was more of a concern than keeping up certain "feminine" appearances. For Liu Hui it 

was not so much that the "modem woman" represented possible social stigma, but rather that this 

image represented an unattainable lifestyle, including leisure time and enough income for non

essential purchases. 

Indeed, the tight constraints and contradictory expectations placed upon women in their 

twenties and thirties seems linked to the formation of middle-class subjectivities. Class was in 

important category for my middle-class informants, who made frequent mention of "having 
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ailture/being cultivated" (you wenhua/you xiuyang). Generally speaking, these terms refer to 

being '̂ educated,'" as such clearly fimctioned as a class maricer. While men and women indicated 

that '̂having culture/being cultivated'' was an important middle-class attribute, for women several 

other expectations were woven into the definition of someone who was properly cultivated. Among 

them were expectations that women have ''self-respect" (in this context a code for being a "moral" 

woman, whose sexuality is confined within matrimony), be "gentle" (wenrou) and be able to 

maintain "harmony" in her &mily. 

At the same time that women were ofifered specific instructions for how to cultivate 

themselves as model wives and mothers, women were perceived to be naturally suited to domestic 

caretaking. Such paradoxes are common in the ideological construction of dominant hegemonies. 

Cultural teachers noted that as women were "naturally" more careful than men, it was appropriate 

for them to do most of the childcare. Upon fiirther questioning, however, I found that cultural 

teachers in Yuiman typically believed that such "natural" differences between women and men in 

&ct had social origins. The fact that so many urban Yunnanese mentioned social influences as the 

primary determinant of "personality differences" between women and men suggests that 

"naturalized" differences may not be as resistant to change as they appear at first glance. 

While class and generatioiial differences were often striking in my research, one hegemonic 

expectation seemed to cross these divides; the expectation that women live with a husband. For 

the women profiled in chapter three, it was extremely problematic for all but one that they were 

single or otherwise living apart firom their spouses. The exception, twenty-three-year-old Qi 

Fengmei, was not under great social pressure (except firom her mother), periiaps because she still 

had a couple of years until the modal age of marriage, twenty-five. Despite its continued 

hegemony, the institution of marriage may be the most contentious site of gender transformations in 
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urban Yunnan, and peiiiaps elsewhere in urban Giina. A shifting set of power relations is evident 

in (1) women's increasingly vocal demands of the married relationship and (2) the increasing 

divorce rate (most divorces are initiated by women). 

Again, a rhetorical backlash in the popular media as well as in everyday commentary 

challenges women's demands for more out of their relationships. Women are thought to verbally 

abuse their husbands if they do not "measure up" to their expectations. Commentary on women's 

roles as emotional managers within the household reveals a deep form of misogyny; women are 

mocked for being '̂nags," overly-demanding and unreasonable. While the riietoric that claims 

women are 'taking over'' seems little grounded in reality, the stereotype of the demanding wife does 

appear to have an empirical basis. Third generation women seem to generally have more power in 

their married relationships compared to their mothers' generation, and this shifting set of power 

relations has provoked much controversy within China, albeit controversy typically framed within 

the male-centered perspective as outlined above. 

While women appear to be asking for more out of marriage, so are some men. I found that 

these new expectations are powerful metaphors for identity, modernity, and the confusions and 

controversies generated by rapid cultural change. Journalists speak approvingly of the expectation 

that one's spouse be a "soulmate," providing spiritual companionship as well as the more mundane 

types of sharing. Another aspect of these new expectations is that marriage should be based on 

love. Discussions about 'love" as the basis of marriage provokes controversy — some see love as 

an unstable basis for marriage, while for others love marriages are not only desired but are a mark 

of modernity and China's social "progress." Also opposed to a stable marriage, for some, is the 

idea of "romance." Confronted with new lifestyle choices, some journalists appear to simplify the 

situation by narrowing the field down to two choices; one can pursue romance or one can have a 
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steadfiist marriage. The way in which choices are sometimes viewed as mutually exclusive seems 

to be indicative of the confusion that having choices creates. In other words, perhaps an either/or 

option makes the choices ^pear more manageable. Now that urfoanites have '̂ lifestyle choices," 

there are no clear models for which choices are "good." 

Since the moral '̂ consensus" of the Party has dissolved, journalists and intellectuals appear 

to position themselves as the new shapers of morality. These new moral arbiters do not appear to 

share a consensus on many issues, although many advocate psychological remedies for the 

confusions and challenges provoked by the reforms and rapid cultural change. Intellectuals 

approach the psychological in at least two very different vays; one authoritative and dogmatic, the 

other responsive and open-ended. For some, psychology is another way to critique the 'iow 

cultural quality" of the Chinese people, especially women. From this perspective, "psychology" 

represents an implicitly Westem subjectivity, centered on feelings, personalities and the cultivation 

of interesting leisure pursuits. The dogmatists assume that people need to be taught how to 

"improve their quality" in this f^hion, and position themselves as worthy teachers. This type of 

psychological discourse appears to be a manifestation of power, in which intellectuals and the 

Party legitimate themselves as the social and moral "authorities" for an inchoate population 

(Foucault 1979, 1990). 

Yet, intriguingly, another type of psychological discourse takes the much more neutral 

position that psychology, counselors and telephone hot lines can be useful tools to help deal with 

real an.xieties. This group of intellectuals sees themselves as responding to myriad changes; 

increased competition and higher expectations of woiicers in the job maricet; the faster pace of 

urban life; rapid cultural change; the sometimes frustrating promises of the reform era; and crises 

in personal relationships. These writers and activists promote a psychological approach that is 
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supportive, but which does not intervene in choices individuals must make on their own. For this 

group, the turn to the psychological also seems to represent a new subjectivity — one this is pro-

individualist and non-authoritative. 

Another broad consensus r^arding social change is that with the reforms has come a 

decline in morality. Cultural teachers in Yunnan, as well as journalists in the popular magazines I 

surveyed, typically used talk of materialism to comment on other issues. For example, many 

debates centered on consumerism and how this has affected relationships. Stereotj'pes held up for 

scorn included the '̂gold-digger" who sought a wealthy man to support her on the one hand, and the 

fickle husband at mid-life on the other, who might leave his wife for someone younger after 

achieving financial success. Interestingly, only women appeared to complain about the fickle 

husband, while both women and men ridiculed "gold-digging" women. Not surprisingly, when it 

comes to consumerist motives and relationships, the fsuniliar double-standard reappears. 

Particularly vilified were women who ~eat Spring food." A polysemous stereotype, 

broadly the term refers to women who use their beauty, youth or sexuality to get ahead. In fact, 

older Chinese women (over 35) currently find that while they are squeezed out of the job market, 

managers specifically seek out "young and attractive" female workers (Rosenthal 1998). This 

discrimination on the basis of youth and beauty may be a factor in how older women disparage 

younger women as "immoral," resentment perhaps transformed into conflict within women as a 

group. Indicative of the double standards which apply to women, the periiaps economically astute 

woman who "eats Spring food" is condemned, while no special term exists for the men who might 

support them, nor does popular discoxirse usually condemn the wider society for commodifymg 

feminized beauty. 

More generally, cultural teachers in urban Yunnan bemoaned the lack of morals in the 
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reform era said to be particularly prevalent among young women, a symbolic alliance that I would 

siiggest is not coincidental. Similar to semi-urban Malaysia (Ong 1987; 181-193), in urban 

Yunnan young working women are portrayed as generally materialistic and iitmioral. In both the 

Malaysian and the Chinese context, young women's relative independence, their problemadcized 

morality, and benevolent (patriarchal) social control are in dialectical relationship as the forces of 

industrialization threaten to disrupt the status quo. The rapid socio-economic changes of the 

reforms are experienced as on some level destabilizing. Women are expected to represent a force 

of stability, through an idealized embodiment of the "virtuous and good" wife {xiangqi liangmu). 

When women appear to disrupt this stability, they become controversial figures, at risk for being 

labeled "overly ambitious," "cold-hearted," "sexually loose," or simply "unfeminine." Rather than 

representing powerless figures ready to be commanded, middle-class urban women in Yunnan are 

in &ct increasingly autonomous. In the continuous process of shoring up hegemony, women who 

focus on their careers, initiate divorce and otherwise exercise independent judgment appear to be 

intimidating, provoking a rhetorical backlash against strong, autonomous women. 
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APPENDIX 1 

THE HAN SETTLEMENT OF DEHONG 

The story of Dehong and how it came to be incorporated as part of the People's Republic 

of China has at least two different versions — the ofBcal Han version and the unofficial version 

according to the Dai.' One account of the ofScial version is presented in the Lwd County Annals, 

the translation of which is presented below. (Luxi is the Dehong county that includes the 

prefectural capital, Mangshi.) According to this pro-Party version, the revolution of 1949 (always 

termed the 'Xiberation") and subsequent migration of Han settlers and Party ofBcials to the region 

resulted in dramatic social and economic improvements for the already present local inhabitants. 

These local inhabitants, mainly Dai, Jingpo and smaller numbers of A'chang, De'ang and Lisu 

peoples, are interpellated* by ofiBcial Han chroniclers as "national minorities" from the start. This 

interpellation is all the more obvious considering that at the time of Liberation the "minorities" 

would have made up the vast majority of the population. Yet as described in the Annals, not only 

were the peoples livii^ in the area always already "minority nationalities," but they were also few 

in number. "'Before the Qing Dynasty few people lived in Luxi County. The minority nationalities 

lived mainly off hunting and gathering wild fruits and vegetables because of war, famme and 

national oppression. They were not setded down." Clearly, the local peoples are meant to be seen 

^ The Dai Temple Entwined by the Tree contains another version of history, in the form of two murals 
hanging inside the main building. The murals show scenes &om judgment day, in which the undeservmg 
are either eaten or tortured by demons, or, for the meritorious, enjoying Buddhist paradise. People's 
Liberation Army soldiers are depicted in the murals, marching in formation towards their fate alongside 
the Dai people. According to one monk, the inclusion of the PLA shows how even the Han want to follow 
the Buddhist path to salvation. 
" Althusser (1971) first developed the concept of "interpellation," the process by which one is named and 
thus defined in a particular way. 
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as incapable of siistaining themselves, perhaps because they do not know how to "settle down," or 

bow to do more than '̂himtiiig and gathering wild fiuits and vegetables." 

'̂ Minority nationalities" is a loaded term in the context of the People's Republic. It 

conveys the contradictory ideologies (1) that China is composed of many ''nationalities" that are all 

(theoretically) equal, and (2) all except the Han are '̂ minorities," a status which implies 

backwardness, a lack of "civilized" culture, disregard for educational advancement and low levels 

of technological understanding. In the story that the People's Republic tells itself about itself, 

however, the "minority nationalities" fimction as a vital part of nation-making. In all forms of 

media, images of various "minority" peoples, usually women dressed in "ethnic costume," are 

shown smiling, and on television are often also shown singing or dancing. The firequency with 

which these images are shown seems striking to the outside observer. Diuing the course of 

television broadcasts, small segments showing minority peoples dancing or singing in some scenic 

location are shown frequently throughout the day and evening, apropos of nothing related to 

"minority" cultures, a seeming constant reminder of the benevolence of the Han State. Colorful 

and happy, these images promote the Han State as benign in extending its borders well beyond the 

lands of the Han to include all of the "firontier regions" where the Han may in &ct be the minority. 

Such images are part of the story that highlights the Han acceptance of minority cultures' diversity 

on the one hand, and the State's attentiveness "improving" the living standards of minority people 

on the other. Both are assimied to be part of the enlightened rationality that drives the state's 

modernization program. 
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A Chinese Communist Party Version of History  ̂

Population 

Before the Qing Dynasty few people lived in Luxi County. The minority nationalities lived 

mainly offhunting and the gathering wild fruits and vegetables because of war, &nine and 

national oppression. They were not settled down. At that time, Lu-xi was also a '"communicable 

subtropical disease area," malaria, the plague, smallpox and other disease were spread all over. At 

that time there was no health protection for women and children... There was a local proverb; 

"You can see pregnant women, but you can't see babies in the street." So many babies were bom, 

most of them died. The birth rate was high, the death rate high, and the growth rate of the 

population was low. According to the records of the Republic of China, in 1919 there were only 

49,105 people in the area. In 1932, there were 39,618 people. In 1947, 50,832 people. Between 

1919-1947 the population did not really increase but instead flimcuated a great deal. 

After Liberation, the society's productive forces were liberated, people's material lives and 

cultural lives improved, and all the minority nationalities live and work in peace and contentment. 

Because of improved medical treatment and hygiene, the population increased dramatically. 

During 38 years (1952-1990), the total population more than doubled, from 88,529 to 292,183. 

About every two years, the population increased by more than 10,000. At that time, whether the 

total population grew or reduced was related to state policies. Transnational minorities who were 

living abroad returned or left the country [according to what policy was in force at the time]. In 

1958 and 1959, our country forced and ordered the "Great Leap Forward." Because of the 

hardships this policy caused, many left. Yet during this same period the population also grew. 

^ The following from the Lu» County Annals {Luxi Xianzhi). published in 1993, and translated by Chen 
Xingyun. Fu Hong Shuang, Wang Ji. Cun Shida and oQrself. 
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because of the control of epidemic and infectious disease. Also, at that time the propaganda was 

'*More people can do things well." It encouraged the traditional idea of "More children, more good 

fortune.'' Therefore, the birthrate was out of control. 

Family planning was begun in 1974 when ofiBcials saw that the birthrate was too high. In 

199S, the birthrate in Luxi County was 25.67 percent, and the deathrate was 6.58 percent, yielding 

a growth rate of 19 percent. 

Historically, Lu.xi County has been characterized by more land and less people. Early in 

the Qii^ dynasty, Han {)eople from Baoshan and Tengchong came sporadically into the mountain 

areas of Dehong, where they cultivated the "wasteland." As a border area, transnational peoples 

have historically lived in Dehong. During the Republican years, the roads between Yunnan and 

Burma were opened, and more people came into the area from other parts of Yunnan. During the 

war with Japan, Chinese came to Luxi to join the war. After the war, over 600 of these soldiers, 

many hailing from other provinces but most from other parts of Yunnan, stayed and setded in 

Mangshi. They went into trade, service industries and handicraft industries. From 1950-55, only 

about 500 Han Chinese were reported to have migrated from other parts of Yunnan into Mangshi. 

During that same period over 800 people fled to Burma, because they did not understand the 

Party's policy and were misled by the enemy spy's rumors. Those fleeing included some of the 

elite of the various nationalities, as well as Christians, who left in a panic. Again during the Great 

Leap Forward, many fled. [It is implied by other details in this section of the annals that it was 

mainly the Dai people who fled.] Altogether, over 20,000 people reportedly fled into Burma during 

this period. With the assistance of the Chinese ambassador to Burma, General Biao, a 

mobilization campaign to win over those who had fled to return was carried out. Most of those 

who fled (nearly eighty percent) did return. 
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Dining the ten years of the Cultural Revolution the population flunctuated dramatically. 

Altogether 1,340 people came into Dehoi^ (or Mai^sbi) at that time, for work or to be with 

relatives/ Besides the class struggle criticisms and attacks, another aspect of the Cultural 

Revolution was the denial of the characteristics of minorities. Over 5,000 people fled to Burma 

during this period. After the Cultural Revolution, people began to return, including some who had 

left before Liberation. 

In 1985 Dehong became a Border Trade Area, which meant that relations with foreign 

coimtries were not as strictly controlled as before. People no longer had to carry their household 

registration with them on the streets. In 1988, there were 8,364 reported newcomers (part of the 

"floating population" [liudong renkou] to Mangshi, making up nearly 20 percent of the population. 

The newcomers included about 1,000 from other provinces in China, nearly 5,000 from other 

counties in Yunnan, and almost 2,000 from Burma. The vast majority of these migrants were 

young people seeking employment (in construction or trade most commonly). Nearly 20 percent 

were reportedly coming to ask refuge with relatives and friends. Nearly 15 percent came to attend 

school. Finally, about 10 percent came for business, a tour or to seek medical advice. "The 

floating population' brings vigor to the economic development of Luxi. But the floating 

population also brings society pubUc order problems and disturbs [State] employment plans. 

Table 9 

Sex Ratio in Dehong, 1990 

Age Ratio of males 
0 - 4  y e a r s  o l d  106.2 
5 - 9  y e a r s  o l d  106.3 

15 - 19 years old 105.3 
25-29 years old 105.2 

^ No mention is made of the '*sent down intellectual youth," thousands of whom were sent to Dehong. 
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The main reason for the sex imbalance was the traditioaal idea that stressed the male and looked 

down on the female (zhongnan qingnU). Also, the sex of the fetus can now be distinguished by 

scientific methods, and some choose to have only baby bo;^. Comparing the city and the 

countryside, the sex ratio is more skewed in the city. For example, at one commune in the 

coimtiyside the ratio 94.87 in 1982, and below 100 in ten other country communes. But for the 

commune of Mangshi the ratio was 113.6. The population of Mangshi is generally young. In 

1990 about 34 percent were age 14 or younger. 

The Nationalities of Dehong 

Before Liberation, minority^ [sic] nationalities suffered heavy political oppression and 

racial discrimination. They were economically exploited. Their lives were insecure. Poverty and 

disease gradually decreased their population. It has been said that the earliest inhabitants, the 

De'ang, had had a big population. But in 1952 only 1,854 De'ang were left according to the 

census. So in the past, the main problem the minority nationalities faced was their own survival. 

The economy of the mountainous regions of the minority nationalities was backward {luohou). 

The Great Leap Forward also had a negative impact. For these reasons, the growth of the minority 

nationalities was characterized by stagnation. During the ten years between 1954 - 1964, the 

increasing rate of their population was 1.2 percent, slower than the Chinese. During the eighteen 

years between 1964-1982, their growth rate ws 2.3 percent, still a bit slower than that of the 

Chinese. Finally, during the eight years between 1982-1990, their growth rate was 2.74 percent, 

which exceeded the Chinese by .5 percent. 

The Dai people live on the plains, and the other minorities in the mountainous regions. Dai 

^ Before 1949. the various nationalities living in the Dehong area made up the majority^ of the population, 
not the minority. 
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people live mainly in the town of Mangshi, and the villages of Fengping, Fapa (25 percent live 

here), Chengjiao and Xuangang. The Jingpo people live mainly in the villages of Xishan (34 

percent here), Wuchalu, Dongshan, Zhe&ng, Manghai, Thnngshgn and Santaishan. The De'ang 

people live mainly in the De'ang villages of Sataishan (43 percent here), the town of Mengga and 

Zhe&ig, and the villages of Wuchalu and Zhongshan. The Lisu people live mainly in the villages 

of 23iongshan, the town of Mengga and Manghai. The A'chang people live mainly in the villages 

around Jiangdong. 

Relations Between Nationalities 

The Han have a long history of living with the local minorities. Early in the second 

century B.C. Dehong was the vital commimication line between Sichuan, Yunnan, Burma and 

India, inland Han merchants were traveling to Dehong to trade. After the Ming and Qing 

Dynasties more Han moved to Dehong. The Dai accepted Han culture earlier than other 

minorities. The Han taught them the skills of growing cotton, spinning and weaving, which they 

later developed as handicrafts in their own style. The iron &rm tools used by the Dai, Jir^o, 

De'ang, Lisu and A'change were mostly bought from the Han and repaired by Han blacksmiths. 

In the struggle against their common enemy they share a common destiny and fight side by side... 

[continues in this vein]. However, before Liberation, to cover up the class oppression and 

exploitation the ruling class of past ages wantonly encouraged discord among various nationalities 

(shi yi tiao bo li jian). Minorities were looked down upon and even humiliated; and unequal 

political and economic policies were carried out. At that time, some foreign missionaries were also 

active in the minority regions. 

Chiria was said to be the ''Han State." Many minorities were misled by this. Even during 

the initial post-Liberation period, some minorities still did not realize they themselves were Chinese 
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{hai bu renshi zift shi Zhongguo ren). When the children saw the [Han] staff members of the 

Minority Working Group they were so fiightened that they just cried. And when minority women 

saw them, they just ran away as quickly as they could. The staff members acted in accordance 

with the Provincial Committee's policies, developing activities such as "doing good deeds," and 

"making friends" among the minorities. First, they sought out the upper strata among the 

minorities and the heads of villages, explaining the reason of their coming and publicizing the 

Party's minority policies. Then they gradually had more contact with the villagers. They did 

everything to gain the trust of the villagers' femilies: carrying water, sweeping the floor, looking 

after babies, mending clothes, sending for medicine, providing relief funds and helping them to 

develop production. In this way they built a bridge to the minorities. At the same time, the 

customs and beliefs of the minorities were respected. Not only were harmful effects cleared up, 

but all the nationalities sang one song: "With no Communist Party, there is no new China." And 

all spoke with the same mind; "Chairman Mao is the Father," and "the P.L.A. are our "dear 

ones.The misunderstandings of the past were all gone. Now all the minorities live together 

equally. 

Relations Between Minorities 

The Dai and the Oe'ang in Luxi have been neighbors for a long time. The two minorities 

have had close contact with each other since the Tang and Sung Dynasties. Generally, the De'ang 

can speak Dai. Both the Dai and the De'ang believe in Buddhism. The De'ang monks can read the 

Buddhist sutras in Dai script. Some De'ang even live with the Dai, and now many Dai villages are 

mixed together with De'ang. These two minorities also get along well with the Jingpo. When the 

Jingpo moved in, their tools of production were very simple zmd they did not know how to adapt to 

the paddy field agriculture. They depended on each other in production and in daily life. The 
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relations are very close. Friendly relations are still praised by the people now. 

In addition the minorities worked as one in the struggle against oppression and 

exploitation, supporting each other in the struggle against the ruling class. At the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, the Chieftain of Mangshi [a Dai Tusi\ was too cruel and ferocious to the 

people. So the Dai, De'ang, and Jingpo in Xiangang rebelled. Under the leadership of Bu Xin-

ermen, the struggle lasted three years. Later Hunyi Haihan led the people of all the nationalities to 

go on strugglii^. They refused to pay the taxes, and killed the ruler. At the same time, the 

Chieftain in Mangshi seized the paddy fields cultivated by the De'ang in Mangya. The De'ang 

people revolted. Supported by the Dai people, they attacked Mangshi twice. Together they said; 

"The Chieftains are guilty because of their extortions and land seizures. Only when all the 

nationalities unite, can ail the corrupt officials be driven out!" The De'ang and Dai people 

struggled bravely together, and the ruling class was hit heavily. 

However, in the old society, to ensure their rule, the exploiting class stirred up trouble 

between minorities and instigated them to kill each other. They created the inequalities and 

dissension between minorities. During the initial post-Liberation period, such sayings were often 

heard; "We are small De'ang." And Lisu would say, "We Lisu have no land, no government. We 

just Uve on the land of the local authorities." 

After Liberation, the state government did a great deal to mediate disputes and fighting 

between minorities. The principle of mediation was that all nationalities are equal and must luiite. 

After careful ideological work, both sides could usually forgive each other. The losses of both 

sides in the fighting would be subsidized by the government. After mediating, the personal enemies 

and foes became fiiends and colleagues in production. They owed this to the kindness of the Party. 

Before Liberation, himdreds of fights with weapons took place in Xishan every year. In I9S2, 
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more than forty took place, and in 1954 only two. Since then no such fighting has taken place. 

The Comnninist Party of China takes great care of minorities. The reactionary, exploitative and 

oppressive systems of the past have been thoroughly overturned. The working people are 

They are masters in their own country. 

Great changes have taken place in the relations between nationalities. The new relations 

are fiill of union, equality, fiiendship, and cooperation. All nationalities are working hard to 

develop the economic and cultural work. Nationality union activities are fijequently carried out by 

the Party and the government. Those who do well in the Nationalities Union are commended each 

year. 

Han Settlement from a Dai Perspective  ̂

The Han commonly cultivated opium (yapian), cultivated drugs (duping). Their most 

important income was from cultivating drugs. Then from selling opium [they could] buy their 

necessities. Before, [the drugs] were basically sold locally, like trafficking to other provinces, not 

so much to other countries, very little. Because the Han were growing opium, their income was 

relatively higher, [they were] relatively wealthier. But the Dai, well, they are relatively honest 

{laoshi), and they live in places at the low elevation, cultivating rice, not any wheat, just cultivating 

rice. So their livelihood depended on selling rice. 

So, later the Dai felt that the Han.... Do you know, in our country the Han are rather 

cunning, rather fierce, smart. So fi-om the beginning the Dai were not willing to live in the same 

village as the Han. But after Liberation, things slowly, slowly began to change. (CC: What 

happened after Liberation?) 

^ I o£fer this narrative by a Dai man I was fortunate to meet to show how his account differed &om the 
official account We videotaped his narrative; Fan Haiyan assisted me in the transcription. Neither 
his account nor the ofBcial accoimt should be read as strictly factual. 
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Aiter Liberation, the Dai would live with the Han in a village, this kind of phenomenon 

also gradually increased. Then, as regards marriage, Han and Dai began to intermarry, this also 

became more common. After Liberation, the Han still respected the Dai quite a bit. Clothing, the 

Dai clothing has degenerated (tuihud), it's assimilated {kaojin) to be like the Han clothing. In the 

*50s or ^60s, all the Dai people wore Dai clothes. But now, you go take a look outside, generally 

speaking you rarely see [Dai clothes]. Only in the villages, at home, only then do [they] wear the 

people's clothes {cai chuan qi ben minzhu Juzhuang). 

[The Dai] really did not like the Han people. Sometimes there were just a few Han 

fknilies, but the whole village (zhaizi) would move away. Several hundred years ago, we estimate, 

we gradually moved [to western Yunnan] from the inland areas. Because we were not willing to 

fight with others, to have conflicts, we just moved away. We can't compete with them {women tou 

bu guo tameri). 

Before Liberation, there were no border distinctions. You could just move, everyone could 

have land, soil, you could siu-vive off the land. So their houses, well, they started to make them 

simpler, using bamboo to erect it, then covering the roof with straw. Now there are a lot of 

villages that still have a Dai name, but not even one Dai household lives there. Those "Meng" 

whatevers, those '"Meng" whatevers, they are all Dai names, but not even one Dai family lives 

there. The>' all gradually moved away. Those close to us here, many all moved to Burma. 

Moving was one thing, another one was, after Liberation there were some policies, like in '58 and 

'59 [the Great Leap Forward], the Dai people village by village, femily by femily all moved away. 

So, compared to the original population livii^ here the Dai are fewer. But the ones who haven't 

moved away, that group, they have gradually developed, and the population has also increased. 

The Dai people have their own script, but I don't understand it, I have not studied it. As 
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fax as literature and art, like our China's ancient performances of those stories, the Dai people still 

have dramas, musical dramas, this history is perhaps also quite long. So the Dai people's script, 

language, it's still quite rich. 

As a Dai, I objectively evaluate like this, [the Dai culture] is not really... brainy nor really 

dull, perliaps it's response is very slow. But, to use the folk idiom, ^[One can] live one's life fteely 

in a place without any bondage" {ziji zai yi ge difang ziyou zizai di shenghou). [We're] not 

willing like others.... Like us Dai, the divorce rate is also rather low, lower than among the Han. 

Before Liberation, after Liberation, the divorce rate has been very low. It's a little bit like a 

country which prefers to take a neutral position, in the middle. 
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APPENDIX 2 

TRANSLATIONS OF SELECTED MAGAZINE ARTICLES 

Fragile Men  ̂
Man is exactly the person who needs to be shown more solicitude than women. 
Because man is still in the position of strength (jicmqiang), their thirst for concern is 

ignored. In fact, the thing behind man's firmness is "firaihy" (cuiruo) which man ftels deeper and 
deeper... In society, man's many privileges are lost little by little, and if one want to gain extra 
advantage by virtue of being male, his is just wishful thinking. As man stands in modem society, 
be does not depend on muscles or strength of aims, he does not rely on sheer animal strength and 
valiance anymore. So man's sturdy arms become thiimer and thinner, his broad breast gets 
narrower and narrower, the big tall body is withering more and more. But, according to cultural 
history, the degeneration of man's body is indeed a kind of evolution. This is because we do not 
rely only on the physiological power for our survival and development anymore, rather we depend 
on our brains and intelligence. We have cast off much unnecessary body hair and have weaker 
physical powers, as we concentrate our energies to make the brains and souls more useful. After 
all, we are "the cream of the universe and the apex of all things on earth." 

However, man is also becoming frail. This is a &ult: the culture makes man's body 
degenerate, and the degeneration of male outward appearance and body becomes the fiailty of the 
will and the soul. This is what we did not predict and cannot resist. Man's fiailty is a kind of city 
illness and cultural sickness. 

When men today encounter danger and problems, it is useless to only depend on the big, 
tall body because what will defeat you is not fists and knives, but rather an invisible strei^;th. 
When man feces this kind of strength, he often becomes very fiail. We see a lot of men with feces 
full of unluckiness, feces of raging impotence, with the appearance of collapsing after one setback 
in business, in the exchange hall, feilure to win promotion, their wives divorcing them, their names 
on the unemployment list. They are not thriving in the tide of life, they have lost their direction in 
the tide. The tall man's silhouette, crestfallen under the sim is a special kind of human landscape. 
We no longer feel that this kind of landscape is strange. 

On the opposite side, woman is often in the position of feeling just like a fish in water in 
social life, especially in city life. It is especially those girls, not ugly and not J^ed, who often find 
it easy to get a good job. lb the streets and lanes of the city, we can see a lot of advertisement 
which say, "We need girls from 17 to 27 years of age," but the men of this same age do not share 
in this fortune. On the one hand, women have a disadvantage as far as needing physical strength. 
On the other hand, men have the disadvantage of needing youth. Maybe these disadvantages added 
together makes for a kind of equality... We can cite a common saying; Women can choose another 
life once again, but man can only choose life one time... Women can tum an unsatisfying life 
around through marriage, but a man cannot change his life through marriage. So man's life burden 

^ By Liu Yida. "Cuiruo de nanreit" InJiating [Family], 1996, 170, p. 49. Translation by Fang Jingmei 
and Courmey Coffey. EUipsises in this article and others indicate that portions of the original deemed less 
relevant to this discussion have been onunited. 
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is by &r heavier than woman's... Under this kind of burden, man becomes lonelier and lonelier, 
frailer and frailer. He has to act as an "iron man" to uphold his position in society. 

With the passage of time, this kind of pretense makes man feel tired, and he thirsts for 
concern from females or from friends in the depth of his heart. But everyone regards him as a 
strong man according to his outward appearance. 

Wipe Away Man's Tears  ̂
Man has tears, but they are not shed easily. Man sheds tears in his mind. If not, others 

will look down on him, especially women. Man is supposed to be bom with the ability to endure 
all sufiering. However, ^unily, career and feelings oppress them like "three big mountains" so that 
they have no choice but to become sorrowful, and no place to confide their suffering or to shed 
their tears. So the sensitive women in the Women's Association of Hexi District in Tianjin 
organized a consultation o£5ce for "men's home affairs" for all men to "confide their suffering" 
and at the same time to educate them on how to understand women, care for their wives and protect 
their children. The trial program has continued for several years and has been appreciated by both 
society and individual families. It attracts those men with furrowed brows and heavy steps with its 
motherly tolerance and broad-mindedness. 
/. Men said, "It's the 1990s, we need 'liberation. 

Ladies in the Consultation ofGce for Men's Home Af&irs came across many novel 
situations and individuals, one of which, they realized, is that many men are appealing for 
liberation. The concept of men's liberation is, of course, different from that of women. Besides 
complaining of heavy social pressure, men seek a liberation of spirits and feeling. Some men even 
advocate the equality of men and women... 

There was a boss who had a very big business. He owned companies and enterprises in 
many places all over China. He had his own "Blue Bird"' which he used to go here and there for 
his business. He has to take care of everything. If not, problems arise. So he has no time for rest 
during the year. But he still has many &mily problems. He wife and child are all right if given 
enough money. His fruher was crippled in a trafBc accident. His younger brother was a congenital 
idiot. His older sister died of cancer and left a child for him to care for. His mother often gets ill 
where she lives in his brother's home. His brother and sister-in-law have some emotional 
problems... All these problems were consuming his physical and mental vitality. 

He said he was so exhausted that he wanted to retire to set up a kindergarten and have 
someone manage it in order to relax and enjoy himself. Yet he caimot. It is as if he were high up 
in a building with no way to get down. He cannot desert such a big business or ignore so many 
problems. What is more, he caimot lose his dignity as a man. Everybody says to him: "How 
magnificent to be a boss. A man must do some great thing." He feels isolated and sorrowful by 
these flattering words. 

He said that he really wanted to be a woman, to throw his crown of manhood into the 
Pacific Ocean and never be a man. Men also &ce the problem of liberation ~ it should not be seen 
as only a problem for women. 

It is strange to hear men say they should be liberated two-hundred years after women's 
liberation began. But it is reasonable for them to say so... It is obvious why women seek 
liberation. As for men, they have to deal with increasing pressures and spiritual pain. By seeking 

^ By Pan Zhimin . In N^ashi [Lady], 1996, October, p. 4. Translation by Wang Qing and Courtney CoBisy. 
^ Slang for an e.\pensive import car. 
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liberatioa, they ask for more understanding fix)m society. To want to lessen the load of the "'Crown 
of Manhood," which many men have come to feel is too heavy to bear. 

A woman told me a story; On a winter evening a group of men had a party around 
campfire. It was near a railway far from the city. Some were playing guitar, some were rappii^ 
on their wash basin, some were disco dancing, some were cursing, others were drinking. Those 
who were drunk lay down and wept... All these men made up a grand Men's Symphony. They 
were declaring their su£fenng and the sorrows in their soul, expressing the difficulties of supporting 
their families and society for thousands of years. How miserable. It is wrong to think that men 
should not be bitter. They do not shed tears easily, because they have not become sad enough. 
n. Sometimes Men Need Concern 

'"We had thought that women are weaker in their feelings, but sometimes men are weaker," 
said the ladies in the Men's Consultation Office. 

There was a faithfiil husband. He was a common worker, ordinary looking and without 
any big successes in his career. But he was widely praised by many ladies for his &ith and loyalty 
to his family. 
He never demanded that his wife do any housework. He feared that she may be dirtied by the 
cooking fire or hurt herself in cleaning the floor. He treated her as if she was a fairy. What she did 
every day was to make herself up and to engage in her ^vorite art. He was just a like a faithful ox 
hurrying to and from work. He did all the housework. His wife's girlfriends admired her for 
having such a good husband. 
The man said later that he found his wife after a long search. It was not easy for him to find a 
satisfectory wife. Therefore he should give her a happy life. 

It seemed that God did not bless him. One day his wife had a terrible headache. After the 
CT exam in the hospital they found that it was brain cancer. He felt everything suddenly feel 
into darkness. He dared not tell his wife the truth. Instead he got drunk in an inn and sat by the 
river weeping. 

A few months later, his wife passed away. He became terribly thin as if he had been 
suffering in hell. Furthermore, he became mentally retarded because of this tragedy. He kept 
mumbling the name of his wife, having conversations with her and cooking for two. He said she 
was not dead, she was just out and would be back soon. Finally, he wore his wife's clothes as he 
strolled down the street. He visited his wife's friends and sang her fevorite songs. He tried to 
imitate his wife in everything. 

The ladies in the Men's Consultation Office gave him a hand. They consoled him and 
convinced his leader [manager of his work unit] to give him some time off to recover. They sent 
for a specialist to treat his psychological problems. The specialist helped him resume a man's 
confidence and his collapsed self-respect. One of his relatives slapped him on his face. He finally 
cried out loudly and felt relaxed... 

The ladies at the consultation office said that mentally weak men were not rare. This 
man's case was understandable, as he had encountered too much strife in life. Many men came 
here to confide their sufferings, which were related to home life. Some women thought these were 
just trivial problems. There was one man who was in charge of the family income. When his wife 
needed money, she had to "apply" for it. So his wife's pocket was always empty. She had to 
secretly save. After he discovered this, he believed his wife had some ulterior motive. He did not 
quarrel with her, but instead went to the consultation office. The ladies in it convinced him to be 
broadminded and not to be fussy with his wife. Women love a broadminded man. Later, the man 
became more optimistic. 
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There was another husband. He had a wife who was crippled in an accident and had a 
one-year-old child. The husband had to play the double roles of nurse and baby-sitter. The heavy 
&mily responsibilities almost destroyed him. He kept complaining that God treated him un&irly to 
arrange such misfortunes. He nearly lost his will to live. He became speechless. His home was a 
mess. 

One day, the comrades of the consultation ofiGce, together with his neighbors and a few 
members from his trade union, came to his home to see him lying on the ground drunk with a wine 
bottle in his hand. The gas was hissing in the kitchen. The doctor asked him many questions. He 
made no response, and jiist sat there dumbfounded. The doctor said that it was depression. In 
such a case, the man feels no hope in life and has lost confidence. In order to treat his mental 
problem, they would have to help arrange his life. The comrades in the consultation of5ce 
contacted many departments and managed to take care of his wife and child. A few months later, a 
smile appeared on his dumbfounded &ce. 
UI. Suspicions of a Shadow Rival 

It is said that the expression "the third"* was feshionable ten years ago and now ""lover" 
has become ^shionable. This is somewhat of an exaggeration. But die problem of the "^e third" 
or "lover" does exist. Because of this phenomenon there has arisen a ridiculous situation among 
over-sensitive people. 

Ladies in the Consultation Office for Men received many husbands who came to complain 
about the unfaithfulness of their wives. But quite a few of these stories are just conjectures. And 
there are quite a lot of men who are "guard-keepers." 

One husband lingered outside the gate of the consultation office for a long time before he 
finally entered with some hesitation. He muttered that his wife often went out on dates with her 
lover... He felt extremely sad and did not know what to do. 

He said he was very busy, but he loved his wife and family. He kept busy in order to earn 
more money so his wife and child could lead a better life. Compared to others, his wife wore better 
clothes and his child ate better food. But he still could not win his wife's heart. 

The ladies at the support group asked him if he had talked with his wife. 
He said, "Not at first. I followed her several times, but found nothing. They just talk for 

awhile and then parted ways. I asked her about it later, but said that there wasn't anything going 
on, she just had asked him about something and that she would not do this again. But I was told 
that she often stayed with that man. Then I had a talk with the man. He also appeared open, 
without any conflict to hide. But this hasn't helped. They still associate with each other..." 

The man's eyes became red. 
The ladies in the consultation office helped him to analyze the cause of this "case." They 

told him that he was not aware of what was in a woman's mind. A common problem of modem 
femilies is that husbands are busy outside, like an exhausted horse pulling a canine. His wife sits 
in the carriage, feeling lonely and bored because she has no one to talk to. Women have subtle 
feelings and spirits, and demand emotional expression. If the husband only creates a material 
family without creating a sacred palace for the family he is only half a husband, and the half 
husband is doomed to lose half of his wife. Giving him advice is easy. The husband left, following 
the "recipe." A few months later, he came back with a picture of his femily. He told us that his 
wife had come back to him and had ended her association with that man. 

When asked how he had managed, he smiled and said, "Didn't you advise me to 

* Expression for the lover of a married person. 
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communicate my feelings more? I had a plan, including r^ular talking, accompanying her 
shopping, going to the movies and so on. Of course, I also had some secret meAods that I cannot 
reveal." 

Older and remarried men usually have more &mily troubles. Another man was married at 
age 40. His late marriage was due to his wish to find a perf^ companion. If his girlfriend had 
even a slight fault he would end the relationship. One day, for instance, he and his girlfriend went 
out on their bikes. They were stopped by a policeman for not obeying the trafBc rules and were 
criticized. The girlfriend had an argument with the policeman. He believe that such a woman was 
too fierce, and he would be forced to submit to her bullying in the fiiture. So he ended the 
relationship. In this way he left one girl after another, until he finally married at age 40. But afrer 
marriage they had more problems than younger couples. So he became sad. He was not aware 
that is was difGcult to have a married life supporting a &mily, but easy to have quarrels. 
Therefore he still believes that he has not foimd a good wife...Another lemarried man did not know 
how to keep good relations with his wife. They were both divorced and each had a child from the 
previous marriage. They quarreled mainly about the children, saying that they each loved their 
own child but ignored the other... The man came to the consultation o£5ce. 

The ladies here have met many such men. They teach them about the psychology of 
women, and solve their problems and puzzles. They also teach them how to cope with &mily 
problems. The two men left with satisfaction. Without a doubt, a woman is effective in solving 
the problems in men's minds. 
IV. The Fear of the "New Matriarchy " and Men's Problems with "Equality between Men and 
Women " 

At present, there are more and more "strong women" (nU qiang ren). Women managers or 
bosses appear here or there. This undoubtedly shows how society has progressed. But it also is 
the cause of uneasiness and fear on the part of many husbands. 

One man who came to the consultation o£Bce was a statistics technician, while his wife had 
her own promising career. After several promotions she became the manager of a commercial 
corporation. The distance between them was obvious. The husband had to take the role of 
"househusband" to finish the housework. 

He said they had affection for each other before and after marriage. The were polite to 
each other and seldom quarreled. They had a stable marriage. The cracks appeared after his wife 
became the manager. She exerted all of her potential as a strong woman, as if she were a bird let 
loose in the sky. Because of her excellent woik, she enjoyed high respect and admiration within her 
company. She was often busy with social activities in grand hotels or restaurants. Housework and 
childcare are left to the unsuccessful husband. 

The man felt unbalanced. The previous "big husband" who did no housework became a 
servant who bargains for the stuff of everyday life. What's more, his wife looked like a leader at 
home. In her eyes, her husband appeared to have more and more shortcomings, such as not being 
able to dance, not successful, lack of knowledge or genius, and even not knowing who were Strauss 
and Ni-er (an Austrian and Chinese composer, respectively). Their contradictions became more 
and more serious. One day the husband could no longer bear her contempt. He threw a teapot at 
her back. This led to a serious consequence. His wife demanded a divorce. He begged her not to 
do so, and his wife gave in t)ecause of their child. But his &mily status declined and he felt self-
abased ever since. 

A matriarchal f^unily has come into being. Some people call their fkmily the "new 
matriarchy." The wife is the leader and the husband is the servant. 
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The ladies in the consultation office showed mercy on this man. They helped him to find 
the cause and the solution. Without a solution the distance between them would grow farther and 
&rther. So the husband should leam more knowledge so as to ad^t himself to his wife and 
shorten the distance. Because women look down on ne'er-do-well men. With this advice, the 
husband began to study hard. He was enroUed in a T. V. university and taught himself computer. 
He told the lady consultants later that his wife has a new view of him now. 
V. A "Class for Husbands " on Sexual Harmony 

Some believe that it is seemingly easy to talk about sexual harmony. Actually it is as 
difficult as de ba he cai xiang" [as unsolved mathematical problem]. It has been reported that 
ninety percent of the divorces in America are due to inharmonious sexual relations. In China, most 
women never experience sexual climax. This is really a compUcated problem. When the heavy 
gate of sex is pushed open, people see nothing mysterious, yet they find themselves ignorant about 
it. The ladies in the consultation office do not avoid this problem. They said that most the 
&mily problems they encountered were related to inharmonious se.xual relations. In this respect 
men and women each have their own difficulties. The ladies therefore organized a "class for 
husbands'' on this topic. They invited the psychologists to give some consultations and lessons. 
They provided a "family hot line" advertised on the local radio station. In these ways they tried to 
solved the "difficult to speak of problems" that the husbands faced. 

One man had been worried for a long time about his wife's fiigidness, which occurred 
periodically. He referred to it is the "first half of the month" and the "later half of the month." In 
the first half of the month, after her menstruation they had normal relations and were good to each 
other. But in the later half of the month his wife absolutely rejected sex and appeared vexed. After 
an introduction from the ladies of the consultation office the man received some lessons from the 
psychologists. He learned a lot. 

Males, The First Sex or the Second Sex?  ̂
In the 1970s there was a woric of social philosophy. Woman: The Second Sex, that caused 

a sensation. People said it was a book that discussed women perfectly, intellectually and with great 
wisdom from the past to the present. It was even regarded as "the Bible" of the women's liberation 
campaign in Western countries. This great work inquired into female's life and social position 
with great depth and a very firank attitude. It contained conclusive evidence for why females 
became the second sex under males. And it put forward with vigor and imagination how females 
might obtain a firee and independent character with dignity and reasonableness. Its author was just 
such a woman — Simone de Beauvoir, the most famous existentialist and literati in modem France. 

"This isn't the one," a femous movie star in China sighed, after experiencing a life of joys 
and sorrows. "Being a woman is difficult, and being a &mous woman is more difficult, but being 
a famous woman and single is extremely difficuh." Her views had much in common with Simone 
de Beauvior's perspective. Nowadays, generally people think that a woman in real life has two 
responsibilities — one is to bear children and bring them up, another is do houseworic, besides those 
the same as a man she has to &ce such questions as studying for more knowledge, looking for a 
job, competition on the job, marriage, social relations, and so on. But these two responsibilities kill 
most of a woman's precious time. People often say, if a woman has two hands like a man, a 
married woman has to struggle and fight for her future with one hand, because the other hand is 

® By Wang Xiangnan. In Mating [Family], 1996, 170, p. 40-41. Translation by Ling Jingmei, Zhu Xiangji 
and Courmey Coffey. 
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chained by children and fiiinily. For women, this is a cruel and un&ir reality. 
Gender discrimination is a social problem that knows no national boundaries. From the 

matriarchal societies collapsing to current times, this problem has survived and is becoming more 
and more intense. Do we not have expressions like "Only women and villains are difficult to get 
along with," and "no education is a virtue in a woman"? The traditional Western society is also 
fiill of discrimination against women, although they have followed the idea of "ladies first." The 
worship and respect for women in Western culture is only a polite dishonesty. 

So then, is woman really the second sex under man? What conclusions can we draw from 
the &ct that most of the people seeks psychological help are women, most of the patients with 
psychological disabilities ate women? Our conclusions might be misleading. As the records of 
many cases show, although in seekii^ psychological help women outnumber men, men outnumber 
women in terms of the number of people who are hospitalized with serious psychological problems. 
Other records show that there are more women than men who attempt suicide, but far more men 
than women who are successful in killing themselves. So we see that the psychological burden men 
have to bear is in actuality much heavier than women's. According to social roles, men must be 
staunch and self-possessed, they must live as perfect men. And for a man it is never easy to cry. 
There is a folk adage, "boys have tears they cannot let fall," {nan eryou lei bu qing tang). 

In male society, we find fierce competition for jobs, the stroi^ desire to rise head and 
shoulders above others, as well as traditional concepts such as bringing honor to his ancestors... 
These fectors cause a negative mood, which cannot be reasonably released for a long time. So 
when these pressures build up beyond his personal psychological capability, man will exhibit 
psychological illnesses and psychoses. So, sometimes men really envy the kind of ease women 
enjoy, the freedom they have to live common, silent lives. Nowadays, if a woman f^ls tired, she 
can go window-shopping and buy things; if she is happy, she can also step into the beauty parlor or 
deck herself out carefiilly. When she is sad, she can complain tearfully and let out her unhappiness 
freely to her friends, she need not worry about others laughing. If she is mediocre at work, it is not 
important, because she is a woman. And many women are pleased to live comfortably and be 
doted on. There was once a strong woman (nfi qiang ren) with a brilliant career who said, "A 
woman must depend on a man who is her tall arbor. This arbor enables them to survive and to 
pose herself in various postures. If she has no man, a woman is just a pile of wild grass." There is 
a popular modem sajdng; Man depends on conquering the world to conquer (zheng/it) woman, but 
woman depends on conquering man to conquer the world. This is a kind of dialectical 
relationship; both want to conquer the world, but women need only to face men, while men must 
&ce the whole world! Too many desires and too much social pressure brings heavy psychological 
burdens. Men feel tired as a result, and life is difficult. 

Simone de Beauvoir and the Chinese female movie start consider male society through a 
female's special eyes. Comparing status and power between females and males, the struggle for 
mon^, reputation, over traditional ideas and so on, it is natural to conclude that "female is the 
second sex." Yet this is an imperfect, inexact conclusion. In comparii^ which sex is more 
excellent and which is inferior it is not enough to only investigate social elements. We should also 
consider biological and psychological differences between the two sexes. 

A writer once said at a meeting of reports firom psychologists® in 1995 that in many 
aspects men are weaker than women. At once there was an uproar, and a number of women 
shouted out their disagreements, saying that "man is always a symbol of strength, men have such 

^Xinli zixun. Counselors are typically trained in sociology, not pqrchology. 
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strong bodies and such firm willpower, and society oSers them such a wide space in which to 
gallop and struggle, so they are always the chief characters on the social stage. They seem not to 
age, but women's youth last only several seconds and their beauty &des in a short time. Women's 
most fiightening thing is not dea^ but becoming old.'̂  

I told them that the physical problems men face are more severe than becoming old or 
death. As &r as genetics are concerned, men have a higher rate of hereditary diseases than women. 
Diseases like hemophilia, color blindness are generally inherited by sons. Females' are more likely 
to have only two of fifty-nine fatal diseases, men are far likely to suffer from the other diseases. So 
women are biologically superior to men as regards genetics. 

In addition, when we research fiom the perspective of psychology and psychic growth we 
can see that boys have higher abnormality rates than girls in the year after birth. According to a 
U.S. psychologist's statistics, of the two-hundred and forty-eight hereditary psychiatric diseases 
that might occur, the incidence for boys is 65% and for girls 26.6%. As for the death rate of boys 
and girls and humans average lifespan, women are in a good position. Boys' rate of dying young is 
apparently higher than girls' and the average lifespan is shorter than girls'. In addition, 
considering death by drowning, fiunine, earthquake, traffic accidents, over-exertion as well as 
recovery from illness, fbnales show a notable superiority to males. Nowadays the disease with the 
highest death rate in the world is heart disease, and most of the heart disease patients are male. 

In a word, according to an analysis of human's social attributes, man is the first sex and 
woman the second. According to human's biological as well as psychological attributes, woman is 
the first sex and man is second. Women need care {guanhuai) and so do men. Men's dilemma lies 
in the &ct that women do not recognize this. 

Men, Say Good-bye to Frailty and Loneliness  ̂
Someone once said that the sachiess of men lies in their lack of authentic lives, because 

they do things just to satisfy others. Men have to maintain a posture, as if everything is "O.K." 
For example, when you ask a woman how she is getting along she will easily tell you her sorrows. 
But if you ask a man this question, he will give you a simple answer "Very well." In fact, he has 
a lot of things in his heart. This kind of mask has made men and women victims for a long time. 
But for men it is regarded as "good morals." 

In the past few years, an enormous real man campaign {nanzihan yundong) has occiured 
in Westem countries. This campaign tries to analyze and resolve men's problems. Some 
researchers claim that boys seldom have physical contact with their fethers nowadays. Boys do not 
have men who can help them to be real men and who can be good teachers and fiiends. It is 
different for girls. Girls can have physical contact with their mothers at home. Most teachers in 
playschool and primary school are women. So girls have a lot of opportunities for understanding 
and touching with women, and they can learn &om the same sex. The result is that girls can make 
fnends with each other easily. During the course of boys' growth, they are short of men's 
example, so they have to dramatize the real men they imagine. They act on this image in order to 
prove they are real men. But a boy cannot really grow up through copying others, because he 
knows nothing about a real man's inner world. 

Research about children's socialization shows that whether male or female children need 
thousands of hours of contact with a male adult in order to grow into perfect adults. But the social 

^ By Cheng Yijun. In Zhishi He Shenghuo [Smart Living], 1996, 12 (2), pp. 36-37. Translation by Qu 
Jing and Courtney Coffey. 



358 

environment now is a disadvantage for boys' growth. They have ^ real man's appearance, but a 
frail, childlike mind. The are called '̂ old big boys'̂  {da ncmhai). They have to put on a mask in 
order to hide their fiaihy, otherwise they will lose their bearing. Men are forced to do this, viiiich 
makes them lonely. Women seldom understand this aspect of men's fragility and loneliness. 

The real men's campaign started with admitting men's pain, because this kind of pain has 
been ignored by society for a long time. Of course, the purpose of this campaign is not only to 
decrease men's pain, but also to seek to resolve this problem as well as they «in Researchers said 
there are three fetters or handcuff for men. The first is loneliness. The second is being forced to 
compete. The third is fear of revealing feelings. We can say that women's enemies exist in the 
world around them. But men's enemies exist in their hearts and the psychological barriers they 
build up. If men cannot change their own inner world, they cannot change the world around them. 
Men advance from their own psychological development, step by step. This psychological growth 
will benefit not only men themselves, but also women and children. Men's violent and greedy 
nature will change into peace and unselfishness. Is this not what women and children have longed 
for? 

The debate about the sexes has lasted for several years, but there has been no result. In 
&ct, men are not the winners. Few men are really happy. Men and women are victiniis of old 
living patterns and relationships. This kind of pattern and relationship needs reform. Feminists 
have always said that the world belongs to men. In &ct, these words make men feel bad, because it 
is simply not true. 

Men Also Need Care: The First National Discussion on Men's Issues 
Endless Feelings and Unclear Explanations: Men from Women's 
Perspectives' 

Since the fiunous novel. Half ofMan is Woman, by Zhang Xieliang, was published more 
and more people pay attention to men from women's point of view. Seeing and understanding men 
from women's point of view we may understand with some depth that men need care, and men need 
liberation. 
I. Facing Women's Powerfiil Feelings 

In the history of humans, when it comes to relations between men and women it seems that 
you usually hear "A gentleman is always ready to love a girl," but never "A girl is always paying 
court to a man." When we talk about the relationship between men and women, especially as 
regards marriage and love, women seem to be in the passive position. But this is merely a false 
appearance, caused by the culture of un&ir relationships between men and women. It reflects a 
misimderstanding of gender relationships. Landela, a &mous psychologist, thought that the image 
of women was always full of contradictions on the relationship between male and female. Women 
are not only passive; they are also active. In fact, women often possess stronger feelings of love 
than men do. They may also be active in pursuing men. According to experimental evidence, we 
know that if she has a date with a boy, many girls immediately discard other plans she made with 
girlfriends. In fact, not only young girls but also married women will do that. Dimu Bopen, an 
American sexual behaviorist and biologist, has conducted wide-ranging serious research about 
commimication between men and women. He and his assistant observed 900 hours of 

® By Pan Xukang, Mating, 1996. No. 169, April 4. pp. 36-37. Translation by Jia Guizhong, Huang 
Gaosheng and Zhu Xiangji. 
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cotnmumcation between males and females at railway stations, in restam^nts and in bars. They 
proved that women always take the initiative in communication. Bopen thought the first step is 
very difficult for women to take, but three-fourths of the time, women take the first step. He said; 
'This is not only a sexual problem, but also the need for love and emotional communication..." 

To men, this image of women is fitll of attraction, yet also seems quite strong and is 
something men are afraid of. With this example we see how a man is not relaxed in his 
relationships with women. He is not in the dominant position; rather, he is always put in a tight 
spot where he is controlled. This is especially common in modem society. 
n. Women's Sexual Passivity 

In male/female relations, love and sexuality are linked. Though women always appear to 
have stronger feelings than men, they are usually insensitive and passive in their sexual behavior, 
which is diametrically opposed to men's requirements. 

Whether viewed through the lens of physiology or psychology, it is commonly known that 
women are insensitive as regards their sexuality. This has been proven by much social research. 
From 1989 to 1990, we made the first great survey about men and women's sexual behavior in 
more than 20 provinces and cities, such as Shanghai, Beijing, Tianjin, and so on. According to the 
fects, only 3.4 percent of married women (when men were asked), or 1.3 percent (when women 
were asked) offered to have sex with their husbands. Most married women were insensitive and 
passive in their sexual behavior. 

In real lives, most men restrain {yuesu) their sexual behavior within the family because of 
social norms—they do not indulge themselves casually. But women's sexual passivity often 
depresses and embarrasses men. 

In a discussion about sex, I have heard that a doctor of medicine, a sexual behaviorist, 
introduced some cases of men's impotence and premature ejaculation. The expert believe that 
these problems were due to their wives' passive sexual behavior, a type of abuse [against men] 
which had never been treated. When we use the word "abuse" {nue dai) to describe women's 
insensitive and passive sexual behavior, it seems a bit excessive. But if you think deeply about 
men's physiological problems and psychological pressures that result because of this, the word 
seems both vivid and appropriate. When we ask the active men to care for passive women, we 
must also hope that the passive women will care for active men, right? 
III. What does it mean that women are incapable of career competition? 

Because of''backward productive forces"' and physiological differences between men and 
women, and the social division of labor, women have moved from outside to inside, firom society to 
&mily. This comes from a pattern of men working outside and women inside that has been in 
place for thousands of years. However, nowada}^ most women enter society and have jobs, taking 
part in the societal competition. But for many reasons, up to now women are still not capable in 
this competition. From the point of view of social psycholog>', it is common to show sjropathetic 
feelings for the weak. Therefore, people care increasingly more about women's lives, women's 
jobs, health and protection, while men as capable people are ignored. In &ct, in our real social 
lives, success is always connect with hard work and danger is always connected with chance. 
Women have to let the men do the heavy work because they are not as strong as men, who have big 
hands and powerful arms and 1^. Women have to push men to the job sites full of toxins, 
because women are sensitive to toxins such as lead, mercury, bisulphide, formaldehyde and so on. 

 ̂Sheng Chang li. a political code word that recalls China's underdeveloped econon^ and "backward 
society" (shehui luohuo). 
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Women leave work to be done in high, wild places and cold water to men because of their 
physiological mtfitness. In the competition between men and women, what significance is it to men 
that they have these advantages? 
IV: Women are protected by the social culture. 

In the history of civilization for thousands of years, women have been insulted and 
discriminated against, and in a lower position for a long time. With the establishment and 
development of a modem society, and the rise of the feminist movement, women entered an era of 
protection. Laws are relatively tolerant to women, and women have their own holidays. In our 
society, some women's organizations support the feminist movement. Women's health is protected 
during five periods (menstruation, pr^nancy, delivery, breastfeeding and menopause). In 
medicine, people care more about women's diseases. Even fi'om the perspective of ethics, people 
are always partial to women. I have visited America several times. I have not only a deep 
impression of American customs and the pet phrase, '̂ ladies first," but also I have felt great 
surprise about some news items concerning the protection of women. In New York and Texas 
there were two similar court cases. A married man filed suit against his wife for having had sex 
with another man before their marriage. Because he found that his wife was not a virgin on their 
wedding night, he asked to dissolve the marriage. After some debate, the court's judgment was to 
grant the divorce and to fine the man a quarter of a million dollars. He was fined for slander 
against his wife. In the Texas case, a conservative Jewish woman filed suit against her husband 
after their seven-month marriage. She said she foimd that her husband was not a virgin before the 
marriage, he was not loyal to her, so she asked to dissolve the marriage. The court had never seen 
such a knotty case before. After some debate, the judge declared that the marriage was dissolved 
and neither party would be fined. Compare this case with that in New York. Both are cases about 
virginity, they are basically the same. The man who filed against the woman was fined, while the 
woman who filed against the man was not fined... Only men who have tasted bitterness know its 
real flavor. 
V. After Women Abandoned Housev/ork 

According to the theory of women's emancipation which is presently in vogue, only after 
women have rid themselves of housework and take an active part in society will it be possible for 
them to win liberation. Today the women who have rid themselves of housework and have entered 
society are like a flood. Generally speaking, the concept of women's liberation is perhaps worthy 
of praise, not suspicion. The new problem is; if women abandon the housework, die housework 
does not disappear with her, it is still there. Who will do it? Men? In the 1980s, an American film 
Kramer vs. Kramer was popular for awhile. What did the leading lady bring to her family and her 
husband when she left her home to realize her own values? It was confusion, heavy housework, 
with no one to look after the children. It was a sharp conflict between the housework (fknily) and 
career. In the past, when people talked about women's shouldering both housework and careers, 
they always expressed their sympathy for women. But today, when men are shouldering the two 
responsibilities like women, what do people think about this?... 

At this point I would Uke to emphasize that when we discussed these problems we have 
never blamed women, never attributed the reasons behind men's problems to women. We have 
only discussed the puzzles and troubles caused by the change between men and women, the 
changing relations between them. 

In society, people show their sympathy for women. Although women should be liberated, 
and women are equal to men, if we liberate women at the expense of men that is obviously un&ir. 

If people forget men and forget that men also need care while they care for women, it 
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would be a quite a pity for our society. 

Men Also Need Care: The First National Discussion on Men's Issues 
Who Will Emancipate Men?^® 

When we went on a sightseeing tour in Zhangjia Jie last year, we saw a lone mountain 
peak. The guide informed us that this was the '̂ Awaiting Husband" clifif. The men immediately 
said with deep filing, "Look! How tough we men are! We work outside from generation to 
generation." At once the women argued, "Look! How infatuated we women are! We are waiting 

breathlessly even though you have abandoned us."" 
At the time I was amused. This incident immediately called to mind the variety of 

arguments on men and women's issues. Maybe it is the most difBcult argument to solve in the 
world. Men and women all consider themselves wronged; no one rests easy. 

Especially men. 
There is an advertisement which said, "Men need care, too." Another said "Men need care 

most." It seems that men have never been cared for, only left out in the cold, of course, by women. 
It is very strange in the present men-centered society. Yet true. Over the last two years, more and 
more men have spoken out about their hardships. I found that if we hold a discussion about who is 
more tired, men or women, the person to first express their deep grievance must be men. 

Men said, "You women can marry a man when you find no way to succeed in your career, 
but what can men do? You women will feel no pressure and even complain about your husband if 
you caimot earn money, but how about us men? You women can cry when you meet trouble in 
your life, you can cry to a man and ask for help, but how about men?" 

Even though we are thin and pallid, and we have no energy to continue working, black and 
blue, we must show you our wide chest with a smile, or you will think we are too fi^ail, lacking the 
spirit of men. Who is most tired? Who is suffering? Who has it easiest? 

As soon as I hear this, I think from the bottom of my heart that men are really the hardest, 
suffer the most and have the most difBcuhies in our modem society. 

But women do not agree. They said, "It is you that choose the career, it is you that 
shoulders the heavy tasks to succeed. If we don't support you to do those things, we will not be 
regarded as virtuous wives. It is the only way for us to support you all from our hearts, so we take 
care of the femily, look after them and help them grow up. For this, we give up our own pursuits 
and careers. When you failed in your careers, when you have not enough money to support the 
fknily, we also shoulder the responsibilities of earning money. Though we don't earn as much 
money as you, we don't loose the duty of being good wives. We continue to carry the heavy 
burden of femily life, letting you seek your own careers contentedly. If you succeed, we must 
support you; if you fail, we must understand you and let you work until you retire. Even though 
you accomplish nothing all your lives, we must take care of you in your old age. What more do 
you want?" 

Hearing this, I feel women are wronged too. 
So, if I want to say something about this topic, I must speak fairly. 
First, I want to say that men are completely worn out, more tired than women. Men's 

hardship is not only because of their careers, but also because of their psychology. They undertake 

By Qiu Shanshan. \a Mating [FamilyJ, 1996. No. 169, April 4, pp. 38-39. Translation by Jia 
Guizhong. Huang Gaosheng, and Zhu ^Gangji. 
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difficult jobs, hardships that they bear as best as they can. Yet with all of these hardships they 
cannot speak out. 

In life, don't we often see women who find that they are not capable, or when they find that 
it is not easy to do their job they immediately give up, accepting men's protection with their hearts 
at rest and their virtue complete. But men can't be like that. When men find themselves with 
Lmited intelligence and incapable, when they find it difficult to realize their ideals, they don't give 
up lightly, nor can they. They must draw on willpower to show their firm, indomitable nature, and 
show that they are not incapable. Most of the time, with this kind of firm, indomitable will, men do 
succeed in the end. But the price they pay is very large. But they caimot even enjoy their own 
success. 

This kind of un&ir situation is bom of an old view that has been banded down for a long 
time; namely that women are bom in^or to men. Women are allowed to be incapable, while men 
are not allowed to be unsuccessfiil. This kind of view not only makes things difficult for men, but 
it also makes a difficult road for those women who are very firm and have great self-respect. 
When they want to succeed in their careers, they seem to be out-of-place, to rob the men of their 
ways and means for earning a living. When the conversation turns to successfiil women, I have 
seen some men say, gritting their teeth, "What kind of successfiil women are they? They are 
female robbers!"" Why? Why do these men hate the women so much who can sit as equals at the 
same table with them? Why will they not give some of the tasks they shoulder to women? As they 
caimot tolerate women's increasing independence, how can men not be tired? How can men not be 
bitter? 

So I will say unpolitely that it is men themselves who cause these hardships. They will not 
come down from their central position, or that is, they will not allow women to stand with them in 
the center position. Capable or incapable, they all want to protect women, not to fly together side 
by side. 

If we really want to accomplish equality between men and women, we must break down 
this view. Men should not regard success as the only way, and women should not regard 
incapability as their exclusive trademark. To men, back up a step; to women; go forward a step. 
To men, take some tasks ofT your shoulders and give them to women. To women, straighten your 
backs and give it a try. Especially within a family, when the husband's work conditions are not as 
good as his wife's, he must support this wife broadly so she can work on her career. Give women 
a chance! Men need care not only fi-om women, but also fi'om themselves. 

Don't worry about women! They are capable. The latest research shows that women's 
intelligence is the same as men's. That is, the number of men with higher intelligence is three 
percent, the number of women with higher intelligence is also three percent. (But the ntmiber of 
men with lower intelligence is much higher compared to women.) So the feet that women and men 
are equal has a scientific basis. Especially after we enter the society fiiU of information, women's 
advantages keep increasing, while disadvantages decrease. The advantages which are often linked 
to successful men are; firmness, self-confidence, generosity, open-minded, and good humored; all 
qualities which women can possess too. It stands to reason that success makes people feel self-
coofident, and self-confidence in turn makes people open-minded, while an open mind gives people 
a good sense of humor. We can obtain such a beneficial circle only through pursuing careers. 

To men, they must trust in women, give women chances. As for women, they must trust in 
themselves, not to give up easily. You should try it yourselves instead of demanding perfection of 

 ̂̂  Shenmo nQ qiang ren? NO qicmg dao! 
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men. (Sometimes, women really demand perfection of men, they cfemand that men be not only 
successful, but also tall and strong.) In the past, women were incapable and backward. They 
foigave themselves easily, and easily gave up on pursuits. They shirked in the distance when they 
met with difBculty in their careers. In their mediocre lives this kind of forgiveness and evasion 
always inimdated women's natural intelligence. So women's lower social position is linked to 
women themselves. 

While women are not completely liberated, some people have called for the liberation of 
men. I think this so-called liberation is to Uberate them from one kind of view to another. Let go 
of heavy jobs, give them the right to be incapable, the right to be not as good as their wives, the 
right to be weak and cryii^. 

Only through liberating men can we really liberate women. 
So, who can take on the difBcult task of liberating men? Of course, men themselves. 

Because it is men who made many rules in the world. 

Men, Take Good Care of Yourselves*^ 
The shape of the boundless and Indistinct universe is perfectly round, the earth is a true 

sphere, tumii^ around on itself endlessly without tiring revolving endlessly around the sun. So all 
things in the world will repeat, going around again and again. Human society began as a 
matriarchal society, passed through male domination and the women's rights campaign. Now it 
seems that it will become a female society step by step. 

This is not to say frightening things just to raise an alarm, reporting this news not only to 
women but also to the whole society, even to men, is a good thing. Now, I want to say something 
true, a kind of social phenomenon which is very interesting. An analysis of statistical data 
appearing in the newspaper reveals that most of the imemployed are males. This is contrary to the 
traditional pattern in which men dominate society while women dominate the &mily. This change 
occurred quietly, perhaps many women and men havoi't realized it yet. No one knows when 
females began to occupy the good jobs, such as doctor, teacher, compiiter technician, financial 
bookkeeper, white collar employee of restaurants and enterprises and so on. These jobs need 
wisdom more than a strong body... Surely there are few unemployed females. Once they lose a job, 
they can find another one — it is flexible. 

On the whole, men's situation is worse than women's. Only a f^ of them rise up in 
government, do business or go to foreign countries to become more than others. Most of them do 
not care about the kinds of job they have. If they can obtain a job, that is enough. They make 
money by selling their labor. Many women rush into fields which were regarded as men's fields, 
such as architecture, transport, metallurgy and mechanics, as these fields are now beginning to use 
computers and automation. 

The Chinese have complained that women are strong while men are weak. Not only 
because of careers, but also because in the sports field women are better than men, even in sports 
which require strength, antagonism and a fierce competing will. Women are better than men in 
swimming and diving. A man is bom to a mother... most of the primary school teachers are 
women, the teachers of middle school are mainly women too. In the university the number of male 
teachers is equal to the number of female teachers. When man steps into society, he has to accept 

By Jiang Zilong. "Nanren, qing duo zhenzhong." In Shijie Qingnian [World Youth), 1996, No. 11(27), 
page 5. Translation by Fang Jingmet and Coiutney Coffey. Jiang Zilong is a famous novelist, bom in 
1941 in Hebei. His novels include The Sorry Song ofYan end Zhao. 
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the leadership of die female boss and female leader. That men are feminized or weaker than 
females is not strange, because he was mainly taught by females from childhood on. 

This phenomenon does not exist only in China. John Naisbit, the American sociologist, 
says that by the end of this century most of the bosses will be women. When women were 
oppressed by male's power, they prepared and practiced quietly. Now it is time for women to fight 
freely. It is God's will for the information era and women to come together. The information age 
makes use of female's power. As most jobs in these years are done with brains and not with labor, 
especially in advanced fields such as computers, finance, advertising and service, females will 
break through the ''glass ceiling." 

As if Naisbit's prophesy were guiding the world, women meet together and stand up to 
accuse men of domination. They bring many &lse accusations, taking part in politics. They attack 
men's last fortress — political power. 

We should note that this kind of assault started earlier. When Clinton ran for presidency, 
he said to the electors that if they selected him, it edso meant they had selected two people — him 
and his wife Hillary... When Hillary became the First Lady of the U.S.A., she took part in political 
aSairs and did not feel af^d. She draws on the highest power of the strongest country, with a 
woman's eye-catching flair. So it is not strange that "Men's Rights" campaigns have occurred in 
Western countnes. 

Chinese men are not interested in this kind of movement. They don't think it is proper that 
woman is stronger than man or the contrary. The Chinese just like peace between the two sexes. 
Man and woman can help each other. Chinese men must make an extra effort to help make this 
peace. 

Women Should be Weak*^ 
I always see some articles condemning men — some of them are written by women, the nest 

are written by men. The first kind makes people feel disappointed, the second kind is meant to 
please readers, I think. 

From all these articles, we arrive at one conclusion; Real men (nanzihan AD^O") are 
lacking. 

Where did all the real men go? 
No one knows when it started, like a wave that came sweeping over. Women are superior 

to men in every aspect, every field, every career. For example, in body-building competition, 
women show their muscles, making men feel self-abased. On the football field, the women players 
slide, tackle, dribble and shoot violently. Women weight lifters are stronger than many men. 
Women sumo wrestlers put their palms together and walk like ducks. Women throw the discus, 
they make ugly faces that men dislike. We can see that women are more intrepid than men. 
Women bring much excitement to the field of literature. Women writers describe their sexual 
motivation, sexual mentality and sexual consciousness so fiankly. What they write makes male 
writers and readers of both sexes feel dumbstruck. All the readers have to acclaim the women 
writer's descriptions as the acme of perfection. In business circles, Rebiya Karege in Xinjiang 
Province is listed as "the richest woman in mainland China" by a fknous American financial 
magazine. Her property is worth more that 200 million 

These heroines awaken women's collective consciousness. After that, they say farewell to 

By Xiao Jiangguo. In Qingnian XinLi Zhiwen [Youth Psychological Counseling], 1996, No. 11(25), pp. 
19-20. Translation by Li Rui and Comtney CofFq^. 
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"tenderness" and become intrepid. 
So, men have to make a strat^c retreat. Th^ learn cooking, washing, they become 

"househusbands.'̂  In the market, you can see many different kinds of men with baskets in their 
hands, whether they are scholars, specialists, workers, leaders or office sta£f. They go back home 
quickly and cook for their &mily. Their masculine spirits disappear into the wash basin. The 
traditional man has disappeared, but the modem man has not yet come into being. 

The world becomes a mass of confusion. The masculine spirit should come firom men, but 
it appears in women^s bodies. Before tenderness belonged to women, now it belongs to men. At 
first, the creator has his arrangement. Man is the masculine gender, woman is the feminine gender, 
man and woman; masculine and feminine; they mediate each other, attract each other, depend on 
each other, and moisten each other. Considering physical qualities, men should be powerful, and 
women should be gentle and cultivated, jiist like a little bird. There is an old saying: "The smell of 
the mushroom determines its taste." But now the world is reversed, the mystery of nature is 
broken. Women and men's psychological anticipation has been thwarted. The resulting 
dissimulation looms larger and larger. Both sexes want to find an ideal person, but at the same 
time they all seem to take pleasure in the other's misfortune. So there are no Gao Canjians,'" there 
are no Alain Delons *^ There are no Lin Daiyus, nor any Men Jiangnus.'® 

No wonder many excellent men feel regret. 
There is no real woman. 

Wives, Can You Control Your Husbands? 
To many wives of modem times, the following is a topic worthy of proloi^ed discussion in 

private. As goes the saying fi-om the book on the art of war The key to conquering someone is to 
conquer his heart. Some wives can control their husbands but they cannot win their hearts. It is 
not an uncommon phenomenon for couples to share the same bed but to dream different dreams. 
For wives as well as for husbands, the best thing to do is to win their partner's heart. 

Much can be written about the relationship between men and women. Recently, invited by 
my wife, some married women came to my home. In the hubbub, the most heated topic was the 
question, "Can you control your husband?" If hundreds of women answer the question, there could 
still be only two answers, "yes or no." 

Mrs. Guo answered, "Surely I can. If a wife cannot control her husband, then she 
is not qualified to be a wife." 

Mrs. Zheng said, "It was ahready become a trend that husbands do not come home 
for nights on end." 

Mrs. Hong said, "The ability to control the husband mainly depends on if the wife 
can bind him with her love..." 

Mrs. Huang interrupted, 'To bind him with love? In my opinion, he should be 
bound by a wire rope." 

Suddenly there was a stream of witticism in my house. 
A woman writer I know once wrote an article titled "Men are all fickle in their attentions." 

A Japanese film star (male). 
A French film star. 
Female characters fiom Chinese classical novels. 
By Huang Yingqiu. Taitai, guandezhu ni de xiansheng ma?" laJiating [FamilyJ, 1995, 161 (3), pp. 

30-31. Translation by Wang Ji and CourtnQr CofiFey. 
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Are men all fickle? It seems that in the 1990s women's trust in men is declining to an 
enormous extent. Not long ago, peihaps twenty years ago, Chinese women in the 1970s had a very 
steady &mily life. But nowadays women often ask themselves if they can control their husbands. 
Great changes are taking place. 

Mrs. Yao was a lecturer at a teacher's college. Theoretically, as an intellectual, she should 
have known how to objectively and gracefully handle the relationship between her and her husband, 
and she should have known better than to say such words as "controlling the husband." But she 
did not realize this. Mr. Yao used to be a vice editor-in-chief of a magazine publishing house. 
Recently he "Jumped into the sea" and began doing business. Both of them were highly educated, 
so logically their thoughts should have been more refined and mature. Yet Mrs. Yao was always 
getting upset, because her husband often rushed around every day for business and was seldom at 
home. Even if he had one or two days off at home, he looked exhausted and absent-minded when 
talking or making love with her. Before he began doing business, their &mily life was very 
enjoyable. So naturally Mrs. Yao suspected that her husband had transferred his focus to other 
women. She believed that men doing business was like going into a '*dye vat" and her husband 
would be inevitably affected by some bad examples of others. She tried to persuade him to give up 
doing business, but Mr. Yao was flushed with success and was not willing to do so. He told her 
that there was no way to turn back. Mrs. Yao was quite disturbed by his remarks. 

Mrs. Tang was a typical housewife. In the past few years, her husband was doing 
business and had earned lots of money. He made her a comfortable home. But Mrs. Tang did not 
feel happy. She felt that their relationship was fairly unstable. Besides, her husband achieved his 
ambition in business recently. To her, Mr. Tang was like a flying kite completely beyond control. 
At night, her husband often went to dancing hall, karaoke bars, and hotels. He would not be back 
until midnight No one could insure that he was not involved in any love affairs, or transferring his 
affections to others. 

How to control husbands? The ways wives adopt are varied according to their levels of 
education. Mrs. Tang believed that the key to control husbands was to control the family finances. 
In her opinion, any communication, trying to talk to understand men and their dreams, was just so 
much nonsense. Husbands may easily get involved in love affairs behind their wives backs. 
Because they have money. With money they may go to dancing halls, enjoy feasts, look for 
prostitutes. If wives can control the money, it follows that they can control their husbands... 

Actually wives have discovered various ways to cope with their husbands. Of course the 
methods are used differently by each individual. It is undeniable that some work but some do not. 

In the case of Mrs. Fang, her husband was a division chief in a government woik unit. He 
was manly, capable, good-looking and most of all her was very successful. Mrs. Fang had a 
strong affection for him. But she lacked confidence in him, so she adopted some compulsory 
measures to restrain his social activities — he was forbidden to make female firiends, or to go out at 
night except for exceptional occasions and to take part in parties and gatherings that she 
accompanied him on. If her husband woiiced overtime and came back late, she would insist on him 
explaining. Mr. Fang had his own dignity, but when considering the troubles Mrs. Fang might kick 
up, he surrendered. 

Some people feel it is difficult to understand how such a capable man reduced himself to a 
hiunble position in the femily. The answer is very simple — men want to save face. In this respect, 
Mrs. Fang was very lucky. If her husband went into a hufi^ they would have divorced a long time 
ago. 

Mrs. Yuan, who got jealous easily, was very unsatisfied with her husband's contact with 
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women. At first, she was like Mrs. Fang, adopting a tight control over her husband. If her 
husband was a little close to a woman, she would let loose a stream of abuse against her. 
Furthermore, she made a three-point rule that her husband was forbidden to talk with women 
without any reason, he must turn over his salary in fiill to her, and he could not ask for young girls 
company at karaoke bars. Her husband could not stand it. He flew into a rage and shouted, 
pointing at her nose: "Am I the dog you raise? Bastard! I'll do what I want!" Mrs. Yuan was not 
willing to resign herself to defeat. She thought, ''If he indulges himself I will be rough with him." 
Then she often kicked up a big fiiss at home and threatened to commit suicide, behaving like a 
buffoon. It is conceivable that if Mrs. Yuan keeps controlling her husband with such rules, her 
family life will never be peacefiil... 

On the other hand, some wives behave very pitifully and passively on this issue. In the 
case of Mrs. Wei, she was very timid. Her husband like singing, dancing and making firiends, 
while Mrs. Wei much preferred staying home. She loved her husband very much. But her heart 
always fluttered with worry over his fi-equent nights on the town. She was afraid that one day her 
husband would break up with her. She wanted to ask him to spend more time at home, but she 
lacked the courage to say so. In her eyes, the husband was the head of a fiunily and how could the 
wife make such indiscreet remaiics about what he should do or what he should not do. But in not 
telling him her feelings she felt very uncomfortable. She did nothing but resign herself to fete, 
praying that her husband would not leave her. 

One day, I took part in the wedding of one of my friends from middle school. I teased the 
bride; "Ahzheng, are you afraid of something interfering with your love?" 

Ahzheng answered me smilingly, "It's no use worrying about preventing such things. 
Women's ability for conquering men is based on their charm and love. If their men are 'stolen' by 
other women, it's the women's fault." 

Ahzheng's self-confidence was amazing. She claimed that she would never hold a tight 
rein on her husband. But indeed, she did not mean to let him have his own way completely. Her 
tactics for controlling her husband were very wise. Such women are the women who are really 
smart and capable. 

Actually, whether wives can win their husbands' hearts is not based entirely on their own 
efforts. After all, marriage is the combination of sentimental and sexual passion, as well as the 
obhgations of marriage... The ability to control husbands is only one aspect of the issue. The key 
to a stable marriage is promoting understanding and cultivating trust and &ithfulness between the 
couple. Only based on mutual respect and equality can a happy and stable family life be achieved. 

In Order to Be a Real Man, Fd Rather Be Broken-Hearted^^ 

This is a letter from one of our readers. It reflects in some ways people's ciurent 
confusions and dilemmas in their marriages. Ahjian, a man who once helped his wife achieve 
success in her career eventually decided to end the relationship due to the great pressure that he 
sufiered as a man and the husband of a successful woman. "I'd rather be broken-hearted." " I feel 
it is pretty safe to say that Ahjian is a typical representative of other men who are trapped in the 
same situation. Though not all of them chose to be a fiocin ren (i.e., to be a broken-hearted wife 

By Zhen CheiL la Mating [Familyl, 1997,2, p. 46-47. Translation by Fan Haiyan and Courmey CofiFey. 
Literally, ningyuan zuo yi fuxin ren, rather be a person who has lost their heart, i.e., one who has 

deserted their wife. 
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deserter), Ahjian's situation reflects the fragility and instability of the relationships between the two 
sexes. In modem society, social transformation has shifted the traditional &mily structure which 
featured the "big strong man and litde weak woman.'' Role expectations and requirements for the 
opposite sex have also undergone profound changes. In the meantime, however, traditional values 
and gender bias died hard, which creates a dilemma for modem people, who &ce gender confusion 
and psychological pressure. Therefore, in order to re-establish harmonious relationships between 
the two sexes and explore new arenas of mutual development, we should call for the establishment 
of new gender values and consciousness. As a matter of &ct, the confusion and misery that Ahjian 
experienced can be traced back to the drastic clashes between the old traditioiial gender values and 
the new. Here we'd like to publicize Ahjian's letter with his permission. Your opinions on this 
issue are welcomed. 

Finally we divorced, Ahwen and I. Shedding tears, I signed my name on the divorce 
etgreement. I really feh bad, for I was still deeply in love with Ahwen, as she was with me. 
However, I had to leave her to save my pride as a man. I'd rather be a notorious ''wife-deserter' 
than living life with my head drooping down. It was not that Ahwen forced my head down; rather 
her success made people look at me in a different way. I did not want to be talked about as a man 
who was dependent on his wife. I needed to be a real man... 

Ahwen used to be a very ordinary woman who gave most of her attention to her husband 
and kids. Working for a design firm, Ahwen had an easy yet decent job. In addition, she had a 
good husband, a cute little boy and her own beauty to be proud of. However, all of these things did 
not satisfy Ahwen. She yearned to explore her capabilities, to display her skills fully. She 
dreamed of being an outstanding woman. She had an opportunity to realize her dream five years 
ago when she and some other coworkers contracted a design studio and established a design firm of 
their own. 

Everything was hard at first. Business was slow, though they strove hard to boost it. At 
that time, I showed understanding and worked to support her. Ahwen's colleagues said she had a 
very good husband. After years of hard woric and perseverance, Ahwen's design firm began to 
establish its name and fame in the professional world. Ahwen became a successful career woman 
with flowers, applause, fame and profits all coming her way. Despite all of this, my Ahwen was 
still Ahwen, with all the good virtues she had always possessed. Now matter how busy she was, 
Ahwen insisted on doing the house chores by herself and going to concerts with me (I'm a music 
fan). She said that many career-minded women failed to maintain a good relationship with their 
husbands. She was afi^d she might also be trapped in this dilemma... In this way, Ahwen and I 
lived for two more years in a very conscientious way. However, inwardly I could barely stand the 
mental and psychological pressure. I decided to end the marriage and thus become a wi& deserter. 

I had feelings of pain. Ahwen had tried very hard to succeed. I supported her with all my 
heart and soul and she finally made it. I was very happy too. To see my beloved's dream come 
true, how could I not be happy? However, the excitement and happiness presently dissolved 
among friends, relatives and in society. 1 was no longer an independent man, but the husband of a 
successful career woman. I'd lost all my self-identity, becoming a disgusting creature that 
depended on a woman to lead a leisured life. My own rules, values and hobbies were aU forgotten. 
I became a man who had to droop his head down. I love Ahwen, but I had to leave her. 
Otherwise, I might end up killing myself, for I feh my pride and dignity would be destroyed by her 
success. 



369 

I was a man of serious attitude towards life. We've been married for ten years and 
maintained a very good relationship. It never occurred to me before to mess around, however it did 
happen to me a year ago at the very moment when I felt terribly depressed and dqected. However, 
Ahwen was too busy to be at my side and attend to how I really feh about life. She was just 
fulfilling the responsibility of a wife by continuing to do the housechores, which could otherwise be 
taken care of by a housekeeper. I didn't need for her to do the housechores. My pain was not 
because she was no longer a good wife, but because I no longer look at myself as an independent 
man. The fact that Ahwen failed to understand my subtle feelings made me very disappointed. At 
this juncture, Ah&ng came into my life. Ffer obedience and consideration struck my heart. I had a 
love afiair. I became a man emotionally in debt, a man who was viciously jealous of his wife's 
success, a man of narrow mind... That's how people refer to me. How could they have the slightest 
understanding of my situation: What mind can lead a life with his head down? I chose to leave 
Ahwen because I still want to hold my head high. However, I was suffering firom guilt at the same 
time. Ahwen treated me well and I owed her too much. However, I was left with no choice. In 
order to be a real man, I'd rather be in debt emotionally. I feh very fiustrated when I wrote this 
letter. I wonder to myself ~ did I do wrong? 
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