Lessons for The New Woman?
Rujie Wang
The story presents a model for health and for healing the split between above and below.
…Inanna is joined to and separated from her dark ancestress-sister, the repressed
feminine.
Sylvia Brinton Perera1
To some extent, the experiences of Chinese women living in the twentieth-century
would be incomprehensible without the stories of many heroines in modern fiction and
film, whose problems have become a source of reference for real people. Women find bits
and pieces of themselves in such works as New Year Sacrifice, (Lu Xun, 1924), Diaries of
Miss Sophie (Ding Ling, 1928), Rainbow (Mao Dun, 1928), The Golden Cangue, The
Rouge of the North (Zhang Ailing, 1939), Love Must Not Be Forgotten, The Ark, (Zhang
Jie, 1979, 1982), Song of Lasting Regret (Wang Anyi, 1990), and Kitchen (Xu Kun, 1996).
It seems that one of the recurring themes running through these stories of and/or by women
seems is the rebellion against traditional womanhood as a form of institutionalized
oppression. Most representative of this radical feminist position is perhaps the silent film
The New Woman (Xin nuxing, directed by Cai Chu-sheng, 1935), a story about a young
woman who kills herself in protest against the debilitating feminine traditions. Starring in
this film of scathing cultural criticism, based on the real story of a 23-year old woman
named Ai Xia who committed suicide, was Ruan Lingyu, the famous actress who was to
commit suicide herself soon after the film’s release.
If understood in the context of social progress, this new woman phenomenon then
signifies the changes to come in the Mainland, Taiwan, and Hong Kong where there are
now laws guaranteeing women’s rights to work, divorce, choose marriage partners or
remain single. But by progress, do we mean women’s struggle rooted in China’s long
history or only a recent event in which women suddenly became emancipated by a total
negation of traditions? Furthermore, if experience is culturally constructed and culture is
historically relative, then we must also acknowledge ways in which women in the “old
days” were happier than modern women, and/or modern women are less content than their
counterparts in the past. The meaning of “a progressive feminism,” Camille Paglia argues,
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is that it “embraces and celebrates all historical depictions of women.”2 To avoid the
position that emphasizes progress (discontinuity) to the exclusion of tradition (continuity),
I’d compare and contrast the conflicting views of two educated women who, living far
apart in their respective time periods, represent different attitudes to what many would
consider a male-dominated society. Living in first century A.D. (45-120), Ban Zhao, the
famous female Confucian and the author of Nu Jie, (Lessons for Women), advocated the
need for women to have an education in order to serve men better. At the other end of the
time span in which female consciousness evolved and developed is Wei Ming, the tragic
heroine in the film The New Woman. The differing views and attitudes of these two
educated women help outline the promise and peril of women in a patrillineal society.
In the interest of time, I do not wish to respond to the challenges to the feminist
claim that much of world civilization is phallacentric and male dominated, not because
such a claim is indisputable3 but because the progressives and conservatives do not
disagree about the historical facts that they interpret, which have not changed significantly.
Suffice it to say that culturally speaking the Republic in the 1930s is not greatly different
from the Eastern Han as far as the lives of ordinary women are concerned, which invariably
revolved around men, through such domestic roles as the mother, wife, mistress, daughter.
What may have changed are the attitudes of educated women towards these gendered roles
that many have characterized as “patrilineal.” “To put the matter in present-day terms,”
according to one historian, “Ban Zhao tried to reconcile a ‘conservative’ advocacy of
chastity and submission to kinship hierarchies with a ‘progressive’ advocacy of female
literacy and cultivation.”4 Confronting basically the same cultural and political paradigm,
Wei Ming opts for a liberal view of the conventional marriage as “a life-long captivity.”
Both women talk about the same reality but their attitudes differ. By calling for “womanly
qualifications,” “wholehearted devotion,” “humility,” and “implicit obedience,” Ban Zhao
does appear to speak with what Lacan called "the passion of the signifier [that] then
becomes a new dimension of the human condition, in that it is not only man who speaks,
but in man and through man that it speaks."5 In other words, one can say that Lessons for
Women is a case of women who have adopted an animus-ego.6 Ban Zhao’s relation as a
subject to the patriarchal order was unambiguous when she said: “I, the unworthy writer,
am unsophisticated, unenlightened, and by nature stupid, but I am fortunate to have
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received not a little favor from my scholarly father.” Nontheless, her masquerade of
humility constitutes a part of the feminine as a cultural construct because “in order to be the
phallus . . . the woman will reject an essential part of her femininity, notably all its
attributes, through masquerade.”
The relevance of Ban Zhao to Wei Ming, despite the differences between an
agrarian society in which the former lived as a member of the intellectual elite and
Shanghai, an urban center and bourgeois society in which the latter lived as a teacher and
freelance writer, is her self-identity as a woman struggling to come to terms with maledomination. As an exercise of masquerade, the writing of Lessons defines femininity by
describing women in ways that engage the representations that others (men) have made of
them. The situation in which women as the second sex and a marginal group entered into
the dominant discourse is not unlike that of colonialism in which those that Gayatri Spivak
refers to as “the subaltern” sought to preserve their culture and traditions while forced to
redefine their experience in terms of the colonizer who imposed an alien order upon them.7
This issue of representing or defining oneself in someone else’s language is important to
keep in mind when we read Ban Zhao’s Lessons, a psychological and political condition for
female self-consciousness that was as true in Eastern Han as it was in the 1930s. The
meaning of femininity, dramatized by both Ban Zhao’s success and Wei Ming’s failure,
can be further elucidated by Julie Kristeva’s theory of the abject, a key factor in the
formation of subjectivity.8 Early in the process of forming an identity, the abject
contributes to the child’s separation from the mother. But the formation of identity is a
continuous process in which the semiotic dimension of subjectivity and language often
disrupts the symbolic order. So, throughout our lives, the abject operates to disturb identity,
system, and order. Since our identity and stability as subjects are derived from the unity
and stability of the objects to which we attach ourselves, the abject by its very nature poses
a threat to our subjectivity. The formation of subjectivity is a complex, ongoing, precarious
process in which we witness, on the one hand, the blurring of the boundaries between self
and other and, on the other hand, the ability of the self to distinguish itself from others.
Women’s relation to the patriarchy, therefore, is abject by nature, which is neither yes nor
no to the well-defined path for womanhood. Ban Zhao’s success rests on her abilities to
train herself to seem but never be. If she were to fail in this, she would easily join rank with
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the abject: Madame Bovary (1857), Anne Karenina (1876), Nora Helmer (A Doll’s House,
1879), Effi Briest (1895), Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1898), Edna Pontellier (Awakening,
1899), and Wei Ming, literary women who are either dead or badly wounded.
.
Very much like Ban Zhao’s Lessons, the film The New Woman is a good indication
of how much rights that women actually enjoyed in a given situation, as opposed to rights
that exist only in theory, be it Confucianism or individualism. It is in this respect that the
life of Wei Ming can be meaningfully related to the views of Ban Zhao on femininity,
which was really a means to an end rather than an end in itself, fundamentally alien to the
human female. Ban Zhao wanted women to concede to their vulnerability, inferiority, and
total submission (to men) because these “feminine” traits or cultural affectations are
important means for women to achieve protection and security, the same way money and
financial independence are prerequisites for female fulfillemnts in a bourgeois society. In
other words, female virtue and chastity serve as political capitals for the traditional woman
the way money acts as lubricant for social interactions of the modern bourgeois woman.
Such pragmatism is the real meaning of Ban Zhao’s teaching, living in a society whose
state religion was patrilinealizing all aspects of social relations. Her views can be proven
false if and when the condition of women is such that they become financially and sexually
independent, which is a point of contention in The New Woman, with Wei Ming running
into endless money problems. Those women who dutifully play the roles of chaste widows,
virtuous wives, good mothers, filial daughters, and even subservient concubines or
prostitutes do not have the problems that plagues Wei Ming’s life, having rejected in toto
the traditional notion of the feminine only to find herself without security and protection,
broke in a society that recognizes only money. Hers is perhaps a worse disenfranchisement
than the one that Ban Zhao had to deal with, which still allows room for women to express
their concerns and grievances:
If a husband be unworthy, then he possesses nothing by which to control his wife. If
a wife be unworthy, then she possesses nothing with which to serve her husband. If
a husband does not control his wife, then the rules of conduct manifesting his
authority are abandoned and broken. If a wife does not serve her husband, when the
proper relationship between men and women and the natural order of things are
neglected and destroyed.9
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Although totally unnatural, the patriarchal order did expect men and women to participate
equally, not as individuals but as members of a community. As a female Confucian, Ban
Zhao seemed to understand that “Confucian moral and philosophical thought is basically
communitarian in outlook, (1) emphasizing the fact that the human person is essentially a
social being, (2) giving primacy of place to the duties that persons have to the common
good of the community and the virtues needed for fulfillment of these duties, and (3)
casting reciprocal social relationships and rules as fundamental to communal flourishing
and its shared vision of the good.”10 What Ban Zhao did was use the logic of Confucian
moral discourse to enfranchise women through merit because “the Confucians did believe
in the naturalness of social hierarchy; but . . . the sole criterion for receipt of political and
economic privilege was merit.”11 Failing to question the fundamental gender bias of
Confucianism, Ban Zhao never realized how most women were disadvantaged by the
phallacentric premises in the very education that she hoped women would have the
privilege of receiving. Neither was she able to acknowledge the human costs of women’s
“empowerment” by becoming wives and mothers in marriage.
Wei Ming represents the female consciousness of her time in which the mode of
economic production required the emancipation and participation of women as well as men
to be recognized as individuals.12 Her contempt for traditions was thus appropriate because
it was a part of the bourgeois ethos prevalent in all China’s urban centers being transformed
by world capitalism. Understandably, to many early feminists and progressive thinkers in
China, Confucianism was nothing other than “empty talk of virtue.”13 But what many failed
to realize was that capitalism, or more precisely individualism, could also be empty talk
too, which no more represented women’s interests than Confucian humanism, for a culture
is only as good as its members and participants make it. Wei Ming’s self-destruction proves
ineffective or irrelevant the bourgeois ideals in the 1930s—gender equality, financial
independence, women’s rights to work, free choices of marital spouse or remaining single,
and sexual freedom—to the majority of working women still living in the shadow of the
patriarchy. The tragedy of Wei Ming thus exposes the hypocrisy and irony in a society
where these liberal bourgeois values often end up misrepresenting the true social conditions
of women. Wei Ming only knows how the feudal order alienates women and keeps them in
check, but she is not conscious of the fact that “the modern bourgeois society that has
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sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has
but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place
of old ones.”14 In other words, her self-expectations and hopes for change far exceed the
socioeconomic reality of the time, a common failing from which only a few progressive
intellectuals exempted themselves. Speaking to a group of female students at Peking
Normal University in 1923 on “What happened to Nora after she left” (nuola zouhou
zenyang), Lu Xun warned his audience about the potential problems with a liberalism that
does not adequately address the conditions of women in an exploitative capitalist system.
He argued that there could be only two outcomes for Ibsen’s rebellious heroine: to return to
her husband or to become a prostitute.15 Of course he forgot the third possibility: suicide.
Following the footsteps of Nora, Wei Ming rebels against the feudal sexual mores
only to run into a series of mishaps: the loss of her virginity through premarital sex,
unwanted daughter born out of wedlock, abandonment by her lover, and disowning by her
family. As if this is not enough for a woman struggling to free herself from a conventional
womanhood, Wei Ming finds herself more and more alienated as she tries to reach the
promised land of freedom and independence. Her identity as a new woman seems to attract
only unwanted attention from nearly all the men around her, except the one man to whom she
feels emotionally close. Her life is not much of an improvement on the situation where
women could still have certain amount of security through marriage. Out of the frying pan of
the traditional marriage, Wei Ming jumps into the fire of a capitalist economy in which she is
treated as nothing more than a commodity and a piece of property. The piano rental company
takes away her piano when she is unable to pay rental fees. The public school where she
teaches fired her in spite of her dedication to excellence in teaching because Mr. Wang,
educated in the States and one of school’s trustees, pays to have her dismissed after his
sexual advances prove unsuccessful. Her publisher is interested not in her talent as a novelist
but in the profit to be made by printing her private life. Likewise, the newspaper reporter sees
her more as a sexual object than a respectable woman of intelligence, and ruins her reputation
by exposing her scandalous sexual history. When she is out of a job in Shanghai, she has to
be a slave for one night to save her daughter dying in the hospital. There is a poignant irony
in the end when desperation drives Wei Ming to commit suicide, “You dogs, setting up trap
after trap to force women like me to sell ourselves in one way or another. But the nets above
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and the snares below will one day . . .” As she lays dying, engulfed by despair, we cannot
help but be struck by the contrast between a traditional woman who survived relatively
unscathed in a much more restricting and oppressive environment and a new woman whose
life is cut short in a modern industrial society where women are believed to be free to pursue
their hopes and dreams.
Used in a loose sense, prostitution is the defining issue at the core of femininity, a
cultural construct and institution on which a woman stands (like Ban Zhao) or falls (like Wei
Ming) in both feudal and capitalist societies. Ban Zhao’s teaching on female chastity may
appear backward and hypocritical because it implicitly endorses the trade of female sexuality
for protection and security when women were expected to devote themselves wholeheartedly to men they hardly knew prior to marriage. Yet, the hypocrisy of phallacentrism
that underscores both the subjugation of women as sexual tools and the social stigma of
women forced to prostitute themselves in one way or another continues to characterize the
culture of market economy and drives Wei Ming to despair, ashamed by her own indiscretion
and punished for rejecting men like Mr. Wang who use both marriage proposal and cash to
have sex with her. A showcase of Chinese feminism, the silent film makes a loud statement
for the moral dilemma of modern women like Wei Ming who finds herself going nowhere
without prostituting herself in some fashion. For the other women in the film (Mrs. Wang,
the old woman and her daughter), the bourgeois way of life in Shanghai poses no
fundamental challenge to their self-consciousness as women; they turn the attention of men
into ready cash through both marriage and prostitution. The only alternative to the
conventional female decorum and etiquette is Ah Ying, a factory worker and a music teacher,
who is a single living the life of a nun in a society of commodity and consumerism. To her,
ideal women are “virgin goddesses” that, in Jean Bolen’s words, “represent the independent,
self-sufficient quality in women. …They were not victimized and did not suffer. As
archetypes, they express the need in women for autonomy and the capacity women have to
focus their consciousness on what is personally meaningful.”16 From a Chinese perspective,
Ah Ying is a mixture of an innocent virgin and a chaste widow, whose sexuality is entirely
sublimated into a passion for the cause of social change through communist revolution to
overthrow the exploitative capitalist system.
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Perhaps there is not a lot that we can say about either Wei Ming or Ban Zhao,
considering that women’s lives vary greatly not only from one historical period to another
but even within one society or one culture in a given time. With the diversity and
complexity of female experience recognized, we are left with the only thing we can focus
on and emphasize, and that is the need to define the feminine in the broadest term possible
while discussing women’s lives, historical or fictional. For me, Ban Zhao and Wei Ming
embody the extremes of female attitudes toward culture, yet jointly they represent the idea
of the whole woman, which encompasses the views of those women who find a niche in the
center of a male-dominated society as well as that of those who are pushed to the margins
of that symbolic order. Their successes and failures are only the results of cultural biases
and emphases of their time. What their cultural personae help reveal are different aspects of
the feminine, which may live in a docile, loving, and subservient wife and mother, a
prostitute with a wretched soul tormented by anger and bitterness, and everything in
between.
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