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Gender and Chinese History: Transformative Encounters offers an illuminating set 

of studies on gendered encounters at specific moments in Chinese history from the 

eighteenth to the twentieth century. Arranged in rough chronological order, the 

chapters span the early eighteenth century through to the contemporary period. 

Each contributing author enlists a particular case study to present a set of intrigu

ing encounters between men and women, different social classes, Han Chinese and 

other ethnic groups, and, in one case, Europeans and Chinese. 

In her introduction, Beverly Bossler provides a timely overview of several 

decades of work on the study of gender in Chinese history. We are reminded of 

earlier contributions that challenged Eurocentric notions of gender and established 

the importance of the relational nature of male and female roles within Chinese 

kinship and status systems. Chinese "patriarchal" institutions have been fruitfully 

studied from the perspective of female participants. We now know much more 

about women's roles in local economies and in household management, female 

influence at court, women's property and legal rights, and the role of women in 

writing and publishing. The cults of "the chaste widow" and "the faithful maiden" 

have been intensively studied. The new topics of masculinity, homosexuality, and 

nonconventional sex roles are now routinely included in studies of "gender" in 

China. 

The first chapter, by Ann Waltner, discusses a Chinese bridal procession as 

re-created in the European imagination, seeking to assess early Western under

standings of the gendered nature of Chinese ritual. The image is an engraving in 

the monumental encyclopedic work on China by French Jesuit Jean Baptiste du 

Halde (1679-1743). According to Waltner, this engraving was produced by A. 

Humblot (ca. 1700-1758), who had access to Chinese illustrations and encyclope

dias brought back from China, most likely from Canton. Waltner suggests that the 

illustrative matter from which the wedding procession was derived could well 

include illustrations devised in China specifically for the export market to the 

West. This helps to account for the "exoticized" aesthetics of Humblot's engraving. 

Unfortunately, the image provided in this volume is the wrong one. It turns out to 

be the funeral procession and not the bridal procession (see fig. 1.1 on p. 24). The 

reader will notice immediately the large coffin beneath the central canopy and will 

look in vain for the details of the bridal procession set out here (pp. 28-30). 1 The 

© 2o 16 by University two images are clearly companion pieces with a similar style of composition. It 

of Hawai'i Press would have been instructive to consider them both together. One finds the same 

curved procession with similar musicians and entertainers. However, the bridal 

sedan is markedly smaller than the gigantic canopied coffin in the funeral proces

sion. The processions also travel in opposite directions. The giant coffin travels 
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from the lower right to the upper left, where one sees a tunnel in a large mound 

awaiting its occupant. The wedding procession begins in the upper left and zigzags 

toward the marital home at the bottom right. One could even speculate that the 

funeral procession is bearing a "male" coffin (it is large and grand) while the 

marriage procession, with its (small) sedan chair at the center and female riders 

on horseback, is coded "female:· Such considerations could have enriched this 

chapter, which is otherwise detailed and insightful. 

Literati men commonly reproduced works of female instruction. Guotong Li 

discusses one such male, Lan Dingyuan (1680-1733), who served as magistrate of 

counties in Guangdong Province as well as a term as political advisor in Taiwan. 

While Lan's Womens Learning is a conventional type of instructional text, Li 

examines his intentions through the lens of ethnicity. Lan Dingyuan was 

descended from both Han Chinese and Fujian She people. In his life work he 

vigorously promoted the sinicization of non-Chinese populations, believing that 

the promotion of female "virtue" along Confucian lines was an essential aspect of 

good governance in the borderlands. For this reason he advocated female literacy 

and women's participation in labor, particularly textiles. Lan also advocated inter

marriage between Han Chinese and aboriginal women in Taiwan in order to curb 

rebellions and establish a Chinese-style economy and social system. This chapter 

offers insight into the perceived uses of "virtuous" women (both Chinese and 

non-Chinese) in imperial projects to disseminate Chinese civilization to the 

fringes of empire. Salt merchant Wang Qishu (1728-1798) is known in gender 

studies scholarship as the compiler of a large anthology of poetry written by 

women. Yulian Wu focuses on a less studied aspect of Wang, his attempt to project 

a sense of masculine success through the exhibition of wealth and good taste. 

She discusses Wang's activities as a collector and publisher of rare seals (stamps) 

and argues that wealth acquisition came to be seen as "a manly accomplishment" 

(p. 76) in the late Imperial era. This is an interesting point worth further explora

tion. However, in his fifties Wang Qishu offered donations substantial enough to 

be awarded a succession of official posts (p. 78, note 21), so it appears that the 

exhibition of wealth was not the only "manly accomplishment" Wang sought in 

his career. 

Weijing Lu focuses on a series of poems composed by an exemplary couple, 

Wang Zhaoyuan (1763-1851) and her husband, Hao Yixing (1757-1825), at the time 

of their marriage. For Lu, the volume of poems, Heming ji, reflects the trend 

toward companionate if not romantic marriage in the eighteenth century. She also 

argues that it also represents a somewhat unusual celebration of qing (romantic 

passion) within the conjugal relationship, as distinct from between literati and 

concubines and courtesans. Lu argues that Wang pursued excellence in poetic 

composition in order to make a name for herself and to articulate "a different kind 

of marital relationship, one that eroded the fundamental hierarchy in marriage" 

(p. 103). We do not have poems written by Wang and Hao over the full extent of 
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their married life. Hemingji thus represents only one moment in time in a long 

marriage. Also, the marriage was unusual in being uxorilocal (the man marries 

into the wife's family). One wonders to what extent the companionate 111arriage 

constructed here was representative of the more usual cases, where the woman 

marries into the home of the husband. 

A number of chapters deal specifically with what happened to the class of 

gentry women after the Western partial colonization of China. Ellen Widmer 

discusses what happened to the cloistered woman in the second half of the nine

teenth century. Her focus is on the women who published in the Shanghai news

paper Shenbao and its supplements during the 1870s. This involved a lot of careful 

detective work to establish the identities behind the pen names of numerous 

individuals. Widmer establishes that the published poetry by women of this era 

shows numerous continuities with what we know of the circulation of women's 

writings in the Ming and Qing period. In other words, publication relies on spon

sorship by men, and the material published tends to be stereotypical in subject 

matter and very much about projecting traditional notions of female virtue. 

However, one point of difference is that these earlier publications enjoyed a rela

tively restricted circulation. The appearance of women's work in the new news

papers and journals of the late Qing was "transformative" in that it allowed for a 

presence of the woman as author in late Qing publishing culture and an enlarged 

group of readers. Some women, like Buluo Shanren (the pen name of Zhang 

Qingsong, fl. late nineteenth century) wrote striking protests against the cloistered 

female condition. Widmer concludes that the very act of publication "provided 

important proof of women's intellectual ability to a skeptical (male) public" 

(p. 129). 

Literary women of late imperial China were often known as "women of 

talent:' Joan Judge investigates "talented women" in China's revolutionary period 

after 1911. She provides a fine-grained portrayal of the life of Zhang Mojun (1884-

1965), who is described as belonging to "the first, pivotal generation of respectable, 

professional, public women in early-twentieth-century China" (p. 139). Zhang 

Mojun wrote not only classical poetry but also essays and commentaries and 

works of translation. She published her work in the periodical press and was an 

advocate for the education of women in the modern sciences. Among many 

accomplishments, Mojun founded a school for girls and set up the Chinese 

Womens Journal in 1911. In noting her contributions over a lifetime, Judge observes 

that she did not marry until the age of forty and consequently did not have the 

burden of child care. It is also possible that Mojun was jilted in an early Jove affair, 

which could account for her late marriage to another party. We are left with Judge's 

conclusion that "early-twentieth-century women who left a mark in history were 

generally unencumbered by husband and family" (p. 155). 

Yan Wang's study of Zhuang Dehua (1866-1927), a descendant of a distin

guished Changzhou family, portrays a remarkable woman who, while not 
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"talented" in literary writings, demonstrated considerable skill at financial man

agement. She represents the fortunes of literati families that left the countryside 

for the relative protection of the foreign concessions of Shanghai in the aftermath 

of the Taiping Rebellion. As principal wife, Lady Zhuang was in charge of the 

expenditure of a large wealthy extended family and up to one hundred servants. 

A central duty was managing the conspicuous consumption of a family of the 

upper social classes (providing for lavish festival occasions, family reunions, 

weddings, and so on). In this one finds continuity with the traditional role of the 

principal wife as the main manager of household expenses. However, in the 

Zhuang family the sons are described as inept opium addicts while the husband 

spent a lot of time away from home looking after his interests in mining, shipping, 

banks, textile mills, and telegraph companies. Possibly for these reasons, Lady 

Zhuang increasingly took on a range of roles way beyond the ordinary. Gifted 

with financial nous, she invested in industries, purchased stock, and speculated 

on the prices of raw commodities, aided by intelligence gleaned from the extended 

family network. In common with others in her social class, Lady Zhuang took an 

active part in philanthropy. particularly flood and famine relief, and was never 

loath to advertise her generosity in the Shanghai press. This reviewer was left 

wondering how Lady Zhuang learned these "masculine" skills, since presumably 

her education would not have equipped her for the world of market speculation 

and finance. 

With the contributions of Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter we are firmly in 

the era of socialist China, although notions of what constitutes female "virtue" 

remain a central consideration. Honig traces the history of a key slogan of the 

Maoist era, "The times have changed; men and women are the same. Anything 

male comrades can do, female comrades can do too." This slogan has become 

closely associated with the Cultural Revolution; however, Honig's mining of a 

broad range of print sources of the period (many now available online) turns up 

some surprising findings. Its earliest reported incidence was well before the begin

ning of the Cultural Revolution in June 1964, although the first media report 

comes from May 1965. It is attributed to Chairman Mao, in discussion with a 

group of school students, including some girls, after they had gone for a swim at 

the Thirteen Tombs Reservoir. The same line was repeated after the more famous 

swim by Mao across the Yangzi River in July 1966, an event that coincided with the 

opening salvos of the Cultural Revolution. However, the slogan did not really "take 

off" in Chinese media until the early 1970s, reaching a peak during 1974, a period 

associated with the so-called Campaign to Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius. 

Honig argues that the reason for the surprising peak in the later part of the Cul

tural Revolution could be due to the intervention of Mao's wife, Jiang Qing, who 

was keen to put forward the notion that "men and women are the same" and 

therefore women can govern the country equally with men. Honig also traces the 

phrase into the post-Mao era, when women who gave birth to daughters increas-
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ingly invoked the slogan during the early establishment of the one-child policy for 

urban dwellers. Clearly, the slogan was invoked in different ways by participants in 

a constantly shifting political landscape. Further, the notion that "men and women 

are the same" was often undermined by a counterdiscourse that women's health 

and procreative activities required protection from harsh labor. 

In the final chapter, Gail Hershatter adds a retrospective to her earlier mono

graph, The Gender of Memory (2011), which deals with the oral histories of women 

in rural Shaanxi during the decades of socialist collectivization. She asks what 

happened to these women in the transition away from socialism and how they 

perceived the experience of both collectivization and privatization. Hershatter 

reminds us of the critical importance of the mobilization of female labor during 

the decades of socialist accumulation and the lack of visibility of women's double 

burden, as they were expected to participate in the socialist economy as well as 

raise children and provide food and clothing for their families. Her in-depth 

report on a mother and daughter, drawn from the earlier sample group, offers 

insight into the gains and losses of this period of economic transition. Both 

mother and daughter report broad satisfaction with the achievements of women 

and their families over their life spans. Notions of female virtue are foregrounded 

in this retrospective. The mother reports on the diligence, thrift, and dedication of 

women of her generation. More surprisingly, the entrepreneur daughter also 

reports on notions of traditional female virtue (meide), but Hershatter suspects her 

interpretation of this is mediated by contemporary women's magazines rather than 

a simple transmission from her mother's generation. This chapter offers a rare 

perspective on how ordinary women construct and interpret their own experience 

of the socialist collective and its aftermath. 

The various microstudies in this collection probe new primary sources to add 

to our understanding of how gender should be understood in Chinese history and 

remind us that in each successive period, the role and status of women remained a 

shifting and contested one, not least as perceived by women themselves. The major 

strength of the volume lies in the creativity of each author in interpreting uncon

ventional sources or in reinterpreting more conventional sources in fresh ways. 

A central theme, reiterated in many different ways, is the recirculation and re

creation of "cultural remnants of an older, familiar language of virtue" (to cite the 

words of Hershatter on p. 212). This anthology sets a new benchmark for the 

creative and rigorous use of a broad range of sources to extend the scope of 

gender-focused enquiry in Chinese late imperial history. It will be read with 

benefit by students and scholars of comparative modernities, comparative gender 

issues, as well as Chinese social and political history. 

Anne E. McLaren 

Anne E. McLaren is a professor of Chinese studies at the University of Melbourne 
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of Performing Grief: Bridal Laments in Rural China (University of Hawai'i Press, 

2008). 

NOTE 1. The reprint in Waltner's chapter comes from the French edition of 1735 held at the
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University of Minnesota. This reviewer has checked the English edition (London, 1738) in 

Eighteenth Century Collections Online (GLE CENGAGE Learning). For the correct wedding 

procession illustration, go lo the "List of Illustrations," vol. 1, p. 358. The engraving is titled "The 

Procession of a Chinese Wedding when the Bride is brought home to her husband." It tallies with 

the details given by Waltner in this study. For the funeral procession illustration, see ibid., p. 365. 

It is titled "The Procession at a Chinese Funeral; and is the same as the one reproduced in 

Waltner's chapter. 

Deborah Brautigam. Will Africa Feed China? New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2015. xvii, 164 pp. Hardcover $27.95, ISBN 978-0-19-939685-6. 

The Sixth Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) was held December 

4-5, 2015, in South Africa. This was the fifteenth anniversary of FOCAC and,

therefore, an important occasion to highlight progress in Sino-Africa relations as

well as chart a course for the following three years before the next FOCAC meet

ing. In his speech, President Xi Jinping announced a tripling of China's financial

commitment to Africa, from $20 billion in loans in 2012 to $60 billion in invest

ment. Furthermore, Xi proposed ten diverse areas for continued Sino-African

cooperation: industrialization, agricultural modernization, infrastructure develop

ment, finance, environment, trade and investment facilitation, poverty reduction,

public health, cultural diplomacy, and peace and security. Xi made clear the

intimacy of Sino-Africa relations when he said: "China and Africa share a com

mon future. We Chinese and African have forged profound friendship through our

common historical experience in our common struggles:·•

As the FOCAC meeting illustrated, by all accounts China is firmly ensconced 

on the African continent-politically, economically, and strategically-and there 

is little indication this position will wane. Indeed, since 2001 China's activities on 

the continent have garnered widespread international attention. But over the past 

decade, China in Africa has been in the central spotlight of policy makers, 

researchers, and journalists around the world. Someone who had been following 

the Chinese in Africa for decades prior is Deborah Brautigam. Presently Bernard 

L. Schwartz Professor of International Political Economy and Director of the

International Development Program as well as the China Africa Research Initia-




