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rivalry between old-fashioned Chinese schools and modern schools within one 
book. Although the author has basically constructed a nationwide picture, the 
local situation is not clear enough. Furthermore, why did the long-term 
old-fashioned school transformation between 1900 and 1949 not achieve any 
lasting effect that is noticeable, but old-fashioned schools disappeared in such a 
short time after 1949? In the half-century-long traditional school transformation, 
how were Western pedagogic theories and concepts gradually implanted at the 
basic level? In this process, how did the governmental administration, local 
society and culture change? These unsolved problems are all worth further 
exploration.  
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Analyzing microblog texts (and photos and video clips), Taolian Yang weaves 
together Chinese college students, their identity construction and the new 
medium weibo (微博, microblogging) in this book. She explores the following 
questions: Why do college students like weibo? How do they construct their 
identities through weibo? Are their identities in weibo completely different from 
their “real life” selves? The book draws on psychological, sociological, and 
cultural perspectives on self-formation and argues that weibo provides a space for 
college students, who are typically the most active group of microbloggers and 
who are in a transitional life phase, to reflect upon, express and represent 
themselves and interact with others. It further argues that bloggers’ identity 
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construction in weibo integrates their “ego,” “realistic self,” and “ideal self.” The 
author asserts that this latter finding is new. But in the international literature on 
netizens’ use of the net (which the book does not draw much upon), Turkle’s 
theory of a distinctively different online “second self” has long been criticized, 
with many scholars adopting a sociocultural perspective that recognizes the 
association between online and offline selves.2 

Nevertheless, the book provides interesting insights into Chinese college 
students’ self-understanding and identity construction. It has five chapters as well 
as an introduction and an unusually brief conclusion (less than two pages). The 
Introduction gives an account of the purpose and significance of the research 
based mainly on identified knowledge gaps. It also gives a summary of this 
study’s theoretical background and research methods; and it addresses ethical 
issues in research of this type. 

Chapter 2 describes college students’ use of weibo and the reasons why weibo 
enjoys popularity among them. It provides a useful background for the next three 
chapters on dimensions of college students’ identity construction in weibo.  

Chapter 3 examines college students’ identity construction from a 
psychological perspective. It argues that the “self” under construction in weibo, 
which adopts a real name system, is an integrated and systematic whole made up 
of the blogger’s “ego,” “realistic self,” and “ideal self.” The chapter draws on 
Goffman’s concepts of the “front and back stages” and “impression 
management” 3  as well as Freud’s theory of the self. 4  The author did a 
commendable job in elaborating on how college students may use weibo’s 
capacities to construct different parts of the self. However, it is less clear what 
kind of “selves,” especially “realistic selves,” they are constructing. Reference to 
the bloggers’ own words would have been helpful. 

Chapter 4 explores college students’ identity construction in weibo from a 
“social dimension.” It examines how the bloggers negotiate their role as “college 
students” in the context of higher education massification and inflation of the 
value of college diplomas, and how they try to identify with xiaozi (小资, the 

                                                        
2 See S. Turkle (1995). Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the internet. New York, NY: 
Simon & Schuster. 
3 See E. Goffman (1999). The presentation of self in everyday life. New York, NY: Anchor 
Books/Doubleday. 
4 See S. Freud (1905/1962). Three essays on the theory of sexuality (J. Strachey trans.). New 
York, NY: Basic Books. 
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petty-bourgeoisie). The chapter shows how their social imagining, lifestyle, and 
aesthetic tastes tend to fit xiaozi culture, featuring the pursuit of romance, secular 
pleasures, instant gratification, and narcissism, while rejecting seriousness, depth, 
and lofty ideals. This chapter supports interesting points with quotes from the 
blogs. It is unclear why these two particular “roles” were elaborated over others. 
What about students’ gender and citizenship roles for example? 

Chapter 5 examines how college students orient themselves towards their 
hometown, their nation and Chinese tradition against the multiple cultural forces 
simultaneously affecting them. It shows that Chinese college students’ cultural 
identity reflects an open attitude and multiple influences. Although they are 
heavily influenced by “global” culture, college students also cherish their 
hometown and their nation. I found the part on the bloggers’ love for their 
hometowns especially interesting. The part on their love for the nation could 
have been strengthened by referring to studies of nationalism among Chinese 
youth. Section 4 leaves coverage and commentary of the bloggers’ own views to 
concentrate on the author’s own normative statements. 

In general, the description of, and rationales for, the methods used are 
insufficiently developed for an academic book. There is little information about 
the duration of the “observation” of the “virtual world” and insufficient 
information about the timing of the “fieldwork” and about the time span of the 
blogs analyzed. We are not told how the blogs were identified and selected, and 
how many microblogs were analyzed. The author’s claim to have used the “case 
study” seems somewhat far-fetched.  

The author also states (p. 19) that the book compares blogs written by current 
college students with those they wrote before college and after they graduated. 
However, the book contains only a small number of quotes from blogs written by 
those who have graduated as well as a few reflections about life before and after 
college. These data are insufficient to enable the examination of continuity in the 
same person’s thoughts and conduct, which the author claims is one of the aims 
of the book. 

The book weaves together weibo, college students and identity theories in a 
commendable manner. However, the whole book, and especially Chapters 4 and 
5, could have been strengthened by reference to the considerable number of 
extant studies on Chinese youth. Despite some weaknesses, this book contains 
useful information and insights about college students’ inner world and about the 
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role of weibo in bloggers’ identity construction. The book can serve as useful 
reading in youth studies and media and communication studies, especially in 
China and other Chinese-speaking parts of the world.  
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Xiaoyan Liu’s historiography follows the rise, fall, and reinvention of two 
legendary, elite girls’ schools in China, St. Mary’s Hall (Sheng Maliya Nüxiao 
Nüzhong, 圣玛丽亚女校 ) and McTyeire School, also known as Zhong-Xi 
(Shanghai Zhong-Xi Nüzhong, 上海中西女中 ), and its later incarnation as 
Shanghai No. 3 Girls School (Shanghai Shi Disan Nüzi Zhongxue, 上海市第三女

子中学), through three distinct periods, the late imperial, the Republican, the 
early People’s Republic of China and its most recent nostalgic phase (more on 
that later). Originally written as a doctoral dissertation, it is not only meticulously 
researched but, above all, an eminently readable book. Readers curious about 
how modern China came into being will welcome the attention to the 
fundamental contribution made by young women associated with these schools. 
For example, on page 55, “American missionary women who were carriers of the 
Victorian ideals of womanhood were committed to training modern ‘wise wives 
and good mothers’… of the ‘new China’…. Surprisingly, Chinese women of the 
same generation were much more open-minded…. Qiu Jin…, a radical 
feminist… appealed passionately to her two hundred million female compatriots 
to stop wishing to depend on men…. After leaving her husband and children, she 
joined and became leader of the anti-Manchu revolutionary army.” On page 103, 
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