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Abstract  The paper analyzes the femininity of Chinese intellectual women 
through reference to the historically and culturally significant concept of 
estrangement. The paper explores what it manes to be a contemporary Chinese 
intellectual woman with an emphasis on how popular cultural images of Chinese 
intellectual women articulated particular, historically-conditioned tensions. The 
paper focuses on the theoretical construction of “estrangement,” an important 
concept in the fields of psychoanalysis, socialist feminism and French feminism. 
My discussion of “estrangement” centers on the way in which the femininity of 
intellectual women is constructed, in particular, the degree to which they are 
depicted as adhering to or becoming estranged from the norms for feminine 
behavior. I focus on the female writer Huang Beijia’s novellas, published 
between 1981 and 1994. The paper concludes that estrangement constitutes a 
haunting motif that is used to represent/understand Chinese intellectual women in 
the contemporary context and that the contemporary intellectual woman’s 
predicament is, in turn, a telling motif for understanding historical changes in 
Chinese gender relations. 
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[T]he independent woman today is divided between her professional interest 

and the concerns of her sexual vocation; she has trouble finding her balance; if 
she does, it is at the price of concessions, sacrifices and juggling that keep her in 
a constant tension. 

—Simone de Beauvoir 
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Introduction 

In this paper, I probe into what I coin the “subjectivity of intellectual women in 
China” and the “femininity of intellectual women in China,” which I will discuss 
in connection with Huang Beijia’s works. One of the major challenges, as well as 
the innovation, of this paper lies in understanding the dual identity of 
“intellectual” and “woman.” That is, how are intellectual women different from 
other women? How do Chinese intellectual women differ from their Western 
counterparts? To the best of my knowledge, a detailed and comprehensive 
ontological study of the subjectivity and femininity of Chinese intellectual 
women has not yet been conducted. I do not claim that my research offers a 
comprehensive definition of the subjectivity/femininity of Chinese intellectual 
women, nor do I attempt to present my analysis in terms of a universal 
description applicable to all intellectual women. Rather, I aim to approach an 
understanding of how these ontological terms are represented in the fictional 
works written by Huang Beijia between 1980 and 1994. In other words, I seek to 
explore the way in which Huang Beijia’s fiction portrays the construction of 
subjectivity and femininity among intellectual women. 

Huang Beijia is best known in China as an internationally recognized author of 
children’s literature, including I Want to be a Good Kid (Wo yao zuo hao haizi, 
1997) and Today I Am the Flagbearer (Jintian wo shi shengqishou, 1999). 
However, Huang was also a prolific author of romance short stories and novellas 
in the 1980s and early 1990s. This article provides the first comprehensive 
survey of the works that Huang Beijia wrote for adult readers during this period 
(in particular, 1980 to 1994). Born in the 1950s, Huang’s own experiences during 
the Maoist and Contemporary eras profoundly influenced her representation of 
the intellectual woman. Huang’s first publications appeared in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, and a substantial number of her works are structured as narratives of 
intellectual development. However, in comparison with contemporary woman 
writers, such as Zhang Xinxin and Zhang Jie, Huang has attracted little attention 
as a feminist writer concerned with the situation of Chinese women, in particular, 
intellectual women. 

I am aware that my approach risks presuming a direct relationship between 
literature and “real life.” Certainly, literature does not mimetically reflect the real 
world in any straightforward way. Nevertheless, certain literary genres, authors, 
texts, and themes come to prominence at particular moments in time, indirectly 
suggesting certain prevailing cultural trends or paradigms. In this paper, I 
contend that Huang’s overriding concern with the frustration faced by the 
intellectual woman does speak to a significant new predicament facing women in 
China at this time. Chinese-language scholarship on Huang Beijia has often 
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suggested that her writing is autobiographical. It is naïve to assume that Huang’s 
writing more or less directly reflects the dilemmas faced by educated women of 
her generation. My paper does not assume a direct link between Huang’s 
fictional creations and their socio-historical context. However, it is worth 
stressing that, in Chinese criticism on Huang’s work, a direct equation between 
the two is often assumed; this perspective is thus suggestive of popular 
conceptions of Chinese women’s changing situation. Critics such as Zhou 
Meisen have criticized Huang’s work as overly mundane. This interpretation is 
paralleled and reinforced by the presumed autobiographical nature of Huang’s 
work. 

Estrangement as Theoretical Framework 

This paper utilizes the image of Contemporary Chinese intellectual women in 
Huang’s works to argue that Chinese intellectual women in the 1980s and early 
1990s are characterized by their socio-cultural estrangement. Estrangement 
indicates disconnection and difference.1 The idea of estrangement is central to 
intellectual women’s self-orientation and self-positioning within the 
contemporary socio-historical context of the 1980s and early 1990s. This 
self-orientation defines the position of the contemporary Chinese intellectual 
woman in terms of a series of dilemmas; it positions them, as I would like to put 
it here, as “the dislocated,” by which I mean that they are placed in an awkward 
social position as a result their beliefs, behaviors, or interests. The term “the 
dislocated” also suggests the concept of “dislocation,” which describes the 
position of intellectual women in the contemporary era. Huang’s ability to 
convey the dislocation experienced by this generation of women is crucial to its 
popularity. In Huang’s work, intellectual women during the contemporary period 
both distance themselves from “patriarchal law” (which established the dominant 
discourse of “proper womanhood”) and, at the same time, are alienated from 
society at large as a result of external socio-cultural circumstances. 

I would like to begin with a scenario from Huang Beijia’s story Edelweiss 
(Bao xuehua, 1985).2  The story is set in a “friendship networking” party 
organized by a government institution and requiring the attendance of all 
unmarried staff members. The unnamed female protagonist is one of those 
required to attend. Although she is skilled in ballroom dancing, the main activity 
                                                               
1 http://oald8.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/dictionary/estrangement. Accessed at 22:02, 
January 2, 2012. 
2 For all Huang Beijia’s fiction analyzed in this thesis and most of the Chinese references to 
Huang Beijia and her works, the translations used here are my own. 
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in the party, she remains a wall flower. She despises the other single women who 
are fully primped for the party and waiting anxiously for the men’s invitations to 
dance. She also makes sarcastic comments about the male guests, whom she 
finds generally unpleasant. She particularly dislikes a short younger man and a 
bald widower in his fifties. She also criticizes the women who dance without any 
sense of rhythm. Although she is initially quite bored by the “extremely 
embarrassing” party, she changes her mind when she meets a bespectacled 
gentleman. All night long she dances with him and enjoys the great pleasure of 
his company, pleasure which also provokes her to disorienting self-reflection. 
When he examines her from head to toe, he tells her that he had never realized 
she was so well trained in dancing. As a result of his comment, the female 
protagonist begins to realize how plain and ordinary she must appear to others. 

From that moment on, she contemplates how she might dress herself for the 
next party, in the hopes of attracting the bespectacled man’s interest. When the 
next party finally comes, she dresses elegantly. She waits anxiously for the 
bespectacled man’s appearance, thinking that no one except for him will invite 
her to dance. She is sure that he is the only one qualified to be her partner. Much 
to her dismay, the dream partner arrives hand in hand with his girlfriend, a sexy 
young woman. 
 

Around half past seven, the bespectacled man finally turned up. But he was 
not alone. He was with his girlfriend, a girl with red lips and sexy tight jeans. 
They entered hand in hand – what a beautiful couple. .  
She stared at them in silence. She had already forgotten why she dressed up 
today.3 
 

The couple makes such perfect partners twirling around that no one else dares 
to share the dance floor with them. Seeing this, the protagonist flees from the 
ballroom in embarrassment. 

Edelweiss captures what I term the utopia-to-dystopia trajectory characteristic 
of Huang’s portrayal of intellectual women. This trajectory parallels the 
trajectory of Huang’s writing style (idealism/romanticism-to-realism) during the 
1980s and early 1990s. The female protagonist remains an outsider to the 
prevailing social order. Inspired by the possibility of finding a romantic partner 
who is her equal, however, she tries to cast off her identity as outsider and 
engage with the expectations of the social order, only to find herself unable to 
successfully negotiate its values. The protagonist’s predicament in this story is 
typical of Huang Beijia’s representation of intellectual women. 
                                                               
3 Huang Beijia, Bao xuehua, 83. 
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Huang’s work presents a range of such predicaments, which are central to the 
popular idea of intellectual women. The theme of dislocation or alienation is 
often fundamental to the identity and social orientation of Chinese intellectual 
women. Huang’s uses the utopia-dystopia paradigm to romanticize not only the 
intellectual woman’s estrangement from society, but also the failure that leads to 
her awareness of her own estrangement. This paper seeks to analyze the way in 
which the femininity of contemporary Chinese intellectual women has been 
portrayed through reference to Huang’s fictional narratives of alienation, which 
ultimately depict the failed performance of femininity. This discussion also 
provides an opportunity to consider how intellectual women’s tension with 
Confucian, contemporary and Maoist discourse is romanticised in Huang’s 
fictions. 

My discussion of the dystopian fate of the intellectual woman is deeply 
indebted to Sandra Lee Bartky’s Narcissism, Femininity and Alienation, Joan 
Riviere’s Womanliness as Masquerade, Simone de Beauvoir’s chapter “Woman 
in Love” in The Second Sex, and Elizabeth Grosz’s discussion of Luce Irigaray in 
Sexual Subversion: Three French Feminists. The works of de Beauvoir and 
Irigaray have both been categorized as French feminism, which is defined as a 
form of feminism that is highly theoretical and heavily influenced by 
psychoanalytical, deconstructionist, and post-structuralist discourses. 4  The 
femininity of intellectual women is worth discussing precisely because of the 
perceived conflict intrinsic to the term “intellectual woman.” This conflict is 
crucial not only, as Beauvoir argues, to understanding the condition of women, 
but also, as suggested by Bartky, Riviere, de Beauvoir, and Luce Irigaray, to 
understanding the relationship between gender and the social order (which is, 
itself, simultaneously political and sexual). 

To understand Huang’s portrayal of the femininity of intellectual women, I 
shall begin with a detailed analysis of the concept of estrangement. The first 
dimension of estrangement connotes psychological alienation. Bartky’s article 
“Narcissism, Femininity, and Alienation” outlines a salient theoretical framework 
through which to understand this dimension of estrangement. An understanding 
of Bartky’s work is crucial to approaching Huang’s constructions of the 
femininity of intellectual women. 

Bartky begins by building on the work of socialist feminists, such as Alison M. 
Jaggar and Iris Marion Young, and applying the Marxist theory of the alienation 
of labor to femininity by treating femininity as manifestation of sexual alienation. 
According to Karl Marx, in a capitalist socio-economic system, workers are 
                                                               
4 Gill Allwood, French Feminism: Gender and Violence in Contemporary Theory, 42.  
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alienated from their labor. “Alienation” in this sense consists of “a fragmentation 
of the human person and prohibition of the full exercise of capacities.”5 Bartky 
applies the notion of the fragmentation of the self to women, whom she regards 
as workers. Bartky claims that women, like all workers under the material 
production system, suffer from alienation, i.e., fragmentation and the loss of 
femininity.6  Marx’s theory of alienation highlights the function of cultural 
activities in distinguishing human beings from animals. 7  The field of 
cultural-intellectual expression is male-dominated; women are rarely included. In 
this regard, Bartky contends that women are denied the right to define their 
humanity in the Marxist sense.8 Thus, femininity inherently involves what 
Bartky calls “sexual alienation.” This argument echoes de Beauvoir’s argument 
that embracing femininity constitutes a rejection of humanity. 

Bartky’s argument incorporates psychoanalytical theory by accentuating the 
similarity between alienation from labor and psychological alienation, both of 
which separate human functions from the human person and subject the 
individual to fragmentation and impoverishment.9 By describing psychological 
alienation as “an alienation in the production of one’s own person,”10 Bartky 
applies the psychoanalytical terms of narcissism and alienation to her discussion 
on femininity. Narcissism, as coined by Sigmund Freud, is “primal psychic 
situation, the original disposition of libido. In the beginning, the ego’s instincts 
are directed to itself and it is to some extent capable of deriving satisfaction for 
them on itself. This condition is known as narcissism and this potentially for 
satisfaction is termed auto-erotic.”11 

In psychoanalytical theory, women are considered “significantly more 
narcissistic than men,” and narcissism is considered “a necessary feature of the 
normal feminine personality.”12 In this vein, woman, the narcissist who “treats 
his [her] body in the same way as otherwise the body of sexual object is 
treated.”13 
                                                               
5 A translation of Marx. Quoted from Alison M. Jaggar and Iris Marion Young eds., A 
Companion to Feminist Philosophy, 323. 
6  Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of 
Oppression, 34. 
7 Jorn K. Bramann, Educating Rita and Other Philosophical Movies. Marx on Alienation: 
http://faculty.frostburg.edu/phil/forum/Marx.htm. Accessed at 20:00, February 28, 2012. 
8  Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of 
Oppression, 35. 
9 Ibid., 32. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Translation of Freud’s work. Quoted from Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: 
Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, 37.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Sigmund Freud, “On Narcissism: An Introduction,” 104. 
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Narcissism is also defined by fragmentation of the self. Narcissism “consists in 
the setting up of the ego as a double, a stranger,”14 an “Other” who “exists 
outside”15 yet is, at the same time, oneself.16 Narcissism is thus inextricably 
linked to alienation/estrangement. Bartky thus argues that feminist narcissism 
involves self-estranged states of consciousness.17 

Bartky’s articulation of the relationships between narcissism, alienation, and 
femininity is relevant to my discussion of the notion of the “intellectual” as a 
social construct.18 As discussed by Eva Etizioni-Harlevy, intellectual elites are 
minorities that are especially influential in shaping society’s various institutional 
structures or spheres of activity, and this influence is a source of presumed and 
experienced pride for the intellectual. Such pride can be seen as a form of 
narcissism, or psychic alienation. 

Edward Said’s Representations of Intellectuals is also valuable in approaching 
an understanding of the meaning of the term “intellectual.” Said considers a 
kaleidoscopic array of ideas about the “intellectual,” but his analysis of 
intellectuals as marginal exiles is particularly relevant to the present discussion.19 
Exile is a punishment that forces the punished to leave family and familiar places 
and leads to both the trauma of homelessness and a constant state of alienation. 
For Said, the exile is, paradigmatically, inconsolable about the past and bitter 
about the present and the future.20 According to Said, the status of the exile 
exemplifies the intellectual’s orientation as an outsider: “[e]xile for the 
intellectual in this metaphysical sense is restlessness, movement, constantly 
being unsettled, and unsettling others.”21 In other words, the intellectual can find 
pleasure in exile by remaining marginal, by not following a prescribed path, and 
by challenging conventional logic: 

 
An intellectual life is fundamentally about knowledge and freedom because 
the exile sees things both in terms of what has been left behind and what is 

                                                               
14 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 375. 
15 Ibid., 316. 
16  Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of 
Oppression, 39. 
17 Ibid., 42. 
18 Eva Etzioni-Halevy, The Knowledge Elite and the Failure of Prophecy, 15.  
19  Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith Lectures, XIV. In 
juxtaposition, Said also characterizes the “intellectual” as “amateur and as the author of a 
language that tries to speak the truth to power.” The relationship between intellectuals and 
truth will not be the focus in this thesis although the intellectual women in Huang’s fiction are 
concerned with both analysis and judgement of the society in which they live. 
20 Ibid., 35.  
21 Ibid., 39.  
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actually here and now; there is a double perspective that never sees things in 
isolation.  
A second advantage to what in effect is the exile standpoint from an 
intellectual is that you tend to see things not simply as they are, but as they 
have come to be that way.22 
 

Said underlines the intellectual’s role as an outsider alienated from authority; 
the experience of the intellectual is defined by a powerlessness one “often feels 
in the face of an overwhelmingly powerful network of social authorities—the 
media, the government and corporations, etc.—who crowd out the possibilities 
for achieving any change.”23 

Drawing upon the work of both Said and Etizioni-Harlevy, I argue that exilic 
displacement, marginal social status, and a narcissistic sense of elite superiority 
together constitute the estrangement of the intellectual. These contradictory 
elements inform the predicament faced by the intellectual women in Huang 
Beijia’s work, but, in their case, the estrangement is always translated as a 
specially gendered experience. My analysis links understandings of the 
femininity of intellectual women with discourses surrounding intellectual elitism 
and narcissism. 

I now turn to another dimension of estrangement. The combination of the 
concepts of “intellectual” and “woman” often initiates a series of polemics in 
gender discourses. Given that “estrangement” implies alienation and removal, 
my reading of Huang Beijia’s work approaches the femininity of the intellectual 
woman through reference to two theoretical frameworks from French feminism. 
The first framework is provided by Simone de Beauvoir’s articulation of the 
contradiction inherent in the intellectual woman’s identity, whereby the 
intellectual woman embodies the social position of estrangement. The other 
framework is provided by Luce Irigaray’s advocacy for staging Derridean 
différance, she highlights the way in which the specificity and autonomy of 
female sexuality serve to estrange the intellectual woman from what Irigaray 
terms the phallocentric order. The insights of these scholars suggest the 
underlying dilemma faced by intellectual women. 

Simone de Beauvoir remains a singularly important contributor to scholarly 
discussion of the intellectual woman, whom she includes in the category of “the 
emancipated” or “the independent women” in The Second Sex. She is particularly 
concerned with the hostility directed towards intellectual women by anti-feminist 
thinkers, who assert that the emancipated woman has difficulty navigating her 
                                                               
22 Ibid., 44.  
23 Ibid., XIV. 
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various social identities.24  Beauvoir’s discussion of femininity draws upon 
Freud’s claim that women are only able to take their place in the symbolic order 
through in positioning themselves as variants of men. According to Freud, 
women can either identify with men by neglecting gender differences or identify 
themselves as the “castrated other,” who is inherently inferior to men.25 In 
responding to Freud’s theories, Beauvoir argues that the femininity of the 
emancipated woman is associated with the phallus, meaning that the independent 
woman is seen as a threat or an imitation of men, while a man’s social and 
spiritual successes endow him with virile prestige. Intellectual women therefore 
suffer as a result of “the masculinity complex.” Although she considers 
femininity, or, in her own words, “genuine womanliness,” Joan Riviere expresses 
similar sentiments, arguing that intellectual prowess in women signifies a threat, 
“an exhibition of herself in possession of the father’s penis, having castrated 
him.”26 Because men are conventionally associated with the power of the 
transcendent intellect (a subjectivity not limited by immanent corporeality), the 
intellectual man does not experience internal conflict, but the intellectual woman 
is required to renounce her claim to independence in order to accomplish her 
femininity. Thus, the conflict inherent to female emancipation is more marked in 
the case of the intellectual woman.27 

In her discussion of woman’s dependence on love, de Beauvoir strongly 
suggests that all women need to be loved, and the only way to avoid obsessive 
dependence on love is to be unwomanly. 

 
Only in love can woman harmoniously reconcile her eroticism and her 
narcissism; we have seen that these sentiments are opposed in such a 
manner that it is very difficult for a woman to adapt herself to her sexual 
destiny. To make herself a carnal object, the prey of another, is in 
contradiction to her self-worship: it seems to her that [to act in this way is to] 
embrace blight and sully her body or degrade her soul. Thus it is that some 
women take refuge in frigidity, thinking that in this way they can preserve 
the integrity of the ego.28 

 
In many ways, de Beauvoir’s woman in love is the opposite of the intellectual 

woman who rejects the femininity. However, Huang Beijia’s works of fiction 
                                                               
24 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 722. 
25 Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists, 126–27.  
26 Joan Riviere, “Womanliness as Masquerade.” Quoted from Athol Hughes ed., The Inner 
World and Joan Riviere: Collected Papers 1920-1958. London: Karnac Books, 1991, 93. 
27 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 722. 
28 Ibid., 613(1953).  
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often deal with (intellectual) women and love. In these works, the intellectual 
woman sometimes renounces love, sometimes still wants love even when it 
seems unavailable to her as an intellectual woman, and sometimes is 
disappointed by love. 29 Therefore, in this sense, Huang’s representations of 
intellectual women are somewhat contradictory. In Freudian lens, intellectual 
women estrange themselves from both phallocentric positions; they fail to 
achieve either the elite status of the intellectual (which Freud associates with 
masculinity) or the realization of their femininity (which Freud sees as a 
castrated Other that obtains a symbolic position only via the mediation of men). 
From de Beauvoir’s perspective, an intellectual woman, however much she 
desires the elite status of the intellectual, cannot resolve the contradiction 
inherent in her identity by rejecting femininity. De Beauvoir’s discussion also 
recalls Said’s analysis of the intellectual’s exilic status. De Beauvoir argues that 
the intellectual woman: 

 
[…] refuses to confine herself to her role as female because she does not 
want to mutilate herself; but it would be a mutilation to repudiate her sex. 
Man is a sexed human being; woman is a complete individual, and equal to 
the male only if she too is a sexed human being. Renouncing her femininity 
means renouncing part of her humanity.30 

 
Beauvoir acknowledges that intellectual women are criticized by misogynists 

as “letting themselves go” in the sense of abandoning their femininity. However, 
I suggest that the intellectual women whom Huang creates instead renounce a 
femininity defined by custom and fashion—and imposed on women from the 
outside. In this regard, the intellectual woman, as understood by de Beauvoir, 
might be able to construct her femininity on her own terms. De Beauvoir stresses 
that “[r]ejecting feminine attributes does not mean acquiring virile ones…she is 
creating a new situation involving consequences she will have to assume.”31 
This passage evokes Luce Irigaray’s psychoanalytical discussion of femininity. 
While de Beauvoir focuses on intellectual women’s rejection of femininity, Luce 
Irigaray’s psychoanalytical exegesis suggests that intellectual women do not 
necessarily abandon femininity, but rather have the potential to construct their 
femininity on their own terms. 

The theoretical framework established by de Beauvoir might, in some sense, 

                                                               
29 The discussion is greatly indebt to Catherine Driscoll’s inspiration on the reading of de 
Beauvoir’s “The Women in Love.” 
30 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 722.  
31 Ibid., 723. Emphasis mine. 
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suggest a more optimistic reading of Huang’s work than that suggested by the 
utopia-dystopia paradigm. However, this paradigm is worth exploring precisely 
is appears so frequently. The theoretical framework established by Irigaray helps 
to elucidate the nature of the conflicts inherent in the femininity of the 
independent intellectual woman. Irigaray’s advocacy of the multiplicity of 
femininity seems especially relevant to the intellectual woman who appear in 
Huang’s stories; these women are practitioners and promoters who “[…] 
challenge the apparent neutrality and universality of knowledge, claiming 
that this ‘universality’ is possible only by ignoring the specificity of particular 
groups (women, homosexuals, children), and by disavowing its own 
masculinity.”32 

Unlike de Beauvoir, Irigaray does not specifically discuss intellectual women. 
Instead, she calls for women’s autonomy to speak and listen as women and for 
the recognition of feminine multiplicity and specificity, which implies the 
development of new forms of discourse (as opposed to the establishment of a 
new language for women).33  

 
…Between our lips, yours and mine, several voices, several ways of speaking 
resound endlessly, back and forth. One is never separate from the other. 
You/I: we are always several at once. And how could one dominate the other? 
Impose her voice, her tone, her meaning? One cannot be distinguished from 
the other; which does not mean that they are indistinct…. 

Speak, all the same. It’s our good fortune that your language isn’t formed 
of a single thread, a single strand or pattern. It comes from everywhere at 
once. You touched me all over at the same time. In all senses. Why only one 
song, one speech, one text at a time? To seduce, to satisfy, to fill one of my 
“holes?” With you, I don’t have any. We are not lacks, voids, awaiting 
sustenance, plenitude, fulfillment from the other….34 

Irigaray departs from the Freudian symbolic terminology, which still sets the 
discursive form for feminists such as de Beauvoir and Joan Riviere. As stated in 
the abovementioned Freudian theory, women either identify with men by 
neglecting gender differences or identify themselves as the “castrated other,” 
who is inherently inferior to men. Irigaray categorizes these two positions as 
phallocentric, implying that all systems of subjectivity and social validation 
constructed in reference to the phallus.35 

                                                               
32 Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists, 128. 
33 Ibid., 127.  
34 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not the One, 209. 
35 Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists, xx. 
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In terms of their approaches to the issues faced by intellectual women, de 
Beauvoir is more pessimistic than Irigaray regarding the possibility for 
intellectual women to be both independent and feminine. Both argue that the 
femininity of intellectual women exists outside of the patriarchal system (de 
Beauvoir’s words) or phallocentric order (Irigaray’s term). Because they are 
estranged from the patriarchal order, they are able to challenge the system. The 
intellectual women depicted by Huang repeatedly attempt to break free of the 
patriarchal order from their position of alienation. In order to fully understand the 
nature of their resistance, we must consider the patriarchal discursive context 
from which Chinese intellectual women are estranged. I suggest that the concept 
of estrangement provides a possible theoretical framework for analyzing the 
femininity of Chinese intellectual women within a historically specific Chinese 
context. The following section offers a thematic analysis of the ways in which 
the intellectual women in Huang’s works perform their femininity within a 
historically specific Chinese context.  

Negotiating Gendered Roles in Chinese Discourse and Context 

This section aims to extend the application of de Beauvoir and Irigaray’s theories 
to the Chinese context. I situate Huang Beijia’s representations of intellectual 
women within Confucian, Maoist, and Contemporary discourses. Focusing on 
Huang’s dystopian images of intellectual women, I demonstrate the way in which 
she stages intellectual women in terms of their estrangement from these 
discursive contexts.  

In Confucian classics on women, Chinese women are consistently associated 
with kinship and the family. At the turn of the twentieth century, discussions of 
traditional expectations for Chinese women inevitably refer to Confucianism. 
Such discussions often draw upon classical texts describing women’s conduct 
and virtue. In Admonitions for Women 女诫, Ban Zhao 班昭 (ca. 45–120) 
celebrates women’s compliance and modesty within the domestic space or “inner 
chamber”; she embraces subordination and domesticity as the supreme virtues of 
women. In the same vein, The Female Analects 女论语 of sisters Song Ruoxin 宋

若曦 (d.820) and Song Ruozhao 宋若昭 (d.825) is “a book that counsels women 
in prudence and admonition” and describes various domestic virtues and 
behaviors suitable for women.36 Empress Xu 徐皇后 (1362–1407) is well known 
for the work Precepts for the Ladies of the Palace 内训, which aims to provide an 
array of written guidelines for the ladies of the imperial harem.37 Among these 
                                                               
36 Chang Kang-I Sun and Haun Saussy ed., Women Writers of Traditional China: An 
Anthology of Poetry and Criticism, 671. 
37 Ibid., 679. 
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guidelines, Empress Xu accentuates the importance of caring for one’s parents 
and parents-in-laws, being a model mother, and harmonizing the family. Along 
with Brief Notes for Female Guidance 女范捷录 , these three manuals for 
women’s conduct were later compiled into a collection called The Four Books of 
Inner Chambers for Women 闺阁女四书  (1624), which sought to emulate 
Neo-Confucian scholar Zhu Xi’s (1130–1200) The Four Books 四书 , a 
compilation of four Confucian classics.  

Inherited Guide for Educating Women 教女仪轨, a text on women’s education 
edited by Chen Hongmou 陈洪谋  (1696–1771), clarifies the traditional 
Confucian view of femininity:  

 
Wenfu [persons, sages, women of rank] are in the jia [linkage unit]. They 
are nü [female, woman, daughter]; when they marry they are fu [wives], and 
when they bear children they are mu [mother]. [If you start with] a xiannu 
[virtuous unmarried female], then you will end up with a xianfu [virtuous 
wife]; if you are virtuous wives, you will end up with xianmu [virtuous 
mothers]. With [a] virtuous mother there will be virtuous descendants. 
Civilizing [wanghua; literally transforming through the influences of the 
monarchy] begins in the women’s quarters. Everyone in the jia benefits 
from female chastity.38 

 
As Kay Ann Johnson has argued, regardless of differing historical, 

geographical, and class contexts, the traditional Chinese family is characterized 
by the low status of women in the patriarchal family and kinship system.39 
Johnson further argues that, within the ideal Confucian family system, women 
are confined within the domestic space, and their contact with non-family 
members is limited. The presumed proper responsibilities of women thus include 
“the service and nurturance of children and family members, the manufacture 
and processing of materials supplied by men for household consumption and 
sometimes handicraft work or various other tasks that could be done in or near 
the home.”40  

Despite the diversity of traditional Chinese cultures, these models for female 
conduct have remained fundamental into modern times, even though their focus 
on the conjunction between domestic felicity and female chastity seems 
intrinsically at odds with the values driving popular genres of romantic fiction 
(including Huang’s works). These popular works were written for a female 
audience and thus challenge the meaning of both domestic felicity and female 

                                                               
38 Quoted from Tani E. Barlow, “Theorizing Woman: Funü, Guojia, Jiating,” 255. 
39 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, 8. 
40 Ibid., 14.   
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chastity. 
The orientation of the intellectual in Confucian discourse, in particular, the 

Confucian emphasis on what Tu Weiming describes as Confucian self-cultivation 
(xiushen), is also relevant to the present discussion. Huang’s female protagonists 
often demonstrate an interest in “self-cultivation.” According to Tu, the true self 
in Confucian teaching is public-spirited. Thus, Confucian self-cultivation should 
be understood as the broadening of the self to embody an ever-expanding circle 
of human relatedness.41 As elucidated by Tu, self-cultivation is defined by the 
lifelong struggle towards perfection.  

 
If man is not merely a conglomeration of externalizable physiological, 
psychological and sociological states, a conscious choice is required to 
establish his spiritual identity…. The decision to learn, which in the classical 
sense means to be engaged in self-enlightenment, thus symbolizes qualitative 
change in the orientation of one’s life…. Learning so conceived is a 
conscious attempt to change oneself from being a state of mere psychological 
growth to that of ethicoreligious existence.42 

Tu connects self-cultivation to the self-orientation of intellectuals. The 
emphasis on the struggle for perfection resonates with the identity of Chinese 
intellectuals (or intellectuals in other contexts, as mentioned by Etizioni-Harlevy). 
However, Huang’s intellectual female protagonists pursue a form of 
self-cultivation that departs from Confucian expectations for women and 
emphasis on social engagement.  

The contemporary intellectual women depicted by Huang are trapped between 
traditional Confucian discourses on women and the propagandized discourses of 
Chinese Communism, which, beginning with Frederick Engels’ articulation of 
women’s oppression in the traditional family and society,43 has long called for 
women’s participation in productive economic activities outside the home as the 
means to economic independence.  

At this point, I will turn to a discussion of gender roles in Maoist and 
contemporary discourses through the lens of Huang’s representations of 
intellectual women. Elizabeth Croll’s book Changing Identities of Chinese 
Women is relevant to understanding gender issues in both historical periods. 
Maoist discourses upheld the androgynous woman as the feminine ideal. 
                                                               
41 Roger T. Ames, et al, ed., Self as Person in Asian Theory and Practice, 251.  
42 Tu Weiming, Humanity and Self-Cultivation: Essays in Confucian Thought, 89. Emphasis 
mine.  
43 Engels argues that women’s oppression is caused by social relations and the family system 
that women’s service is commanded by man. See Frederick Engels, The Origin of the Family, 
Private Property and the State. Marx/Engels Internet Archive (marxists.org) 1993, 1999, 2000. 
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Beginning in the mid-1950s, government policy stressed gender equality. The 
emphasis on gender equality was largely inspired by Friedrich Engels’ advocacy 
of women’s participation in public industry as the means to accomplish their 
emancipation.44  The writings of Vladimir Lenin also provide a theoretical 
foundation for the advocacy of equality. Lenin wrote:  

 
In order to emancipate women thoroughly and to realize real equality 
between women and men, it is necessary to have public economy to led 
women participate in joint production and labor and then women would stand 
in the same position as men. 45 

 
During the mid-50s, Mao Zedong also discussed the “women’s question,” 

writing that women “form a vast reserve of labor power which should be tapped 
in the struggle to build a great socialist country.” Elsewhere, he stated that 
women should “unite and take part in production and political activity to improve 
their economic and political status.”46 These quotes were widely circulated at the 
time. Mao’s rhetoric lent itself to the creation of a new feminine ideal, the 
androgynous “iron girl” of Maoist popular culture. The majority of Western and 
Chinese scholars have acknowledged that the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) 
witnessed the rejection of feminism and femininity.47 According to Emily Honig, 
feminism (or any discussion of women’s problems) and femininity (or any 
assertion of female identity) were declared bourgeois and therefore denounced. 
Under the influence of Mao Zedong’s slogan “the times have changed; men and 
women are the same,” the strong and tough Iron Girl became the role model for 
young women during the Maoist era.48 During the Cultural Revolution, in 
particular, the average young woman was encouraged to become, through her 
clothing and actions, an “asexual, strong, strong-willed, society-nation oriented, 
intimidating, castrating, revolutionary woman who was deprived of her ‘natural 
femininity’ and became a quasi man.”49  

Huang’s novel Interviews (Kaoxue ji, 1991) suggests the way in which 
intellectual women negotiated Confucian and Maoist discourses. Set during the 
Cultural Revolution and early contemporary era, Interviews can be read as 
Bildungsroman on the making of an intellectual woman who survives in the 

                                                               
44  Elizabeth Croll, Changing Identities of Chinese Women: Rhetoric, Experience and 
Self-perception in Twentieth-century China, 73. 
45 Quoted from ibid.  
46 Ibid. 
47 Emily Honig, “Maoist Mappings of Gender: Reassessing the Red Guards,” 255. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Zhu Aijun, Feminism and Global Chineseness: The Cultural Production of Controversial 
Women Authors, 155. 
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Maoist trauma. The 1980s saw the emergence of “scar literature,” a popular 
genre that revisited the trauma experienced by Chinese intellectuals during the 
Maoist Era, especially during the Cultural Revolution. Having personally 
experienced the Cultural Revolution, Huang Beijia participated in this literary 
trend. The novel Interviews constitutes Huang’s interpretation of the intellectual 
woman’s predicament in the Maoist Era. I suggest not so much that Huang’s 
fiction is semi-autobiographical as that her fiction forms part of a field of cultural 
changes that are reflected in women’s experiences. Maoist discourse presents 
particular difficulties for intellectual women as they attempt to negotiate their 
femininity in the midst of a shifting cultural landscape.  

In the autobiographical memoir, Who Did I Encounter When I was My Most 
Beautiful? (Zai wo zui meili de shihou yujianle shui), Huang recalls her teenage 
attempt to become a performing arts student: 

 
When I was seventeen, staff members from the Department of Performance 
in the Nanjing Academy of the Arts came to our town to conduct interviews. 
My father urged me to interview for the school because he was afraid I 
would be sent to the countryside. He hoped that I could have a better life in 
the future. And so I went, dressing up in my classmate’s tweed pants and my 
mother’s tweed jacket. I succeeded in the interviews and won the approval 
of the examiners. They said that I was well suited to playing the heroines on 
stage because I was slender and stately. If not for my family background, I 
would have been an actress now.50 

 
Huang’s parents urged her to participate in the interviews because acceptance 

into the Academy of the Arts was her only chance to continue her education and 
avoid being sent to work in the countryside. Although Huang’s intellectual 
parents had been persecuted during the Cultural Revolution, they still did 
everything they could to enable their daughter to continue her education. They 
did not want her to become a member of the proletariat (a factory worker or 
peasant) and thus went against the prevailing anti-intellectual discourse, which 
held that the more learned one becomes, the more reactionary one will be.51 It is 
interesting to note that, rather than disavowing the education that had brought 
them humiliation and persecution during the Maoist era, they still clung to the 
idea that “education will do one good.” Their actions can thus be read as a sign of 
resistance to the prevailing power structure, suggesting the autonomy of the 
intellectual. Moreover, their actions imply values based on the Confucian 

                                                               
50 Huang Beijia, Boli houmiande huaduo, 4. Translation mine. 
51 Peter Li, Majorie H. Li and Steven Mark eds., Culture and Politics in China: An Anatomy of 
Tian’anmen Square, 131. 
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hierarchy, which placed literati 士 above the other three social categories 
(peasants, peasant and merchants). Traditional Confucian thought encourages 
intellectuals to participate in state affairs. However, it is worth noting here that, 
during the Cultural Revolution, the leadership embarked on a series of 
anti-Confucianism campaigns. Towards the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, 
Confucian tombs and statues were destroyed. In the autumn of 1973, the Gang of 
Four launched an anti-Confucian campaign. Confucius and Confucian concepts 
were demonized and denounced by Maoist propaganda.52 According to Lu Xing, 
‘‘Confucian principles, once the benchmark of morality in Chinese society, 
had come under attack by Marxist revolutionaries as representing the epitome 
of class oppression.”53 

The anti-Confucian rhetoric of the Maoist Era exacerbated the suffering of 
Chinese intellectuals. Huang and her intellectual family, as well as the 
intellectuals represented in Interviews, stage their difference and estrangement 
from dominant anti-Confucian and anti-intellectual discourses in terms of their 
pursuit of knowledge and education, that is, self-cultivation.  

Huang reworks her own experience of the interview as a critical turning point 
in her life in the semi-autobiographical novella Interviews. The protagonist 
Xiaomeng resembles the author in many respects including in her slender figure 
and heavy eyebrows. Like many of Huang’s intellectual women characters, 
Xiaomeng is characterized as an odd one out. The teenage school-girl feels 
inferior to her classmates and is separated from them not only by her height and 
unsophistication, but also because of her class origin, which haunts her 
throughout her adolescence. Xiaomeng’s performance of estrangement is mostly 
set within her negotiation of Confucian and Maoist discourses. In Interviews, 
Xiaomeng’s parents are middle school teachers and are thus denounced and 
humiliated as members of the “Stinky Old Nine Categories” (chou laojiu) during 
the Cultural Revolution. The protagonist’s family background once again mirrors 
Huang’s lived experience. Reminiscing about her days as a high school student, 
Huang wrote that these were the most shameful days in her life, dominated by 
constant attempts to hide her inglorious family background from her fellow 
students.54 Huang’s own life experiences thus influence the way in which she 
configures Xiaomeng. Rather than repudiating her intellectual class origins, 
Xiaomeng demonstrates her genuine passion for literature and her studies.  

Although Xiaomeng does not dress differently from her classmates, she 
obviously is not in line with the Maoist feminine ideal of the “Iron Girl.” She 
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Cultural and Communication, 63. 
53 Ibid., 64. 
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expresses no wish to become a female farmer or worker, the “public roles as 
[female] proletarian fighters”55 as valorized and glorified by Maoist propaganda. 
However, Xiaomeng does not foresee a bright future for herself after graduation. 
Being a child of the “stinky nine categories,” she does not have the opportunity 
to continue her education, but rather must go to the countryside as an educated 
youth to receive “reform and education” from the proletariat.  

 
She had no confidence in herself. She is just waiting to be sent to the 
countryside in six months’ time. There, she will work hard all the year long. 
If she is lucky enough, she might be selected to study in the normal college 
some day.56 

 
When her family discovers that the Provincial College of Art is coming to their 

town to recruit students for its Department of Drama, they impose great 
expectations on Xiaomeng. For them, the interview is Xiaomeng’s only chance to 
avoid doing hard labor in the countryside. After undergoing a series of interviews, 
Xiaomeng gradually becomes aware of her own intellectual identity and yearning 
to become an intellectual woman (a yearning which will later become a lifelong 
commitment). She sees becoming an intellectual woman as a path to fulfillment 
and pursuit of her passion for literature.  

When she is forced by her parents to prepare for the interviews, Xiaomeng 
finds herself in a dilemma. She has only two choices for after graduation: to 
become a peasant girl in the country (like her fellow classmates), thus fulfilling 
her gendered role in Maoist discourse, or to become a student in the College of 
Art. However, she is not interested in either choice. If she fails in the interviews, 
she faces a gloomy future.  

 
Because of her family background (as a member of “the stinky nine”), she 
won’t be assigned a soft job in the country. She will have to do hard labor in 
the fields with everyone else. By the end of each year, she would have to 
ask her father for money buy grain.57 

 
When Professor Gu, the examiner from the College of Art, asks her motivation 

in registering for the College of Art, Xiaomeng answers frankly that all she wants 
is an opportunity to further her education. 

 
“As long as I can continue my education past high school, I would be happy 
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to study anything,” said Xiaomeng. 
Professor Gu sighed and said, “You really have the talent to become an 
actress. However, I can see that your heart’s not in it. Why are you 
registering for our college?” 
Xiaomeng whispered, “Because your college doesn’t require candidates to 
demonstrate social connections and recommendations. My parents don’t 
have any connections, and my class origin is not good.”58 
… 
This was her only purpose in registering for the College of Art. At that 
moment, she never once thought about her future.59 
 

However, the whole family focuses its efforts on Xiaomeng’s interview, seeing 
her success as an opportunity to escape the burden of political stigma. 
Xiaomeng’s parents even set aside their pride as intellectuals and “betray their 
lifelong code of ethics”60 to establish social networks at any expense. In order to 
repay their efforts and live up to their expectations, she selflessly commits to 
preparing for the interviews. Her actions here can be interpreted as an intellectual 
woman’s fulfillment of the Confucian virtue of filial piety.  

Xiaomeng’s outstanding performance in the interview wins the approval of the 
committee, who believe she has great potential as an actress. Just when things 
seem to be going well, however, bad news unexpectedly strikes. The leading 
official of the local revolutionary committee announces that Xiaomeng’s 
admission will be allowed only if his niece (who had failed the interview) is also 
accepted. As a result, the college committee withdraw Xiaomeng’s acceptance. 
The official claims that Xiaomeng failed the political requirements for admission. 
This unforeseen event exposes the vulnerability of intellectuals, including 
Xiaomeng, her parents, and the members of the admissions committee, in face of 
overwhelming Maoist political power. Maoist political power, represented by the 
local official, prevents Xiaomeng from pursuing an intellectual identity. After 
several more failed attempts to secure Xiaomeng’s admission to the college, her 
father proclaims in frustration, “children born in our family are destined to end 
up doing hard labor in the countryside. Who cares about their talents?”61  

Before leaving for the countryside, Xiaomeng pays a visit to the Provincial 
College of Art. The visit holds great significance for her and ignites her lifelong 
enthusiasm for the dramatic arts.  
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It was the first time she imagined how she would look on the stage…. Only 
after she had failed to become an actress did she realize how dearly she 
loved the stage, the audience, and the dramatic expression of emotions, how 
dearly she loved to conquer her audience with her own voice and 
expression.  
… 
Biting her lips, she clung to the back of the chairs to restrain the rushing 
haze of resentment and jealousy. At that moment a wish formed in her heart. 
The once childish Xiaomeng became an adult. She finally understood that 
she would spend her whole life attempting to fulfill this wish.62 
 

To return to Tu’s discussion of self-cultivation and self-orientation, I believe 
that this scene depicts Xiaomeng’s moment of self-enlightenment, in which she 
suddenly becomes aware of her ethico-religious existence and her identity as an 
actress. At the same time, she is disturbed by the mounting awareness of her 
disadvantaged status as an intellectual.  

Xiaomeng finally achieves what Tu Weiming may call “qualitative change of 
orientation of [her] life”63 through her pursuit of self-cultivation. When the 
National College Entrance Examination is resumed after the Cultural Revolution, 
she applies only for drama programs, regardless of her father’s lingering fear and 
advice: “You should only register for science or technology programs, which are 
less politically engaged. The only way out for children from our family is to be 
an academic in these areas.”64 By the end of the story, however, Xiaomeng, now 
a full-fledged intellectual woman in the contemporary era, has fulfilled her wish 
to be a scholar in drama studies rather than an actress. She obtains tenure at the 
same College of Art that she had failed to attend during the Cultural Revolution. 
However, when she returns to the setting of her childhood trauma as a confident 
and elegant woman, she finds herself alienated from any experience of triumph. 
All those who had interviewed her have now retired and, much to her 
disappointment, Xiaomeng’s Maoist-era trauma remains, to a certain extent, 
unrecognized and unresolved. Xiaomeng has fulfilled neither Confucian nor 
Maoist expectations for women.  

In the 1980s and 1990s, “a plurality of female images” replaced the Maoist 
propaganda of gender erasure in popular discourse.65 This trend recalls Irigaray’s 
discussion of feminine multiplicity. The inauguration of the Reform and Opening 
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Policy in the late 1970s witnessed the rise of mass consumption and individual 
consumer choice; it was an era that “create[d] unprecedented opportunities for 
women to explore their potential.”66 Seen in this light, contemporary China era 
seems to be characterized by the plurality of femininity and feminine ideals 
described by Irigaray. This era saw a new emphasis on education, professional 
development, and feminine independence. The new independent feminine ideal 
involved not only economic independence, which had been celebrated by 
scholars since the early twentieth century, but also an independent spirit. As Croll 
notes,  

 
Women were encouraged to acquire education and skills in order that they 
maximize their participation in the workforce on a basis equality to men, so 
with reform and modernization, women were also encouraged to make 
greater and more skilled contribution to production by increasing their 
managerial, productive and technical skills and their productivity in a new 
range of enterprises. In particular, women have been encouraged to raise the 
levels of their education and acquire new skills.67 

In addition, the rhetoric of independence was celebrated by the National 
Women’s Federation (Quanguo funü lianhehui, also known as Quanguo fulian). 
A speech delivered in 1982 by Xi Zhongxun, then Secretary of the Communist 
Party Central Committee, illustrates the discourse of female independence during 
this period:  

 
The Women’s Federation should encourage women to work independently 
under the leadership of the Party, and the Party’s principles and policies fully 
reward female workers based on their merit.68 

However, as described in Li Xiaojiang and Zhang Xiaodan’s “Creating a Space 
for Women: Women’s Studies in China in the 1980s,” the relationship between 
women’s liberation and women’s employment was the subject of heated debate 
in 1980s China. Li and Zhang, as well as other women scholars, stressed that 
women’s economic independence, as advocated by the CPC for decades, did not 
necessarily result in full socio-economic and professional autonomy.  

 
[T]he employment of a woman cannot guarantee her complete freedom and 
independence. This conclusion is based on the debate that has flared up over 
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the loss of jobs for women, especially those in the cities, since the 
mid-1980s.69 

Independence and freedom are not exactly the same. Beauvoir might argue 
that, although economic independence is the fundamental starting point for 
liberation, it cannot guarantee true happiness and freedom.70 During this period, 
there were still those who insisted that women should remain in the traditional 
role of housewife.71 The tensions inherent in discussions of intellectual women’s 
liberation and employment suggest another dimension to the predicament that 
they face. I argue that Huang’s representations of intellectual women were 
popular because they tapped into their struggle to balance the different familial 
and professional roles expected of them in various Chinese discourses.  

Tender is Autumn is a story about intellectuals working for a provincial foreign 
ministry. Wu Xiunü, the junior interpreter, is a widowed single mother. She does 
not wish to remarry because she sees remarriage as an immoral betrayal of her 
deceased husband. However, being widowed, Wu faces tremendous personal and 
social hardship. Whenever others are celebrating festivals with their family 
members, she feels lonely and isolated. She also finds herself incapable of 
dealing with her spoiled five-year-old son and fears that he will not turn out well 
because “he hasn’t got a father to control him.”72 A next-door neighbor who 
used to help her with the heavy household chores is getting married soon and 
moving out. Wu, a proud and intelligent woman, is embarrassed to ask others for 
help even though she is too weak to handle chores such as changing the gas 
cylinder. Faced with such difficulties, she considers remarriage but instead 
dismisses this possibility to focus on her work. However, she also faces obstacles 
in her professional life She did not learn any foreign languages during her days 
as a worker-peasant-soldier student in the Cultural Revolution.73 Although she is 
aware of her lack of professional qualifications for the position of junior 
interpreter, she is scared of making a change. Burdened by family responsibilities, 
she finds it impossible to concentrate on studying and therefore believes that she 
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is a failure at home and at work.  
The issue of “face” constitutes a central element of the predicament faced by 

intellectual women. “Face,” or mianzi, is an important Chinese cultural concept. 
According to P. Christopher Early, “face” refers to the interactive combination of 
personal and external referents for social judgment concerning a targeted person. 
Mianzi is an embedded within the social systems of Confucian-based societies 
and affects an individual’s relationships within the broader social system.74 In 
order to understand the importance of “face” to the difficulties experienced by 
intellectual women, we must first further examine the traditional Confucian 
doctrine regarding social and familial relationships.  

The basic tenets of Confucianism emphasize the importance of finding proper 
balance within the five cardinal relationships of emperor-subject (君臣有义, 
which should be defined by righteousness), father-son (父子有亲, which should 
be defined by closeness), husband-wife (夫妇有别, which should be defined by 
proper distinction), elder-youth (长幼有序, which should be defined by proper 
order), and friendship (朋友有信, which should be defined by faithfulness).75 
One must follow the rules of mianzi in order to maintain the balance of these five 
cardinal relationships. 

In Huang’s works, mianzi functions as a metaphor for the predicament faced 
by intellectual women in various social contexts and thus serves to suggest 
changing conceptualizations of gender roles as experienced by the female 
characters. In Escape, the female protagonist struggles to negotiate Confucian 
values for women—including the ability to harmonize family relationships, filial 
piety, and obedience to the husband—while maintaining the pride and 
self-oriented identity of the intellectual. As noted in by Tu, the ultimate aim of 
self-cultivation is the perfection of one’s identity, the qualitative change in one’s 
orientation. In the tension between Confucian values and the identity of 
intellectual, the latter always gives way to the former due to observance of 
mianzi.  

In Escape, soon after the honeymoon between Hao and her husband, the 
husband’s family urges Hao to produce an heir as soon as possible to please the 
aging grandmother. To fulfill his duty as a filial son, the husband kneels before 
Hao, telling her that having a son is the only way he can repay his grandmother.  

 
He wept and knelt before her. At that moment, he aroused her sympathy at 
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the cost of all his male dignity. Hao Chen found that her legs were 
trembling in a strange manner. She was seized by a feeling of tragic 
sublimation, as she had been when she read the Hellenic tragedies.76 

 
When the couple brings the new-born to visit the grandma, the old woman, 

who is then on her death-bed, expresses her happiness. Moved by the tear-jerking 
scene, Hao comes to believe that her husband had been correct in expecting her 
to demonstrate her filial piety through childbirth (production of an heir). She 
concedes that her pride, which had compelled her to object, was misguided: 
‘‘Intellectuals always try to save face at any cost. So many tragedies in the world 
derive from ‘saving face.’”77 
  Hao’s relationship with her in-laws is defined by attempts on both sides to 
harmonize the family relationship. After Hao gives birth, her mother-in-law 
comes to look after her. As a result, the shabby one-bedroom unit shared by Hao 
and her husband becomes extremely crowded. Hao and her mother-in-law have 
to share a bed, but, although both are very uncomfortable, they hide their 
discomfort to maintain a harmonious relationship. After a sleepless night, they 
apologize to each other:  
 

“My daughter-in-law, I’m afraid I snored last night. Sorry for the 
disturbance,” said her mother-in-law. 
Hao Chen then said, “I always like to toss and turn during sleep, Mother. 
I’m sorry for that.” 
They stared at each other, knowing that neither of them was telling the 
truth….78 

 
The mother-in-law dies during her stay, and her death later haunts Hao. Later, 

the father-in-law comes to live with the family, which leads Hao to experience 
further inner conflict. Hao hates her husband for his dedication to his parents and 
disregard for her feelings. However, she does not reject him:  
 

She was too hypercritical to express her dissatisfaction. Her husband was 
right to observe his filial responsibilities. It was selfish for her, as a 
daughter-in-law, to renege on her responsibilities. Being an intellectual, she 
knows what to do and what not to do.79 

 
Hao’s sexual relationship with her husband also superficially conforms to the 

                                                               
76 Huang Beijia, Youshang de wuyue, 377. 
77 Ibid., 383. 
78 Ibid., 380. 
79 Ibid., 410. 
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traditional role of the wife as obedient and subordinate. The husband is chosen to 
conduct research overseas for a year. Hao, who has just given birth, disregards 
the warnings of her obstetrician to satisfy her husband’s sexual desires because 
“he will be abstinent for a whole year.” 80 After he returns from overseas, the 
husband makes more sexual demands. She reluctantly obeys, but inside she cries 
out in refusal, disgust, and desperation.  

The Balcony (Yangtai, 1989) likewise deals with issues surrounding women’s 
alienation and negotiation of conflicting discourses on women’s “appropriate” 
socio-cultural role. The Balcony describes the tragic story of the male narrator’s 
mother, a beautiful and accomplished physician. While, on the surface, she 
appears to embody the contemporary feminine ideal, she suffers sexual 
dysfunction as a result of having to have her uterus removed due to gynecopathy. 
After the surgery, the once aloof and powerful woman becomes choleric and 
suspicious. At the same time, however, she tries to maintain her domination over 
her husband son and remind them that, in every respect, she is still “complete and 
indispensable in the family.”81 The woman can be understood as symbolically 
castrated, providing a fascinating juxtaposition to the Freudian categorization of 
woman as the castrated other. As Luce Irigaray has noted, 

 
Freud discovers—in a blind reversal of repressions—certain variously 
disguised cards that are kept preserved or stored away and that lie beneath 
the hierarchy of value of the game, of all the games, the desire for the same, 
for the self-identical, the self (as) the same, and again of the similar, the 
alter-ego, and to put it in a nutshell, the desire for the auto… the homo… the 
male, dominates representational economy. “Sexual difference” is a 
deviation from the problematic sameness; it is, now and forever, determined 
within the project, the projection, the sphere of representation, of the same. 
The “differentiation” into two sexes derives from the a priori assumption of 
the same, since the little man that the girl is, must become a man minus 
certain attributes whose paradigm is morphological-attributes capable of 
determining, of assuring, the reproduction-speculation of the same. A man 
minus the possibility of (re)presenting oneself as a man = a normal woman.82 

 
The intellectual woman in The Balcony is threatened by the surgery and feels 

the need to prove her place within the phallic order after her uterus has been 
removed. To use Irigaray’s terminology, the removal of the female organ 
“normalizes” the intellectual woman and returns her to the confines of the phallic 

                                                               
80 Ibid., 382. 
81 Huang Beijia, Yangtai, 145. 
82 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not the One, 26–27. 
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order. The mother’s hysterectomy is treated as a form of castration through which 
her masculine power is removed and, consequently, the familial power structure 
shifts. In the past, the mother dominated as the decision-maker in the family, 
exerting her influence over her husband in a manner considered “masculine” in 
both the phallocentric and Confucian conceptions of social order. After her 
uterectomy, which removes the source of her “negative” female power, she loses 
her dominance. She becomes less masculine and is “normalized.” As her son, 
who narrates the story, explains: 

 
Ostensibly, Mother appears to be spoiled and capricious. Father always 
indulges her. In fact, Mother masks her inferiority with pretentious 
affectation. Father is taking control of her little by little. Now, it is Mother 
who acts according to Father’s orders.83 

 
According to the son’s narration, the mother is cast as the intellectual woman 

effort in becoming the “real” woman, making herself a place in the phallocentric 
order. The mother stages her estrangement from either repressing her masculinity 
and become a “normal” woman or remaining a successful intellectual woman 
exhibiting her intellectual proficiency in not only work but also family. Due to 
the surgery, she could achieve neither of them. Therein lies her predicament.  

Later on, the father employs his female student Qingqing as a housemaid. The 
presence of Qingqing, a “complete” woman, makes the mother’s predicament 
more prominent. During Qingqing’s stay, the father makes sexual advances 
towards the frivolous and seductive young woman. Even though the mother 
resents Qingqing, the mother nevertheless keeps her eyes closed to these 
advances she is ashamed of her sexual incapability. The son struggles over 
whether to tell his mother about the secret affair between his father and Qingqing, 
fearing that she is so self-loathing that she would be destroyed if she knew. To 
his surprise, the mother already knows and explains that she tolerates the 
situation in order to enable her husband to maintain his dignity and preserve the 
harmony of the family, which she sees as crucial to her mianzi/dignity as an 
intellectual woman:  

 
“Something happened in our family recently. Well, I’m sure you are mature 
enough to notice that something happened between Dad and Qingqing….” 
… 
“I want to make it clear to you. As you know, years ago I fell ill and I had a 
certain part of my female organ removed. Therefore, I’m no longer a normal 
woman. But your father is still a normal man…Because of me, your father 

                                                               
83 Huang Beijia, Yangtai, 145. 
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repressed his sexual desires. He could easily have started a new family, but 
he didn’t abandon me. In so doing, he showed me true benevolence.”  
… 
“I know what you think. You despise me and Dad, right? You feel disgusted 
with your Dad. He hasn’t done anything immoral. I know you are disgusted 
with me because I didn’t show any anger….” 
… 
“Your father forgives me for my impotency. In return, I should understand 
his transgression. This is nothing serious. All he has done is flirt with her 
and buy her clothes. These are just expressions of sexual desire….”84 
 

The mother oscillates between acting out the wifely ideal (in both the Freudian 
and Confucian senses) and performing the dominating, independent, and 
powerful gendered role expected of the contemporary intellectual woman (which 
is considered “masculine” by Freud). The removal of her female organ, 
preventing both her and her husband from experiencing sexual enjoyment, 
enables her to repudiate the image of a successful and powerful intellectual 
woman. Judged through the lens of Riviere, the mother thus masks herself with 
“womanliness,” which is embodied by her subservience to her husband/the 
phallocentric order. To maintain her dignity as an intellectual woman in an 
intellectual family, she submits to the phallic order by indulging her husband’s 
sexual transgression rather than emancipating herself from an unhappy marriage. 
In the eyes of her son, the mother’s refusal to divorce is a “pretentious 
act,” 85 which embodies her conflicted identity. In this case, the so-called 
“pretentious act” can be considered an attempt to maintain a harmonious public 
image.  

A conceptual examination of the concepts of “saving face” and 
“embarrassment” shed light on the way in which the intellectual woman’s fear of 
embarrassment leads her to try to “save face,” thus compromising her authority 
and potentiality. ConRichard J. Edelmann has categorized five common 
face-saving techniques: apologies, explanations (e.g., excuses), avoidance (e.g., 
escape), humor, and aggression.86 Edelmann’s research also demonstrates that 
most people avoid embarrassment by giving “no verbal response,”87 which is 
obviously the technique employed by the mother in response to her husband’s 
courtship and, later, to maintain family harmony and “face.” In The Balcony, the 
mother uses a “pretentious act” to avoid embarrassment.  
                                                               
84 Ibid., 164. 
85 Ibid., 165. 
86 P. Christopher Earley, Face, Harmony, and Social Structure: An Analysis of Organizational 
Behaviour across Cultures, 55. 
87 Ibid. 
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An analysis of competing discourses of femininity is crucial to understanding 
the way in which these women conceptualize or construct their own roles as 
gendered social beings. Through negotiating with Confucian, Maoist, and 
contemporary discourses on gender roles, the intellectual women depicted by 
Huang stage their estrangement through willful or enforced disengagement from 
the models imposed in these discourses.  

Epilogue 

I would like close my discussion of “estrangement” by referring to the 
provocative article “Woman is Not the Moon (Nüren bushi yueliang)” published 
in Women’s World to celebrate Women’s Day 1985. The title of the article can 
serve as a metaphor for the estrangement of intellectual women in the 
contemporary era. The article echoes the passage by Simone de Beauvoir quoted 
at the very beginning of this paper: 
 

Woman is not the moon. It is true—woman is not an appendage of man. As a 
member of society, she is independent, possessing morality, intelligence, and 
ability. She can work and be creative …. 

Woman is not the moon. She must rely on herself to shine. These are words 
that many pioneers of the women’s liberation movement and other valiant 
heroines have inscribed with their own actions, tears, and blood. Let us treasure 
these words, remember them, and act on them. Hopefully each person can find 
her own path in life and develop her own brilliance.88  

The idea of “[developing one’s] own brilliance” is utopian in theory, but, in 
practice, becomes dystopian.  
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Abbreviations of Primary Text Used in the Paper89 

Title English Title Abbreviation Date of Publish 

雨巷 A Lane in the Rain LR 1981 

去年冬天在郊外 Winter in the Outskirt WO July, 1982 

这一瞬间如此辉煌 The Magnificent Moment MM 1984 

玫瑰房间 Room of Roses RR 1984 

薄雪花 Edelweiss ED July, 1985 

秋色宜人 Tender is Autumn TA 1986 

仲夏夜 Mid Summer Night MSN May, 1986 

街心花园 The Promenade Garden PG April, 1987 

冬之旅 Journey in Winter JW Nov, 1987 

阳台 The Balcony B January, 1989 

逃遁 Escape E July, 1989 

法式洋房 French-Styled Villa FSV 1989 

忧伤的五月 May of Sadness MS 1989 

一错再错 Endless Mistakes EM 1990 

追你到天涯 I Will Follow You To the Ends 
of the Earths IFYEE 1990 

美满家庭 Perfect Family PF 1990 

考学记 Interviews I 1991 

危险游戏 Dangerous Games DG 1994 

 

                                                               
89 Thanks to Huang Beijia for kindly offering the exact dates of publications of her works 
studied in this thesis. 
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