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In Sporting Gender: Women Athletes and Celebrity-Making During China's
National Crisis, 1931-45, Yunxiang Gao argues that standards of waif-like
beauty in the 1920s gave way to a new aesthetic of robust and athletic femininity
(jianmei) in visual media in the 1930s. Female athletes challenged traditional
norms by exposing themselves and bearing their skin in public, but they
navigated between the politically acceptable “New Woman” model and the
socially subversive “Modern Girl” model. Chinese female athletes were at a
distinct disadvantage because their only career option was to teach physical
education, but once they did so, they lost the amateur status necessary for playing
in competitive games (pp. 5, 83, 141). Given such institutional disadvantages,
female athletes relied upon male patronage and patriotic rhetoric, but they did so
successfully enough to provide new visible models for other Chinese women,
especially urban women. The author follows the biographies of these models of
female athleticism to argue that the 1930s were a golden age of women’s sports
in Republican China (p. 14).

Whereas most scholars have noted that Chinese reformers pushed for the
economic and political liberation of women as a means to national wealth and
power, Gao disagrees and demonstrates that female athletes often were actually
invoking nationalism in order to gain opportunities to assert themselves in bold
ways. Not only were women bearing their skin in public, but magazines and film
were also reproducing those images for popular consumption. The book
reproduces images that reinforce her claim that athletes posed in provocative and
powerful stances. Inured to the twerking of teenaged pop stars, contemporary
readers may readily underestimate the subversive challenge that the images of
1930s China posed. In chapter two, Gao provides historical contexts for the
images, especially by highlighting the subversive challenge of the “modern girl.”
For example, Suzhou changed the official costume mandated for prostitutes to
reflect the modern girl (p. 75); and urban women protested the implication by
some writers of the New Life Movement that perms and bobs indicated sexual
promiscuity. Such examples give weight to Gao’s analysis of public images of
robust womanhood.

In chapter one, Gao presents the life of Zhang Huilin (1898-96), who is called
“the mother of the women’s modern physical education.” She uses it as a lens to
view carefully the institutionalization of physical education in China. Gao
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follows Zhang’s career, which navigated the perils of male patronage, especially
without the aid of marital connections (p. 46); moreover, she had to find socially
acceptable ways to push the envelope of women’s sports. Zhang was
instrumental in establishing the field of female physical education in China, and
she worked to allow girls unprecedented opportunities for sports, as well as to
make physical education socially acceptable for girls. With a science doctorate
from the U.S., Zhang collected data in order to challenge traditional assumptions
that women should refrain from exercising during menstruation (p. 33). Despite
Zhang’s early physical education in missionary schools, she disagreed with
Western missionaries when she and other Chinese faculty pushed for women’s
participation in competitive sports (pp. 30-31). Zhang also promoted dance as a
form of women’s physical education (p. 35). In response to those who argued
against the impropriety of scantily dressed men and women playing with each
other, she argued that coeducational recreation could induce proper heterosexual
proclivities and thus prepare women for motherhood (p. 44). Zhang borrowed
this rhetoric against homosexuality from the United States; in China,
homosexuality was so “new and limited” that Zhang could easily conceal her
own lifetime lesbian partnership (p. 41). Thus, according to Gao, Zhang was
trying to negotiate around a perceived problem (skin-bearing uniforms and
coeducational play) by arguing that it was a solution to a problem that was not
widely recognized (homosexuality). In all these justifications for her policies,
Gao argues, Zhang attempted to “tame the modern girl” (p. 43).

Chapter three focuses on the Liangjiang basketball team, run by Lu Lihua
(1900-97) at the Liangjiang Women’s Tiyu Normal School. The team enjoyed
success both domestically and internationally, thus boosting Chinese patriotism,
especially through positive media representations (pp. 88—89). However, it was
still difficult for the basketball team to finance its travels (p. 91); and the team
used domestic ticket sales toward funding its overseas trips. In general, the
entertainment factor provided by the games helped to promote basketball inside
China (p. 101). Gao notes that Lu Lihua ran the school as a business, feeling a
certain pressure of commercialization (p. 96). Unruly audiences and high
expenses created backlash from the media (p. 95), and in this sort of milieu, the
players tended to be tough (p. 102): in terms of the rules of the game, “women’s
teams in China played as physically as they were allowed” (p. 106). Lu Lihua
tried to ensure public approbation by presenting the team as the New Woman
rather than the Modern Girl (p. 119). Lu also presented the players as future
wives and mothers (p. 124), in part because their professional options would
become otherwise limited (p. 126).

In chapter four, Gao describes China’s glorification of female track stars who
competed to “outrun” other nations in a global competition. Track thus presented
a “perfect metaphor for social Darwinist competition among modern nations” (p.
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127). Mass media and governmental policies celebrated these stars, but did not
offer the financial backing necessary to support them (p. 133). The female track
stars therefore often had to turn to male patronage, and often encountered sexual
harassment as a result (p. 156). Celebrity gossip sprung up around these stars,
who “were inevitably attacked as Modern Girls” (p. 152). Gao argues that
Chinese media feminized them, unlike in the United States, where (according to
Susan Cahn’s Coming on Strong) track athletes were considered masculine
“amazons” or lesbians (pp. 153, 143). Thus, Gao shows that Chinese
appropriated ideas about race from the West, but did not accept stereotypes from
the West wholesale.

There was no more femininizing sport, Gao argues, than swimming because of
its attire and the effects of elongation rather than enlargement of the muscles (p.
171); furthermore it was considered both feminine and middle-class (pp. 168,
200). In chapter five, Gao considers contradictions in the discourse surrounding
the swimmer Yang Xiuqiong (1918-82). Yang’s middle-class family helped to
shield her from negative publicity and even negative experiences (p. 192).
Beautiful, literate, and talented, Yang was a role model for urban women (p. 176).
She was celebrated as the “standard woman” and a poster child for the
Nationalist government’s New Life Movement (p. 182). But when she began to
wear make-up and revealing swimsuits, which ran counter to the New Life
Movement, she began to receive criticism (pp. 183-85). Her celebrity even
suffered government censure (p. 197). More damning was her business acumen,
which demeaned, in the eyes of the public, her commitment to her craft (p. 198).
Yang ultimately entered the movie industry and helped to associate swimming
with romance (p. 205).

The final chapter focuses on cinematic representations of female athletic
women, especially the actress Li Lili (1915-2005). Although a professional
actress rather than an athlete, Gao argues that Li developed athletic skills in order
to perform new roles in cinema (p. 215). Here, Gao reveals that she is especially
interested in the popular images of robust womanhood that overtook the ideal of
waif-like femininity in the “Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies” literary and artistic
genre of the 1920s (pp. 10, 212). Contemporary media readily praised Li in
contrast to Anna Mae Wang, who represented an “image of an untrustworthy,
dangerous, Oriental sexual object” (p. 224). In contrast, Li Lili appeared as
innocent, clean, and patriotic. Fluent in Mandarin, Li Lili aided filmmakers in
complying with new standards of the National Film Censorship Center that
banned dialects, especially Cantonese martial arts films (p. 227). By appealing to
patriotism, Li helped to eradicate traditional stereotypes of actresses as
promiscuous (p. 228), especially by promoting a look of girlish innocence (p.
234).
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An event touched on more than once in the book was the 1936 Olympics in
Berlin. Especially because athletics was a method for rehabilitating China’s
image of the “sick man of Asia,” the Berlin Olympics prompted certain questions
about China’s interest in the idea of social Darwinism and even the Chinese
Nationalists’ adherence to Nationalist Socialism. Despite Nationalist acceptance
of German aid, the Chinese disagreed with Nazi theories of racial supremacy (p.
2), which placed Chinese behind Aryans (p. 28). The beautiful Yang Xiuqgiong
attracted the attention of photographer Leni Riefenstahl (p. 176), but remained
silent on issues of fascism (p. 187). Hitler himself addressed the Chinese
delegation that accompanied the Olympians (p. 26). The female Chinese
delegation used the Olympics to promote diplomacy and represent China. Gao
highlights the gumption of female Chinese athletes who were able to navigate
race, ideology, and gender.

Gao engages with the historiography of sports and film in China and the
United States, as well as with current studies about the “modern girl” of prewar
China. Her book could be included in classes on sexuality or homosexuality in
sports and the media. Gao makes comparisons to relevant scholarship on sports
and homosexuality in the US, but she is also careful to note that homosexuality
was not perceived to be a problem in Chinese sports (p. 41). A film studies
course, or an Asian-American studies course, would benefit from the inclusion of
chapter six, which can be paired with Weikun Cheng’s City of Working Women.
Life, Space, and Social Control in Early Twentieth-Century Beijing (Berkeley:
University of California, Berkeley Institute for East Asian Studies, 2011). Both
books examine the entrance of women into the public arena, and especially focus
on the status of actresses. In her introduction, Gao especially appeals to
undergraduates with memories of the Beijing Olympics.

Margaret Mih Tillman
Purdue University
E-mail: mmtillman@purdue.edu
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