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being either released or purged. As a consequence, pingtan storytelling would not 
revive until the late 1970s” (p. 190). Recent historical explorations of the 
Cultural Revolution suggest at least that the situation likely was not this simple, 
yet lack of access to documentary evidence and concern for research subjects 
may have been among He’s considerations. Chapters Six and Seven recount the 
continued struggles of storytellers and cadres to promote their own concerns and 
interests in the post-Cultural Revolution era. Following the careers of several 
controversial and influential storytellers—Su Yuyin, Yang Zijiang, Li Gang, and 
Zhou Ping—He shows how state troupes who were threatened by the commercial 
success of self-employed storytellers used government policies against what they 
claimed were politically “impure” stories and thus effectively eliminated 
competition in the market. Interspersed within this economic argument is an 
interesting account also of how audience preferences changed with generational 
shifts and social transformations. Su Yuyin’s Huang Huiru and Lu Genrong, for 
example, which was attacked as a “wild story” for its themes of adultery and for 
lack of structure, nevertheless attracted audiences in the 1980s and 1990s for its 
appealing 1930s Shanghai nostalgia and for resonating with popular disapproval 
of new social trends such as loveless marriages and expensive weddings. 
Similarly, Li Gang’s political stories such as Wind and Clouds of the Cultural 
Revolution appealed to a new generation of aging audiences in the early 2000s, 
for whom the formation of collective memories of the Mao era served both to 
attract them to storytelling houses and to generate a site, ironically, for 
“stabiliz[ing] local communities” (p. 259). In both Chapters, He also attends very 
effectively to the importance of the introduction of television and the Internet as 
new media for the consumption of pingtan storytelling in this period.   
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In Intolerable Cruelty: Marriage, Law, and Society in Early Twentieth-Century 
China, Margaret Kuo argues that legal reforms allowed wives in the Republican 
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era unprecedented opportunities to leave abusive or undesirable marriages. In 
addition to reevaluating Republican-era law, Kuo significantly contributes to 
scholarship by acknowledging the agency of the wives who brought forth their 
cases in court. In contrast to CCP scholarship that “has worked to expunge GMD 
contributions” to women’s rights and family law (p. 12), Kuo argues that the 
Republican era offered flexible solutions during “an important transitional 
period” (p. 198). While acknowledging that certain limitations existed both in 
Republican law and society, Kuo argues that women gained significant legal 
rights, independent from the Confucian-style patriline and toward a new 
emphasis on the conjugal unit.   

In the book’s first half, “Law and the State,” Kuo charts the formation of the 
Republican Civil Code of 1930, especially with regard to issues concerning the 
status of women. In Chapter Two, Kuo explains the role of reformers in splitting 
Chinese law into civil and criminal law. By separating law from Confucian 
morality, legal reforms undermined the Confucian patriline and thereby improved 
the status of women. In Chapter Three, Kuo follows legal debates and social 
discourse about the legal last names of wives in order to argue that Republican 
legal codes allowed for a flexible range of options for women and their families. 
In Chapter Four, Kuo carefully follows cases through the appeals process, and 
one of the fascinating points that she shows is the way that litigants often learned 
to revise their stories to follow legal norms. For example, a runaway bride might 
at first emphasize the cruelty of her mother-in-law, but upon seeing that the law 
emphasized the conjugal unit rather than the extended family, the bride could 
later focus more heavily on the cruelty and neglect of her husband (p. 148). 
Throughout the first half of the book, Kuo emphasizes the flexibility of 
Republican law, as well as the adaptability of the actors who negotiated the legal 
process for their own ends. Kuo argues that these legal reforms, while not overtly 
“characterized as cultural threats or ‘de-Confucianization,’” nevertheless allowed 
“the abandonment of the patriline and the emergence of individual rights” (p. 
43).  

In the book’s second half, “Law and Society,” Kuo examines more closely 
specific types of cases: spousal abuse (Chapter Five), runaways (Chapter Six), 
concubinage and extramarital affairs (Chapter Seven), and male impotence 
(Chapter Eight). Kuo judiciously evaluates the demographic and socioeconomic 
factors that contributed to favorable outcomes for the women plaintiffs. In the 
cases of spousal abuse, judges tended to favor recent brides who had been 
married for less than three years. Even though the burden of proof for spousal 
abuse had greatly diminished from the “broken tooth or bone” of the Qing Code, 
women still had difficulty proving “intolerable cruelty” due to habitual violence 
rather than occasional violence (p. 112). Unsurprisingly, extramarital affairs were 
the easiest cases to prove, and judges tended to adjudicate in favor of wealthy 



Frontiers of History in China 2014, 9(3) 477 

women, rather than poor women. Social norms had changed to such a degree that 
concubinage was now considered a threat to an upper-class woman’s reputation 
and social standing. In Chapter Eight, Kuo notes that infertility had hitherto been 
seen as a female rather than a male problem. Even though judges tended to 
inquire about the virginity of the wives, rather than to demand husbands undergo 
medical testing, Kuo notes that such legal cases gained widespread notoriety 
beyond the courtroom. Even without a favorable settlement from a judge, the 
accusation of a husband’s infertility could give a woman “bargaining power” for 
her own goals (p. 182). Thus, whereas previous scholars have dismissed 
Republican law as ineffective, Kuo goes beyond focusing on the gap between 
positive judgments in court and difficulties of actual enforcement; she takes into 
consideration various ways that litigants used the law, and other means, for their 
own purposes.  

Kuo uses specific types of cases as a lens for viewing the larger landscape of 
social change. The rise of family litigation indicated shifts in conceptions of 
marriage. Whereas women tended to focus on emotional bonds in marriage, poor 
men tended to focus on the economic commitment and cost of obtaining a bride. 
Judges were sympathetic to the needs of poor men, even those who had falsely 
portrayed themselves as wealthier than they were before marriage. Whereas men 
emphasized the cost and commitment necessary for obtaining a woman for their 
families, women often wanted to establish new-style marriages. Wives often 
pushed their husbands to establish independent households, either away from the 
in-laws or with the wives’ natal families; husbands resisted these demands 
because of Confucian duties requiring they take care of their parents. Whereas 
Susan Glosser’s Chinese Visions of Family and State focuses on the perspective 
of male reformers who pushed for new visions of the “small family” for their 
own (often male-centered) ends, Kuo shows here that some women embraced the 
idea of the “small family” to escape the abuse of their in-laws. Notwithstanding 
the important contributions of May Fourth intellectuals and male reformers, Kuo 
has demonstrated that women had more agency and the Republican-era courts 
played a more significant role than has generally been recognized.  

New social circumstances also allowed women a greater degree of flexibility 
to leave their marriages. The rise of urbanization and the decline of patrilocality 
allowed women increasing freedom to “run away” to their natal families (p. 152). 
Poor women could find employment as factory workers in cities, so they were no 
longer economically dependent upon their husbands. Given the prevailing gender 
imbalance, women also enjoyed more opportunities for remarriage, especially in 
comparison to poor men who had to pay a bride price. In the larger history of 
social change in the Republican era, Kuo makes a significant contribution to our 
understanding of the shift from patrilineal to conjugal definitions of marriage. 

In addition to its use in graduate student seminars, Intolerable Cruelty might 
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make a wonderful addition to the undergraduate curriculum. The chapter, “The 
Process of Civil Adjudication,” outlines the framework of Republican civil law, 
and the chapter should be indispensible reading in any undergraduate class on 
Chinese law, paired perhaps with Kathryn Bernhardt and Philip Huang’s Civil 
Law in Qing and Republican China. With a focus on media representations of 
law, Chapter Two or Chapter Eight could be paired with Eugenia Lean’s Public 
Passions. The chapter, “Running Away,” begins with a contrast with Jonathan 
Spence’s Death of Woman Wang, and would thus be easily incorporated into a 
class that already assigns Spence’s classic about the status of women in Chinese 
society. Undergraduates would perhaps be most fascinated by the last two 
chapters of the book, on affairs and natural eunuchs, in a class on changing 
sexual norms and challenges to Chinese masculinity, perhaps paired with Susan 
Brownell and Jeffery Wasserstrom’s reader Chinese Femininities Chinese 
Masculinities, Susan Mann’s Gender and Sexuality in Modern Chinese History, 
or Bret Hinsch’s historical overview in Masculinities in Chinese History. 
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The Shanghai tabloid press has gained growing scholarly attention in the recent 
decade. Wanxiao xiaobao (All-Seeing Tabloid) is another major publication to 
deal with this fascinating form of popular print press that flourished in late Qing 
and Republican China. Earlier studies have explored the Shanghai tabloid press 
as a platform for popular literature (Li Nan 李楠, Wan Qing, Minguo shiqi 
Shanghai xiaobao yanjiu [A study of the Shanghai tabloid press in the late Qing 
and Republican period], Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2005), as an 
important part of media history in modern China (Hong Yu 洪煜 , Jindai 
Shanghai xiaobao yu shimin wenhua yanjiu, 1897–1937 [A study of the tabloid 
press and popular culture in modern Shanghai, 1897–1937], Shanghai: Shanghai 
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