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This paper touches on the problem of 旦ender and canon-fonnation in the 
context of the M ing-Qing 1 iterati cu Iture 、 and especially on how the 
literati's view of women brought about the changing sta tus of the canon . In 
recent years the "canon" of 1 iterature has become a focus of 1 iterary debate 
in America、 largely due to the intluence of multiculturalislll . But of course 
the idea of canon is a very old one: it is as old as 1 iterature itsel f. Since 
ancient times readers of all cultures have been stud) ing the so-called “ great 
works" in literature、 although it was only in recent years that people began 
to consciously ask questions about the canon. Such questions include 、 for

example、 what makes literature great? What Ill akes grea t literature worth 
reading? What detemlines our judgment of what is "aesthetic"? What are 
the main differences between great works and l11 in or works? Should th e 
canon represent un iversal experiences、 0 1' experiences of certain groups of 
people? Is “ difference" the main reason for \Vomen ‘ s exclusion from the 
literary canon? 

Many of these questions have been ra ised by fem in ist critics. who 
prefer to view canonicity as a political and soc ial choice rather than as 
purely aesthetic judgmen t. 1 In my study of gender and canonicity in Ming­
Qing literature, 1 was naturally inspired by these views. But 1 have also 
come to realize that the basic idea and the intention associated with the 
process of canon-fonnation in Ming-Qing China are quite unique 、 such that 
they cannot be fully explained by modern feminist criticism. Indeed 、 the

question of gender and canonicity is more complex than it appears. And 1 
think culture is still at the center of such complexity. 00 people think about 
such questions differently when their cultural experiences are different? 
How do distinct cultures shape ideas differentl y about the relationship 
between men and women? In what way do people in other cultures talk 
about these issues differently? To answer these question s 、 we must alwa 
look at the full range ofthe cultural implications in each case 
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Let llle tU I11 to the exalllple of the Ming-Qing literati culture for 
elllphasis . Frolll yea rs of resea rch in th is area , 1 have found that one of the 
1ll0St distinctive phenomena of this culture is the male literati 's 
overwhellll ing sllpport 01' contelllporary WOlllen poets.2 These men greatly 
adlllired the talent of WOlllen 、 and their keen interest in reading, editing, 
cOlllpiling and evaluating the poetry of WOlllen was unprecedented. Starting 
with the late Ming (i.e. 、 late 16th century), lllany literati made their life-Iong 
careers as vigorous supporters of WOlllen 's publishing, advocating the 
public influence of felllale t a l e n的 ， and ensuring writing women's “ right" to 
literary fallle . It can be sa id that theirs is a special kind of “ literati culture" 
in which the literary men 、 w ith their idealized notion of the feminine , 
helped create Ch ina ‘ 5 tìrst episode of'、wOlllen's studies ," 01' studies by lllen 
as inspired by the \\'ritings and lives of WOlllen. Central to this "wolllen's 
studies" was the notion 01' canonicity in literature, because these men 
actively pursued new ways to bring the marginalized women to the 
canönical position. ln particular, they a甘empted to revise critical techniques 
and priorities in literary judglllent and , in many cases, created new literary 
criteria by which WOlllen's writings could be reread. 

As 1 have written elsewhere , numerous male editors and cO ll1 pilers of 
the M ing-Qing period undertook the task of canonizing wOlllen 's writings 
by comparing their anthologies of women poets to the classical canon , the 
Sh (jing 詩經、 and by repeatedly emphasizing that the authors of many 
Sh (j ing poelll s were WOlllen .3 This strategy of linking literary works to the 
Sh (j ing (Classic of Poetry) 、 the earliest poetic anthology which is reputed to 
have been cOlllpiled by Confucius 、 has had a long legacy in the Chinese 
commentary tradition. Ever since the Han scholar Wang Yi 王逸 (fl. 110-
120) began to place Qu Yuan 's 屈原 Li Sao 離騷 (4th century BCE) in 
the tradition of the Sh (jinιChinese poets and commentators throughout the 
dynasties consistently employed the same ll1ethod of canonization一一that is, 
using early Confucian classics like the Shijing as com ll1on signposts for 
fUl1her expansion of the canon.4 As Wendell Hanis says in his article on 
canonicity 、 “all interpretation of texts depends on a community ' s sharing 
川terpretive strategies.叮 The Ming-Qing literati 's strategy in canonizing 
women wríters was precisely to bring women ' s works into the ll1ainstream 
of the interpretive community. These literati not only used the Shijing as a 
source of canonical authority but also looked up to Qu Yuan ' s Li Sao as a 
model for women ‘ s works. For exalllple, the Fem削1η仰?ωαle S似正α7O(叭Nü缸心圳〔位ωI昀sao 女 騷)， an n 
a圳n川1th怕1010gy 0叫f、 wo叫mel

reflect臼ed the ve凹rγy philosophy oft出hi已s app叭roach. In hi昀s p叭r‘eface to t仙he Niisα0， 
the ma叫a叫le圳e叫li昀t昀怕e剖ratu s Zhao Shiyong 趙時用 calls attention to the signitìcance 
of "change" (hi(/17 變) in the evolution of literature, claiming that poetic 
form s have changed greatl y from theρ破風 and ya 雅 of the Sh(jiJ哼一
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no doubt with the implication that the poetic canon should be expanded to 
include a much wider spec廿um of styles and works、 including those b 
women. Such a strategy of canonization cel1ainly recalls Lill Xie.s 劉懿
treatment of the Li Sao. In his a口empt to canonize Qu Yuan 、 the Six 
Dynasties critic Liu Xie claims, in his Wenxil7 Dioo!川1月文心雕龍、 that

his goal is not only to demonstrate how the literary Ill ind "has its origin in 
the dao , takes the sage as its model , [and] tìnds the main forms in the 
Classics. . .," but also to “ show changes in the 品IO . "Ô Clearly Liu X ie found 
in Li Sao , and in the entire collection of the Chuci 楚辭 the awakening of 
a new spirit that helped create new aesthetic criteria in literature 

The pu巾ose of th is paper、 however， is not to continue discussing ho 
Ming-Qing l11 en attempted to canonize women through the cO l11 pilation of 
poetry anthologies, a topic which 1 have already explored extensively in a 
previous article, but rather to ask some new questions : Why did M ing-Qing 
literati begin to show such interest in women. s writings? Did their 
enchantment with women's works come 叭'om a desire to redefine 
themselves or to construct a new verbal world? Moreover, 1 propose to 
explore how M ing-Qing men developed their “ \\'omen.s studies" in view of 
their 1 iterati (wenren 文人) culture , and \vhether their support of wO l11 en 
might well have been pa吋 of a long-repressed desire 011 the part of the 
traditional Chinese lI'enren. Exa l11 ining the relationship between Ming-Qing 
I iterati and women poets , 1 also hope to di scover if the questions of gender 
and canon can be used as a bifocal lens to help foclls the study of Ming­
Qing literature and culture as a whole 

First, there was a new development in M in皂-Qing literati culture which 
engendered a rather unique attitude toward life and soc iety in general: the 
literati , with their growing dissatisfaction and contempt for the exa l11 ination 
system (and particularly their deep di sda in for the eight-Iegged essa 
required in the examinations),7 had gradually developed a sense of 
withdrawal from the conventional world of political involve l11 ent 
Confronting the undesirable world of officialdo l11、 many unhappy literati­
though not necessarily humbled by their destitution- had begun to feel 
themselves somewhat “ marginal ized . 、 . 8 Ironical 竹 it was these 
“ marginalized" literati who eventually took up the responsibility of 
canonlz lI1g women in literature. As they began (0 feel more and more 
frustrated , these literati became independen( at1ists and writers who 
constructed a self-contained world in wh ich love 、 elllotion 、 friend ship 、 and

aesthetic taste became the guiding principles of life . Prominent examples of 
such men include Zhang Chao 張潮 (1650-after 1707) 、 the author of }'0 1f 

mengy的g 幽夢影; Zou Yi 鄒漪， the compiler of HOI7月ji仰 ji 紅蕉集

Wang Shilu 王士祿( 1626 - 1673)、 the brother of Wang Shizhen 
王士禎 (1634-171 1) and editor of RUI7:hi ji 然脂集 Zhao Shijie 
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趙世杰、 the 311thologist who published the famous G lIjin 叫shi

古今女史 in 1628; al1 d Shi Zhenlin 史震林 (1693-ca.1779) ， whose 
Xiqi啥叫7Jï 西 青 散記 provided a moving record of the woman poet He 
Shuangqing 貨雙卿。 AII these men professed to an obsession (p i 癖。r
shi 嗜) with \VOl11 en ‘ s 1 ives and writings , and their enchantment with 
fe ll1 ininity in fact reinforced their sense of self-fe ll1 inization. According to 
Shi Zhenlin , one of life ‘ s two tragedies is not being able to meet a true 
/山ren (a WO l11 an of talent and beauty); the other is not being able to find a 
friend who understands the worth of one's writing. This tendency to favor 
talented and beautiful \Vomen reminds us of the novelist Cao Xueqin 
曹雪芹 who、 pe巾aps I川的 desire to escape the conventional world , also 
developed a kind of nostalgia for the aesthetic world of the feminine . IO As 
Cao says in the open ing chapter of the Hongloli me句紅樓夢， his book 
grows out of h is desire 10 recount the "actions and motives" of a “nU ll1 ber 
of females" wholll he spent half a lifeti ll1e studying with his “own eyes and 
ears'." 11 

It should be mentioned that the fa ll10us Xiangyan congshu 

香艷叢書 (Miscellaneo Ll s Writings on Fe ll1 ininity), 12 though not 
specifically contïned to works produced in the Ming-Qing era, perhaps 
reflects 1110st tl lOrough Iy the aesthetic and non-prag ll1atic approach 
characteristic of thi s literati culture. Indeed , fe ll1 ininity (or xiangyan in 
Chinese) had becollle a signifïcant preoccupation of Ming-Qing literati , and 
in their general acl l11 iration for women they especially appreciated the 
fe l11 ale talents. I J These literati devoted the ll1selves to collecting wO ll1en's 
works、 both ancient and contelllporary. By their painstaking reconstructions, 

they not ol1 ly helpecl contelllporary WO ll1 en to gain 1iterary fa ll1e but a1so 
rescued from historical obscurity those fe ll1 a1e figures whose lives had thus 
far re ll1ained hidden from history because previoLls literary historians rarely 
recognized their existence. Thus , the very frustration which caused the ll1 to 
fee1 "ll1 argina1ized ," the very obsession which led the ll1 into the wor1d of the 
fe ll1 inine and selr-reminization 、 the very energy which ll1ade it possib1e for 
them to lead 1 ives 01‘ se lf-contentment- all these sa ll1e forces they now put 
at the disposal 0 1' \\ omen poets and their causes. In the preface to his 
anthology of \vomen' s poetry HO l7gjiooji, Zou Yi quite aptly describes this 
combination 01' rorces 

I havc been a man 01' ll1<l n)' regre ts 、 and 1 love to indu1ge ll1 yse1f in 
the works 01 、 \\ o ll1 cn . r ve traveled to Wu and Yue , trying to bring 
to巴ether l as ll1<lny poems by \Vomen as possible] . . .14 
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僕本恨人， 癖 耽 查製 ， 薄 遊 吳 越 ， 加意
網羅
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There can be no doubt that in th eir enthusiast ic support of \\'ol1l en. 
Ming-Qing literati al so viewed the situ ati on 0 1" l1l a l芷 in a li 7.e d fe l1l ale talent 
as a reminder oftheir own marginality. Above all. the) S) mpathi zed greatl y 
with these talented women for their lac k of recogniti on in literature. In fac t 、

it was the realization that wOll1 en had been large ly le ft out of anthologie 
and literary histories which fïrst pro ll1 pted late Ming literati to engage in the 
cornpilation of wOl11 en 's anthologies. For exa ll1 ple. Tian Yih eng 出藝銜，

a pioneer in such endeavors, devoted hi s life to collecting \\'o ll1 en ‘ s writing 
mainly because of his desire to bring j usti ce to generat ions of literary 
wornen . In hi s anthology Shi J州 的i 詩女史 ( Poetic Works of Fernale 
Scribes) publi shed someti l11 e during the 111 id-1 6th century 、 Ti a n Yiheng 
argued that it was the antholog i s ts 、 fau It th at \Vo l11 en ‘ s nallles relll ained so 
obscure in literary hi story, because women ‘ s literary acco l1l pli shl11 ents since 
antiquity was no less than men 、 S . 1 5 S i l11 il a rl y 、 Qu J uesheng. the CO I11 pi ler of 

ii Sao , clai ll1 ed that wOl11 en's poeti c \\'orks shou ld be read and 
re ll1 e ll1 bered forever and th at their literary il1ll11 ortality \\'o ul d be like that of 
the Confucian “class ics and edi cts."16 AII th ese vie \\' s re fl ect the des ire of 
late Ming literati to have women ‘s writings preserved 叫 re lll e ll1 bered 、 and

canonized in the cultural mernor 
By far the strongest argurnent th ese l11 en l1l ade concern in g wO l11 en ‘ 

works was that fernal e poetry epi to l11 izes th e very qu a 1 ity of "qing' ‘ 清

(purity), a quality prerequisite of all grea t poetry. They believed th at wO ll1 en 
were naturally endowed with thi s quality of "purity:' \\ hereas contell1 porar 
rnale poets一-in their atte ll1 pt to pursue s吟' Ii s ti c effec ti veness and 
artifïcial i可-had gradually lost thi s ill1 pol1ant poeti c elel1l ent. Thu s、 Zou Yi 
said “ the humor of the cosrn ic qing shll [th e pure and the gentle] does not 
occur in males , but it does in fe ll1 ales" (乾 坤 清淑 之 氣
不鍾男子，而鍾女 子). 1 7 And Zh ong X ing 鐘惺、 th e fall1 0us late 
M ing poet and critic, urged people to open their eyes to the di stinctive 
power of qing in wornen 's poetry 

As for those great wornen poets- both ancient and 1l1 0dern一一th e ir

poetry has corne frorn true feel ing and is deep ly rooted in nature 
They rarely il11 itate others, and know no petty factions. . . Thi s i 
all because oftheir quality of q i月g. This qi l1g gives ri se to 
wisdorn. . . Certainly rnen , despite their ar1istic skill s [qioo] 、 are far 
inferior to wO l11 en . . .1 8 
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若乎古 今 名媛 ， 則發乎惰，根乎性 ， 未
嘗擬作，亦不知派. . . 唯清故 也， 清 則 慧

. 男子之巧，淘不及婦 人 矣。

What is interesting is that by upholding qil1g as a fem ale 訓ribu峙， the late 
Ming literati radi ca ll y rev ised the traditional definition of qing , which in the 
contex t of ancient phil osophy and literature was often meant to refer to the 
excell ence of the ma l eζende r . In ancient China, qing was a concept directly 
opposed to that of :hllo 濁 (murkin ess)-i f qing was thought to represent 
the quality of )'onggol1g 陽 剛 (masculine strength), then zhuo was used to 
stand for yinro l/ 陰柔 (fema l e gentleness). The fonner refers to heaven 
and the power of tim e 、 w hi c h is forever light-giv ing, active, and bright; the 
latter sY ll1 boli zes earth and the complementary, dark impulse of space 
Generall y qing , as opposed t o 二hZ f(入 i s being given a more positive value 
because it not on Iy 勻'mbo l izes on e 、 s outward beauty (mostly male) but also 
is supposed to embody the 1l1Oral va lu e of one's inner virtue. Thus, it was 
no accident that "(jing" became an important criterion for eva luating people 
in the "pure talk" (們I1glul1 清談) vogue of the Wei-Jin Period (220-420). 19 
The pervas iveness of thi s custOIl1 can be found in the book Shishuo x iny Zl 

世 說新語、 'vv h e re num erous exa mples of exemplarγ ma le fi gures 
ell1 bodying the quality of qing are recorded . For example , the virtuous 
Wang Yan 王衍 \\' as cO ll1 pared to a thousand-foot high mountain cliff 
which is desc ribed as being "pure ancl towering" (qing二的 清 峙). The tall 
and handso ll1e .1 i K a l屯 的康 was praised as “ pure and lofty" (qingju 

清舉). Du Hongzh i 杜弘泊、 the grandson of the famou s Du Y u 杜預，
was lauded for hi s "splendid and pure" (b iaoxian qingling 標鮮 清 令)

dell1eanor.20 

This noti on of (jillg was of course not consciously conceived in gender 
te ll l1 S 、 but it was applied mainly to men because most members of the 
literary and politi ca l circles of the tirn e were male . The dominant image of 
qing can be sa id to be a rell ec ti on of th e true spirit of the Wei-J in aesthetics ; 
it concern s not on 1)' th e appearance of beauty itself but al so its ideals 
Naturall y thi s qing soon Illade its way into the realm of literature and came 
to stand for an illlportant literary style, one which was to be distinguished 
fro ll1 the murky 二hllo . Cao Pi 曹歪， Em peror Wen of the W凹， once said , 
的 In literature qi is the dorninant factor . Qi has its nonnative form s- either 
pure (qing) or ll1 urk y (二hz /() ). It is not to be brought forth by force. "2 1 
(文以氣為主 ， 氣之清 濁 有 體，不可力強而致). Thus, 
like qi (breath ) in a person , qing is a manifestation of a natural endowment 

and cannot be learned. However, it can be nurtured, provided that the 
indi vidual poet ‘ s te ll1 perall1 ent is compatible with the principle of purity. To 
be s ure 、 it was thi s s吟' I e of qing which served as the model of poetry-
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writing for many Chinese- as Liu Xie observed in his /l'e l7xi l7 dioo!ol哼、“ 111

日 ve-character line verse , a derived fonn 、 the Illost important elelllents are 
puri句 and beauty" (五言流調，則 清麗居宗).22 In hi s poelll 
"In an Old Style刊(“Gujeng" 古風)、 Li 8ai 李 n also sa id.. "In our o\V n 
hallowed age、 we have retumed to antiquity/Our ll1 ajestic Illonarch value 
purity and tt叫1刊23 (聖代復元古，垂衣 貴清真). I ndeed 、 for

centuries, qing had become the enduring principle of aesthetic and Illoral 
perfection which Illale poets continued to look up to . Moreover, the 
assulllption was that only canonical Illale fï 旦ures in the past could se rve a 
true models of qing. 

Then 、 sudden 旬， late Ming literati like Zhong Xin芒 and Zhao Shijie 
began to introduce an entirely new interpretation of the (Iing aesthetic一­

nalllely, that women 's innate qualities 'v\'ere Illore close ly associa ted with 
qing and hence their poetic works could serve as better models for writing 
As such , they represented a revolutionary sh i ft in aesthetic and Illoral 
values. Like 1110st of his Illale contelllporaries. Zhong X ing based hi 
argulllent upon a rereading of traditi onal di sco llrse . According to the 
conventional interpretation , qing elllbodies both beauty and goodness- in 
other words、 it is through qing that Ill orali吟， can be expressed in a 
spontaneous and elegant fonn . In s tead 、 Zhong Xing claillled that the 
felllinine quality of 叮laturalness" (二irul1 自然) intilllately links a wO ll1 an 
with the essential ele ll1ents of beauty and goodness 、 and is thus 1l1 0re 
illustrative of qing. Just because women' s daily e叫)eriences are closer to 
the “ natllral們 state of th ings , he in s i sts 、 fem a l e poets tend to write fro ll1 true 
feelings that are “ rooted in nature." Just because \\'o ll1 en have no pragmatic 
concems for writing poetry and are free from partisan views caused b 
“petty factions ," their works are bound to contain a more genuine spirit of 
poetry. And precisely because of their lack of social experiences 、 wornen

are 什eer to develop their poetic imagination and powers of concentration 
However convincing the Ming-Qing literatï s argll ll1 ent about qing in 

women may have been , they obviously succeeded in elevating the position 
of female poets by stressing the “ purity'‘ of th ei r work s、\V h ich in men ' s 

iew was closer to the classical conception of 們ng and could be used to 
purge male poetry of its contam inated elernents. such as qioo f5 (a鬥 istry)

In other words, this call for purifïcation came fro ll1 a strong and recognized 
need to chasten conternporary poetry. 

The fact that male literati favored the quality of qi l1g in wornen gave 
M ing-Qing female poets a pa前icular confìdence in them se lves and cettainly 
a great deal of incentive in writing poetry. Knowing that their poe ll1 s wou Id 
be read and appreciated , an unprecedented nU ll1 ber of \\'omen ll1 ade a career 
out of writing and publishing- the 3.000 01' so \\om en's anthologies and 
collections produced during the Ming-Qing period are clear inclications that 
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female writers were consciously seeking an audience. Indeed , we have 
evidence that Ming-Qing \V Oll1 en enjoyed editing and publishing, and some 
particular!y renowned profess ional women and artists like Huang Yuanjie 
黃媛介 and others were even invited by men to write prefaces for their 
own publications.2-l Huang Yuanjie 's preface to Li Y叭李漁 Yi:;hong
)'lIun 意中緣 (Ideal Love Matches) demonstrates how a preface by a 
female talent could help promote a male author' s work , when female 
literary traits were identifìed as pure and lofty.25 

In this connection 、 it is important to note that while late Ming literati 
became more and 1l1 0re absorbed in the feminine culture, many women 
poets began to de velop a lifestyle typical of the educated male. Like male 
literati 、 these \\"O ll1 en cultivated an interest in the a此s ， and especially in 
activities th at 'v\'ere non-prag ll1 atic in nature- such as exchanging poems 
with friends (both ll1 ale and female) , painting and calligraphy, and traveling 
for leisure. In their poetry these women emphasized the spontaneous 
expression of feelings and deliberately refrained rrom a “feminine" style, 
which they call叫“二h{向7 q i'、脂粉氣It was the famous woman 
anthologist Wang Duan s hu 王 瑞淑 (1621-ca. 1706) who proclaimed, 
“ Women who cannot rid their poetry ofthe feminine sty1e are those who are 
incapable of rellloving themselves from old habits"26 (女人不能脫
脂粉氣， 自是 治 習 未出耳). In her evaluation of the woman 
poet Zhu Yingzhen 朱應禎、 Wang Duanshu praised Zhu for her ability to 
avoid the contaminating influence of the feminine style (zhifen qi), and 
especially for her style of “ superb elegance" (xil仰秀雅)， which reminds 
us of the pure style of qi l7g.27 Later during the Qing, the woman poet Xi 
Peilan 席佩蘭 also called for a natural (二iran) poetry based on one' s 
“ innate disposition" (xil1gqi略性情)，28 obviously under the influence of 
her teacher Yuan Mei 交 枚 who insisted on the principle of xingling 
性靈 (spontaneou s self-expression) in poetry. Likewise, a few years later, 
the female critic Shen Shanbao 沈善寶， in her book of criticism 
M呦' l/W7 shi/71ω 名 媛詩話， again suggested the importance of a pure, 

pontaneous poetry characterized by shenyztn 神韻 (spiritual resonance), a 
term wh比h she must have borrowed from the early Qing poet Wang 
Shizhen . .!.') 

Looking back 011 the Ming-Qing male literati's and women poets ' 
enthusias l1l for a "natural" poetry rooted in qing, we cannot help noticing how 
similar their approaches were. These were serious poets and critics; they all 
sought to take back rro ll1 nature what belonged to poetry. They all shared the 
burden of an atte ll1 pt to purify poetry and they all believed in the power of 
imple language and an ideal retum to the classica l. Undoubtedly this was the 

fìrst ti l1le in Chinese literary history that l1len and women shared a belief in a 
sill1 ilar tenet in the writing of poetry. In qing the "marginalized" literati found 
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their idealized notion of the feminine 、 \\'hile \\'Olllen pocts 芒ained fro ll1 it a 
new sense of wholeness and balance derived fro ll1 th e join ing 01' the ll1 ale and 
female perspectives , Perhaps we can say thm the M in芒-Qin芒 rereading of (Iil/g 

was only pa口 of the literatï s (and \\'oll1 en' s) desire to erase the gender 
opposition in the 甘aditional cultural real ll1, Thou旦h out 01' contex t. thi 
revision of qing can be compared to the concept 01' "androgyny" in Western 
philosophy and aesthetics, in the sense that it refers to th e icleal synthes is of 
male and female. 30 In this new deftnition of (/il/丸 the ,, 'i l/ and .nlllg element 
were not only viewed as being comple ll1 entary to each other, but each went 
through a process of transfonnation and adjust ll1 ent that cu Iturally redeftned 
the male and female 

Insofar as qing was understood as being a "neutralizer" of gender 
distinctions , it m ight have helped sorn e M ing-Qing \\ oll1 en to perceive the 
conventional opposition of "ta lent" (cai 才) and "vi rtue" (de 你) in a nev 
ligh t. The common saying that 吋a \Vornan \\'ithout talent is a \\'o ll1 an of 
irtue"(女 子無才便是德) had apparently bothered ll1 any female 

poets、 such that they often found it necessar) to use th e . 'discourse of 
women's v i口ue" to defend their talent as \V ell as their active involve ll1 ent in 
literary activities.31 This is because under the influence of orthodox 
Confucianism some women (and men) believed that talent itse lf could 
impair one 's virî:ue.32 However, the growing recognition of qil/g as a fe ll1 ale 
attribute provided new insigh t: since qil1g ori g inall y refe rred both to a 
natural writing style and the inner vi rtue of the poet 司 it cou Id be reasoned 
that what is produced by a female poet in writing- that 陀、 th e natural 
expression of her "pure" m ind- was a reflection of her vi rtue. It cou Id 
further be argued that not only is a worn en's literary talent not an obstacle 
to her virtue, but, instead , a stirnulus to her 1l1 0ral convictions. Thus , the 
famous woman poet and artist Wu Qi 吳琪 S旬's in her preface to Zou Yi ‘ S 

Hong jiao ji, “writing can never be harrn fu 1 to a woman ‘ s moral 
integrity."33 Perhaps it was this new conftdence in the ll1 se lves which led 
M ing-Qing women to produce an unprecedented all1 0unt of poetry 、 and to 
devote themselves to compiling women's anth ologies (\\'hich often included 
their own works) as a way of bringing wo men into the 1 iterary canon 

In this context, Ming-Qing China readil y re ll1 inds one of 18th and 19th 
century England when women writers entered the 1 iterary profess ion in 
record numbers. Like the M ing-Qing femal e poets 、 Briti s h wO ll1 en noveli sts 
were extremely prolific and a great ll1 an y of thern entered the literary 
market. However, unlike the Ming-Qing wOll1 en 、 British wO l11 en noveli sts 
in the 18th and 19th century did not rneet with the general approval of their 
male peers, and consequently few received practical support 01' help from 
the l11 . In fact , according to Elaine Showalter. a 旦ender \\ ar between male 
and female authors ignited during thi s ti l11 e 、 especially \\'hen rn en began to 
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feel threatened by what they perceived to be a "female literary invasion" in 
which wO ll1 en noveli sts see ll1 ed to be "engaged in a kind of aggressive 
conspiracy to rob men of their ll1 arkets, stea l their subject matter, and snatch 
away their yo ung lady readers. . . ."34 Under the pressure of competition , 

many male intellectuals clai ll1ed that women were unable to write great 
novel s because of their "inex perience in life ," their "sexual innocence," and 
the fact that they would "always be im itators and never innovators."35 Even 
Robert Southey 、 the great 8ritish poet laureate , proclaimed: “ Literature 
cannot be the business of a woman 's life and it ought not to be."36 

It wa的s in t叫仙h e con川1刊t閃ex叫t of 、 t仙hi沾s pr陀.它edominant叫Iy ma叫le woαrld t趴ha剖t 8ritish 
、叭、f跆e ll1 in川1叫i叮st'、們、叭W圳T叫r叫' ite凹rs we臼re bo叫rn .

coàe of fe切male se lf、三'- s acrifice 、 in s i sted on their independence, patticipated in 
the suffrage move ll1 ent 、 and tried to break down the male “ monopoly" of 
publishing by establishing their own publishing outlets.37 There were of 
course other female writers who used different strategies to cope with male 
prejudice and hostility, such as adopting male pseudonyms to avoid 
di sc ri ll1 ination 、 explaining their need for relief 什om financial crises, 0 1' 

justifying th ei r writing and 1 iterary activities as deeds of self-sacrifice- the 
last of these strategies se rves to remind us of the Ming-Qing wO ll1en's 
di scourse of "virtue… (de) which they used to neutralize and overcome the 
ι'ai/de dichotorn y in an atternpt to legitimize their writing 

The success story of the 8ritish women novelists tells us that most of 
their strategies see ll1 to have worked 、 for modern readers well remember the 
great exa l1l ples of Jane Austen 、 the 8 1'O nt缸 ， and George Eliot. After all , it is 
these few canonical wO l1l en authors , along with male novelists like Charles 
Oickens and Willia ll1 Thackera)九 who cause us to regard 19th century 
England as the Aεe of the Nove l. However, as Elaine Showalter has argued , 
the impress ion 0 1' fe l1l ale greatness in this case might have come from a 
general rn isco J1 cept ion about wO ll1en 's 1 iterary history , which only 
acknowledges the contributions of a few great authors at the expense of 
lesser authors 

Criticis l1l of wO l1l en novelists , while focusing on these happy few , 
has ignored those who are not “great," and left them out of 
anthologies 、 histories 、 textbooks ， and theories . Having lost sight of 
the minor nove li sts, who were the links in the chain that bound one 
generation to the next, we have not had a very clear understanding 
of the continuities in wO l1len 's writing. . .38 

lt is because of th is incorrect view of women writers, Showalter 
e l1l phasizes 、 that the diversity of English wO l1len novelists has been reduced 
to a tiny band of the "great ."39 
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This problernatic notion of the “ grea t" as pointed out by Showalter 
seerns to contrast sharply with the all-inclusive policy of rnany Ming-Qing 
poetry anthologies, in wh ich both rnajor and rn inor authors were rneant to 
be included. In fact , in the rn inds of M ing-Qing anthologists、 the exhaustive 
approach was the only good approach for thelll to use if they were to 
dernonstrate the extraordinary range of WOlllen' s \\'ritings frorn ancient 
times. The tenn caiguan 采觀 (collecting)、\\ hich the late Ming literati 
used to describe the general policy of their anthologies of \\'omen's poetry , 

refers precisely to a sweeping, all-encompassing proced ure of "collecting 
all ," including unearthing lost works by wO ll1 en 

Thus, regarding the "all-inclusive" approach of Wang Duanshu's 
Mingyuan shill'ei (which includes works by about 1 ，000 叭'o ll1 en poets), Wang' 
husband Ding Shengzhao T 聖肇 explained: “Why did llly wife Yuying 
[Duanshu] cornpile this MÌI呦 'lIC1n shiH'ei? It is because she cannot bear to see 
excellent poe ll1s by wornen of our times vani sh like mist and grass.""W 
Obviously, as early as the late M ing、 Chinese poets and scholars. both rnale and 
female、 were already aware of the danger of losing sight of \\'ornen' s literat 
works一--especially works ofrninor fernale fìgures which ll1 ight later be hard to 
retrieve. In other words, the Ming岳-Qing 1仙ite凹r祠-a剖ti and fI跆e ll1 a訓le w、V圳/凡汀rite凹rs ， in t出he叮1 1'. 

common a仕empt to promηot臼e woαrnen ， seern to have done their best to rewrite 
women 's literary history by adopting a broadly based strategy and preservation 
rnechanis ll1s. Fortunate妙， many ofthe antho logies of wornen' s poetry cornpiled 
in the Ming and Qing are sti ll avai lable in libraries in the U.S. ‘ Mainland Ch ina 
Taiwan、 Japan ， and elsewhere 

Most curious of all , however, is the fact that M ing-Qing wornen poets 
(rnany of whom had already distingu ished the ll1 se lves as canonica l author 
in their own tirnes) have been alrnost cOlllpletely ignored by literar 
historians of the twentieth century. Indeed 、 it is onl)' recentl y that critic s 、
inspired by contemporary feminist schol a rs hip 、 h ave begun to read these 
works. It has been observed by Maureen Robertson that Liu Daj 峙 's
critically acclai ll1ed history of prernodern Chinese literature ll1 entions only 
five women writers and none of the ll1 frorn the M ing and Qing dynasties. 41 

Until recently, most rnodern texts of 1 iterary criticis ll1 have Illentioned Tang 
and Song WO ll1 en poets like Xue Tao 薛 濤. Li Qingzhao 李清照 and
Zhu Shuzhen 朱淑真-like fulfilling the "quota" of a Illodern-da 
cornmittee42- without taking Ming-Qing women poets into consideration 
Even those indi viduals who have read the collected \vorks of sorne M ing­
Qing women often project their gender biases into their evaluations. For 
exarnple, the ell1 inent historian Hu Shi 胡適 said 、 "Although there have 
been so many WO ll1 en writers in the last three hundred yea rs 、 their

contributions are unfortunately quite rninillla l. In 1110St cases 、 their works 
are without value."43 
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Under the intluence of contemporatγmulticulturalism ， one is tempted 
to interpret such biases as coming from the patriarchal ideology which 
always tends to marginalize women. According to Paul Lauter, the New 
Critics' strategy of "marginalizing" the woman poet Edna St. Vincent 
Millay is a good exa l11 ple of how a patriarchal ideology can trap people 
within their OW Il biases .-l-l 0 1', as Hazard Adams has explained , some critics 
view this kind of pr叮 udice as contributing to the “ power criteria" at work in 
the process of our constructing canons.45 8ut critics like Harold 8100m 
would never agree with such an interpretation ; for 8100m , great authors are 
made canonical mainly because of the “aesthetic value" found in their 
works , without any connection with the power facto r. 46 Thus , the so-called 
“cultural wars" in America today have gradually focused on the question of 
canon-fonnation a l1 d its relation to gender and class 

However、 canonicity is itse lf a mixed concept, a complex 
phenomenon not eas i 1)' reduced to the simple principles of aesthetics and 
power. 1 am 1110re concerned about how the canon has changed in 
1 iterature 、 and how certain writers can stand the test of time and how some 
others canno t. 111 the \\'ords of the European scholar Ernst Robert Curtius, 
吋 it would be a use ful task for literary science to determine how the canon 
of antique authors has changed from 1500 to the present, i.e. , how it has 
diminished.叫7 In his study of American literature, Richard H. 8rodhead 
uses Hawthorne as an example to illustrate the “vicissitudes" of an 
author's rise and fal l. He says 

Like his ri se 、 Hawthorne 's decline was intimately connected to a 
broader action 01' canon-construction in America. H is decay 
presents a h istorical locus in which to study the questions raised by 
canonical degradation in general: by what process canons get 
dislodged or drai l1 ed of force; what happens to the work such 
canons had included when it loses this system 's cultural backing; 
and what the effects are for possible followers when authors get 
displaced fì 'o ll1 traditional positions of influence.48 

AII of which is to show how canon-formation and canonical decline are 
intimately linked to the whole cultural sphere of a particular pe臼ri昀od in 
hi昀story. In order to stucly t叫he rise ancl decline of a certain author (or groups 
of aut叫hor吋 in time 可 we need to take all of the cultural , social and political 
factors into consideration . 8rodhead ' s detailed study of Hawthorne 
demonstrates that literary traditions are never made accidentally. 

But certain 紗， canon icity is also about selection and choices. As 
Louise 8erniko 'v\' has sa id、的what is commonly called literary history is 
actually a recorcl of choices . Wh ich writers have survivecl their time ancl 
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hich have not depends upon who notices them and chose to record the 
notice. " 的 If so、 can we say that the general neglect of Ming-Qing women 
poets is caused by the gender biases of our modern-day h istorian s and 
literary scholars who chose not to record their "notice" of these female 
talents? Or is it simply a result of our changing critical considerations 
whereby canonical inclusions and exclusions have to depend on our new 
cultural expectations and possibly the dem ands of our times? Or is it 
because our idealization of canonical ancient au thors has become so 
overwhelming that we have ignored poets of the imllledi ate past- that i 門

poets of M ing-Qing times? Any answers to such questions may be 
inconclusive. 8ut however inconclusive they may be. canonicity itself 
exhibits the kind ofpower the critical community possesses . Today可 as we 
try to reinterpret the M ing-Qing 1 iterati cu Iture and its connection with the 
"v icissitudes" of the female poets position in 1 iterature、\Ve shou Id be 
pa付icularly aware of the tremendou s po \Ver and cultural burden which 
have been placed upon us. 

Note 
A different version of this paper was presented at th e Intel11 ational 
Symposium,“New Directions in the Study of Late Illlperi al Literature and 
History," Organized by the Department of Hi story at National Chung Cheng 

niversity and the Department of East Asian Studies at the University of 
Arizona (Taip凹， Taiwan , April 30-May 2 、 1999) . 1 am deeply grateful to 
Grace Fong, Robin Yates勻 and William R. Schultz \\'ho offered man v useful 
suggestions for revi sion. 
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