
TheIdeologicalEmancipationofChineseWomen
andItsIdealisticPursuitintheMay４thMovement

QianluXUE,WeilinFANG

(DepartmentofPhilosophyandHistoryofScience,NationalandKapodistrianUniversityofAthens;

DepartmentofPhilosophy,NanjingUniversity)

Abstract:TheMay４thMovementof１９１９isasignificantperiodofideologicalchangeinChinesemodernhistory,andinit

isduringthistimethattheideologicalenlightenmentof modern Chinese women madeitsdebut．Ledby modern

intellectuals,they,fromallangles,criticizedthetraditionalsocialstructure,traditionaletiquetteandfeudalfamilysystem

hinderingtheliberationanddevelopmentofwomen,andfurtherdiscussedtheemancipationofwomenintermsof

ideologicaleducation,economicindependence,familystatus,freedomofmarriage,ethics,socialcommunication,aswellas

otherrelevantsocialissues．Theintenseexchangeofideasinfluencedpublicopinion,provokingenormousresponsesfrom

allsectionsofsociety,particularlyfrom women．Basedonrealeducationalandeconomicissuesconcerning women,

combinedwiththeories,realthoughtsandpractices,andcarriedoutwithaseriesofpracticalsocialreformactivities,the

ideologicalemancipationofwomeninthe May４th Movementof１９１９laidasolidfoundationforthetransitionof

traditionalwomentomodernwomen,thusbecomingthesourceofideologicalemancipationofmodernwomeninChina．

KeyWords:theMay４thPeriod;Chinesewomen;ideologicalemancipation

Author:QianluXueisaPhDcandidateofphilosophyintheDepartmentofPhilosophyandHistoryofScience,Nationaland

KapodistrianUniversityofAthens,Greece．Email:laurenxue＠hotmail．com．

WeilinFang (Corresponding Author)receivedhisPhDfromtheSchoolofLiberalArtsat
RenminUniversity,１９９９．Heistheformerdirectorofthe Teachingand ResearchInstituteof
AestheticsatNanjingUniversity,andcurrentlylecturesasafullprofessorofliberalartsatNanjing
University．HehasbeenavisitingprofessorofliberalartsfortheFacultyofArtsatNationaland
KapodistrianUniversityofAthens(Greece,２０１２－２０１３)andavisitingprofessoroftheErasmus
MundusprogramintheCentrefor ModernEastAsianStudiesattheUniversityofGoettingen
(Germany,２０１４)．HismajorresearchinterestsarePhilosophy,AestheticsandReligiousStudies．
WeilinFangistheLaureateManofLettersbestowedbyUnitedPoetsLaureateInternational(U．P．
L．I．)．HeisalifetimeandboardmemberofUnitedPoetsLaureateInternational(U．P．L．I．)and
thedelegateatlargeoftheexecutivecommitteeoftheInternationalAssociationforAesthetics(I．A．
A．)．Phonenumber:＋８６１３００２５６９８１８,Email:shuyevvv＠sina．com．

３０１



国学与西学 国际学刊 第２１期,２０２１年１２月

　　Introduction

Atpresent,researchintoissuesrelatedtoChinesewomenisfarfromsufficient．Althoughinthe
１９８０sand１９９０stherewasaboominsmallＧscalediscussionsfocusedonwomeninChina,asoftoday
discussionsofwomen􀆳sissuesfromanacademicperspectiveinChineseacademiawerestilladropin
thebucket．〔１〕ResearchesintoissuesconcerningChinesewomenwereandstillaretoalargepart
relatedtoorattachedtolargerresearchschemesinliterature,sociologyandhistory:specializedbooks
aretoofewwhilecollectionsaretoofragmentary(themajorityofresearchfindingsonwomenboth
inChinaandabroadwerepublishedbetweenthelate１９８０sandtheearly１９９０s)．Theinsightswithin
theexistingliteratureare moreorlessrestrictedtothisshortperiodoftimeandtheexisting
materialsareoftentoogeneralandunreliable．Inaddition,therearerelativelyfewacademicsinthe
fieldofWomen􀆳sStudies,furthercompoundingtheissue．〔２〕Itseemstobenecessarytoreevaluate
andreconstructthemethodofjudgingthetransitionoffemaleideologymoreobjectively．

ConsequentlytheemergingdisciplineofWomen􀆳sStudiesandtheresearchintofemaleissues
hasalongwaytogobeforeitcanbeconsideredcomprehensive．Thestatusofwomenhasundergone
greatchangesfromfeudalsocietyto modernsocietyandgivestheimpressionthattheimageof
womentodayismorediversified．ThusthereisabroadanddeeprangeofChinesewomen􀆳sissues
worthresearching．TheoriginofitstheoreticalstudycanbetracedtotheMay４thPeriod,aturbulent
timeoftransformationfromtheoldtothenewinthebeginningofthetwentiethcenturywhen
numerousideologiesweregenerated．

１．TheImprintsoftheMay４thMovementonIssuesConcerningChineseWomen

ToaccuratelyunderstandtheideologicalmovementthataidedinliberatingChinesewomen
duringtheMay４th Movement,wemustgainageneralunderstandingoftheperiodandthetime．
Chinesemodernhistoryismarkedbydomestictroubleandforeigninvasion,andtheentirelivesof
theintellectualsduringthistimewerededicatedtotwowords—“nationalsalvation,”〔３〕whichwas
thegreatermissionoftheera．

Startingfrom thelate Qing Dynasty,numerousattempts were madetoachieve national
salvation:theHundredDays􀆳Reform,areformtryingtoimprovethetraditionalsystemfromtopto
bottom;theSelfＧStrengthening Movement,anattemptmadebygovernmentofficialsandprivate
entrepreneurstosavethenationbyengaginginindustry;theTaipingHeavenlyKingdomMovement,
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TheoriginofthestudyofChinesewomen􀆳sissuescanbetracedbacktothewomen􀆳sliberationmovementdrivenbythe
democraticrevolutionatthebeginningofthetwentiethcentury．UntiltheperiodofreformandopeningＧupinthe１９７０s,theissuesof
women􀆳slivingconditionsanddevelopmentprospectswereraisedbyscholarsandwereidentifiedasanacademicevent．A meaningful
shiftoccurredwhenwomen􀆳sstudiesandgenderstudieswerefinallyestablishedasrecognizedspecialtiesin２００４．SeeWang,Jinlin,
“FemaleresearchintheperspectiveofSociology:theconstructionanddevelopmentoffifteenyears”,SociologicalStudy,２０００,No．１．

Referencestowomenandwomen􀆳sissuesareoftenrelegatedtothefootnotesofacademicpapers,andresearchisdrawnfrom
literaryfictionandotherunreliablehistoricalinformation．Materialsareoftenverycomplicated,inaccurate,andoverlybroad．

“NationalSalvation”:Afraidofbecomingpermanentlycontrolledandcolonizedbyforeignpowers,Chinesepeopleworked
ferventlytokeepChinaanindependentcountry．ThesloganofNationalSalvationwasraisedbyintellectualsintheearly１９００s,withthe
intentiontogalvanizepeopletosavethenationfromcolonizationandstriveforitsautonomy．
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amovementstartedandorganizedbypeasants;theYihetuan Movement,anattempttocollectively
defendtheimperialcity;andthe most westernizedrevolution,the Revolution of１９１１ which
overthrewthemonarchy．DespitethefactthattheyoccurredoneafteranotherandallachievedshortＧ
termresults,theyfailedtoachievetheultimategoal,toresistforeignenemiesandsavethenation
fromsubjugation．EventhoughtheRevolutionof１９１１overthrewthemonarchyandestablishedthe
RepublicofChina,its “democracy”wasonlyin nameandnotinpractice,which dashedthe
aspirationsofpeopleofvisionwhohadadoptedwesternideologiesanddeeplybelievedindemocratic
systems．Itwasthisveryfailuretoinstituteanactualdemocracythatmadeintellectualsreachoutand
shifttheirattentionfrompoliticalreformstoideologicalones．Thus,theMay４thPeriodoccurredso
astosaveChinaandestablishatruerepublic．

TheMay４thPerioddoesnotreferexclusivelytotheactivitiesonMay４,１９１９,rather,itrefers
tothetimespanofabouttenyearsbeforeandafterit．Currently,itiscommonlyacknowledgedthat
thisperiod􀆳sstartingpointwas markedbypublishingofYouth Magazine,establishedbyChen
Duxiu,onSeptember１５,１９１５．Themagazine,which wasrenamed New Youthlater,servedasa
platformforintellectualstoairtheirownviews．Itignitedanewsocialideologicaltrendbyattacking
feudalisticideology．TheMay４thPeriodisatimethathashadalastingimpactonChinesemodern
history．

ThisshowsthatthespecialnatureofissuesconcerningChinesewomenintheMay４thPeriod
wasdeterminedontheonehand,bythefactthatitwassimplythefirsttimeChinesewomenwere
regardedas independentindividuals by intellectuals (mainly males),which promoted the
developmentoffeminismandwasthebeginningofresearchintowomen;ontheotherhand,bythe
factthatthisinitialexplorationintowomen􀆳sissuesoccurredduetotheMay４thMovementandthus
isboundtothemovementanditsideology．Therefore,women􀆳sissues,inthisarticlerefertothe
specificwomen􀆳sissuesraisedintheMay４thPeriod．

TheMay４thPeriodwasacriticalstageofideologicalreformandanessentialelementinChina􀆳s
strugglefornationalsalvation．Duringthistimethecommonviewastohowtoachievenational
salvationevolvedintoacompletecampaignof “antiＧimperialism andantiＧfeudalism”．The New
CultureMovementanditssubsequentreformsandtheenactmentofthesereforms werethus
naturallycharacterizedby“antiＧimperialismandantiＧfeudalism”．Itisnotdifficulttofindtheappeal
forChineseintellectualsinexploringwomen􀆳sstatus．Womenhadlongsufferedfromfeudalideology
andtheirdailyliveswerelivingexamplesandproofofitsexistence,thusitisonlylogicalthat
women􀆳sissuesbecameapartoftheframeworktosupportthegreatercampaign．

Thediscussionofissuesregardingwomeninthe May４thPeriodwasinitselfasignificant
breakthroughconsideringthatChinahadlongbeenafeudalandmaleＧdominatedsociety．However,

thiswasonlyasmalltopicwithintheNewCultureMovement．Therealmeaningoftheideological
emancipationmovementinthe May４thPeriod wasnotrestrictedto womenandthe women􀆳s
movement．Peoplewhoraisedthequestionentirelyforthesakeofwomenaccountedforjustasmall
fractionofthewhole,andmanywhoraisedtheissuewerelessconcernedwiththeactualstatusof
womenandmorewiththeirendgoal,thatis,topromoteideologicalreformandcombatimperialism
andfeudalism．
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２．DestructionbeforeConstruction,Women􀆳sReform MeasuresintheMay
４thPeriod

AlthoughtheMay４thPeriodwasmarkedby“antiＧimperialismandantiＧfeudalism”,andwasused
likeatool,itdidn􀆳taffectwomen．However,inthelongrun,themostimportantanddirectinfluence
ofthemovementwasthatitstartedtoerodetheconventionalsystemandconventionalthinking
employedintheconsiderationofwomenissues．

ThestatusofwomeninancientChinawasnotentirelyunimportant．Inthe HanandTang
Dynasties,therewasacultureofrespectingthehonorofwomen,andeveninthe MingandQing
Dynasties,aperiodinwhichwomenweremorerestrictedandlowＧpositioned,therewerestillnotions
oftheidealofgenderequality．YuZhengxie,ascholaroftheQingDynastywroteinhisOnVirtuous
Widows:“asawidowshallnotmarryasecondtime,soshallawidower”〔４〕,demonstratingthathe
attachedequalimportancetothevirtuesofwidowsand widowers．Intermsofthechastityof
marriage,thisperceptionwasstillinlinewiththetraditionalnotionofchastity〔５〕,buthegavemen
andwomenequalstatusandwrotethat“todemandtoomuchofawomanispartialjustice”,which
madehimadvancedincomparisontohiscontemporaries．Thisstatementalsoservedtocontradictthe
notionembeddedinthewellＧknownline“amanshallmarryasecondtimewhileawomanshallnot”,

fromStoriesaboutFamous Women—abookcommonlyregardedasamodellistingthecodesof
conductfortraditionalChinesewomen〔６〕．Heopenlyopposedthefeudalorthodoxethicsregardless
ofthefactthathisthoughtswereconsideredheretical．

Thoughtheseprogressiveassertionswerepopularizedtheywerestillconsideredhereticaland
wererarelyreferencedinthebookswrittenbyYuZhengxie,CaoXueqin,LiRuzhen,andother
writersofthetime．Theyweresomewhatpreservedonanideologicallevelandmayhaveinspiredthe
ideologicalreformsthatoccurredgenerationslater,buttosaythey pervaded,wereapartof
institutionalreforms,orwerethecatalystforrelatedactivitieswouldbeanoverstatement．Kang
Youwei(oneofthetwoleadersoftheHundredDays􀆳Reform),whomademanyattemptstoimprove
thesocialsystem ofChina,drewablueprintfora “worldofuniversalharmony”,andpreached
emperorＧsubjectequalityandgenderequalityinhisoneofhisessays,saying“eventheemperorand
hissubjectsaretreatedonequalterms,letalonemalesandfemales”,buthisplanhadflaw．His
blueprintfailedtoachievethegoalofa“worldofuniversalharmony”,andhisblueprint􀆳saimto
constructa“worldofuniversalharmony”—whichissimilartotheideaofalllivingcreaturesare
equalandcommunism—doesnotfocusatallonissuesrelatedtogender．
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Yu,Zhengxie,ManuscriptsofGuiSi(Shenyang:LiaoningEducationPress,２００３)．YouXilinandPaulosHuang,”The
ContemporaryTransformationofEducationalMechanismforKnowledgeInnovation”,InternationalJournalofSinoＧWesternStudies
(www．SinoWesternStudies．com),１Ｇ２０．

Thetraditionalnotionofpreservingone􀆳schastityisanintegralvalueintraditionalChineseculture,andonethatshould
neverbeviolated．Womenshouldbevirginsbeforemarriage,coupleonlywiththeirspouse,andmaintainchastethoughts．IfIawoman
losthervirginitybeforemarriageitwasconsideredagreatshameonherfamily,andmanyrecommendedsuicideasawaytoabnegatethe
shame．

Thissentenceisfrom “BiographyofWomen”(Chapter７４)in “HouHanShu”(Vol．８４)．Itwassaidthatamancould
remarryotherswhileawomanmaynot,sincethehusbandwasthewife􀆳s“Ti􀆳an”,therulershemustfollowoncemarried．Awomanhad
norighttoleaveherhusbandevenifhedied,accordingtothetraditionalfeudalmoralcodes．
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Newintellectualgroups(notindividuals)whosemembershadlearnedaboutdifferentkindsof
westernideologiespaidattentiontotheissueofwomen􀆳sliberationanddecidedtodosomethingto
improvethesituationofallwomeninChina,astheyhadbeenlongdeprivedoftheirindividualand
intellectualrights．However,thesegroupshadmanyobstaclesintheirway．Tocompletelyreversethe

genderinequalitytypicaloffeudalsocietytheyhadtodirectlyconfrontthetraditionalsystemand
modesofthinking,namely,womenthemselveslackedselfＧawareness．Changingthistookathreestep
process:firstly,women􀆳sselfＧawarenessneededtobearousedonanideologicallevel;second,women
hadtobreakintomaleＧdominatedsociety;andthirdly,womenhadtoobtainbasicsurvivalskills,not

justfancyideologies．
Ideologies,systems,andsocietalnetworkswereallinterＧconnected,sotosolvetheseissuesthe

newintellectualgroupshadtofaceallkindsofobstacles．Theintellectualsfreelyexpressedeveryidea
theythought ofthatcalled for change,and the resulting discussions covered a wide and
unconstrainedrange．Inafewshortyears,assumptionsintermsofwomen􀆳seducationandliberation,

viewsofchastity,socializingofmenand women,women􀆳sparticipationinpolitics,marriageand
family,theeducationofchildren,theoccupationsofwomen,andpopulationissueslikebirthcontrol,

bansonprostitution,andmaidservantliberation,etc．,poppeduplikemushroomsafterrain．
Asaresult,newideologiesintheMay４thPeriodwereconsideredadvancedandtrendywhileat

thesametimeradical．Toestablishanew modelinlinewithwesterndemocracyandtransitioninto
it,intellectualgroups,onalargescale,attackedthe “oldways”(feudalismandimperialism)and
madevariousattemptstoestablishanewculturalsystem．Thiswasaperiodhighlypraising “the
new”(anewsocietyoperatinginamodernwayandanewworldorder),whichdirectlyresultedin
overthrowing“theold”．Toestablish“thenew”(anewsocietyoperatinginamodernway,anew
worldorder,anewkindofliterature),wasthegoalwhilebreakingtheoldwasanecessarypath,so
duringthatperiod,breakingfromtraditionandoutdatedvalues(hereaftercalled“tobreak”),was
whatintellectualsadvocated．Intermsofwomen􀆳sliberation,“tobreak”accountedforamajorpartof
theideologicaltransformationofthetimes．Because womensufferedundertheruleofa maleＧ
dominatedsocietyforovertwothousandyears,theyheldaswordthatwassharpandpowerful
enoughtocutthroughtheingrainedgenderrolesandchangesocietyatlarge．

３．IdeologyandBread,TwoCoresintheMay４thWomen􀆳sLiberationMovement

TheMay４thideologicalreformresearchedbroadandvariousaspectsrelatingtowomen,with
thecorebeingideologicalandmaterialconcerns,specificallytheissuesofeducationandeconomic
autonomy．Addressingthesetwoelementswasnecessaryforallmeasuresseekingtoforwardthe
women􀆳sliberationmovementintheMay４thPeriod．

First,ontheideologicallevel,avitalconcernwaswomen􀆳seducationandbroadeningwomen􀆳s
senseofautonomyandselfＧawareness．Themaineffortsmadeweretolobbyforequaleducation
opportunitiessothatwomenbeallowedtoattenduniversity,thusequalizingmenandwomen．InMay
of１９１９DengChunlanwrotetoCaiYuanpei,presidentofBeijingUniversityatthetime,askingfor
thecancellationofthebanonwomen􀆳seducation．InhershortessaypublishedinTheJournalof
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YouthChinaDengproposedthefollowingorderof“school－vocation－regime－andbeyond”．
Accordingtothisorder,women􀆳seducationmustbeaddressedbeforesolvingproblemsrelatedto
theirvocation．Attheveryleast,thiswouldequipwomenwithbasicsurvivalskills．The“regime”

accordingtoDeng,referstopoliticalinstitution􀆳sandsociety􀆳srecognitionofwomen．Dengargued
“oncethegroundisset,maidservantliberation,thebanningofprostitutionandreformsofthe
marriagesystemwillbeacinch”〔７〕．Theprioritygiventoeducationwasnotjustherpersonalview,

itwasacknowledgedbyalltobeofutmostimportance．ChenDuxiupointedoutin１９１６that“the
finalawakeningofconsciousness”〔８〕shouldbetheawakeningofethics〔９〕,whichwasamostdistinct
featureofnewcultureintheMay４thPeriod．TheintellectualsdominatedtheMay４thPeriod,and
theyendoweditwithsignificantvaluesontheideologicallevel．Hencetheeducationindustrywas
consideredakeywaytoreformandliberatewomen．WhenZhouBinglintalkedabouttheissueof
women􀆳sliberation,hepointedoutthatwomen􀆳sliberationliesineducation〔１０〕．Itisnotonlyameans
tohaverestrictionsagainstwomenreleasedsotheycanreceiveacontemporarywesterneducation,

moreimportantly,itisforequaleducationalrightsforfemalesandmalesandopeneducationfor
females．Educationisatooltochangesociety．Advocatingforeducationfortheeducationofwomen
wouldcreateaccesstothecontemporary Westerneducationsystem,andmoreimportantly,create
equalityineducationformenandwomen．

Deng Chunlan􀆳sletter—Chunlan􀆳s Letterto President Cai—in which she displayed her
admirationforgenderequalityandappealedtheAffiliatedHighSchoolofBeijingUniversitytoadd
classesforwomen,andadvocatedtheimplementationofmenandwomeninthesameclassfrom
primaryschooltouniversity,wasthestartofanimportantdialogue．〔１１〕Shewroteanotherletter—

CallonJournalisticCirclestoSendThisMessageto WomenGraduatedfrom MiddleandPrimary
SchoolsForGirls—whichaimedtounitefemaleintellectualsnationwide,causedwidespreadsocial
repercussions．Inresponsetotheselettersandtheirsocialrepercussions,inOctoberofthesameyear,

HuShi,aninfluentialshcolarinacademiccircles,wroteOnIssuesConcerningtheAbolishmentofthe
BanonWomen􀆳sEducation,whereheproposedaprogramwhichallowedwomentoauditclassesin
thecollegewithoutformalstudentstatusandhelpedschoolstoofficiallyrecruitfemalestudents．In
thefollowingspring,DengChunlan,WangLanandsevenotherwomensuccessfullyappliedtobethe
firstbatchofwomentoauditclassesatBeijingUniversity．Inautumnofthesameyeartheybecame
regularstudentsthroughanentranceexaminationandthusbecamethefirstfemalestudentsat
nationaluniversityinChina．

Thisservedasthebeginningofthewomen􀆳seducation movement,whichstartedinBeijing
Universityandspreadtouniversitiesnationwide．AccordingtoasurveyconductedbytheChinese
EducationImprovementAssociation,withintwoyears,sixhundredandfiftyfivewomenhadmadeit
intotheadvancededucationsystem．Althoughtheproportionofmenandwomenwasstillgreatly
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SeeDeng,Chunlan,“Mypersonalapproachtowomen􀆳sliberation”,TheJournalofYoungChina,Vol．１,１９１９,No．４．
Chen,Duxiu,TheAcademicResearchofDuXiu(Hefei:AnhuiPeople􀆳sPublishingHouse,１９８７)．
Luo,Jianqiu,“FamilyethicsandtheMay４thwomen􀆳sliberationmovement”,CollectionofWomen􀆳sStudies,１９９７,No．１．
Zhou,Binglin,“Theeducationwiththewomen􀆳sliberation”,TheJournalofYoungChina,Vol．１,１９１９,No．４．
SeeZhu,Youhuan,TheHistoricalRecordsofChineseEducationalSysteminthe ModernPeriod (Shanghai:EastChina

NormalUniversityPress,１９９２)．
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imbalanced,itwasstillasignificantachievement．Thereformoftheeducationsectorenabledwomen
togainequalaccesstohighereducation,which,toChinesewomen,wasundoubtedlyavaluable
opportunitytoexpandtheirknowledge,understandtheirownindependentpersonality,andobtain
independentsurvivalskills．Attheveryleast,itofferedthem anopportunitytoexplorenew
possibilitiesanda much widerworld．Althougheducationreformsstartedlateandhada weak
foundation,theestablishmentofChinesemoderneducationandthetransitiontoeducationalequality
betweenmenandwomenunderwentaprocessofimplementation．Injustafewyears,itsweptacross
thecountry,removingbarrierstohighereducationforChinesewomen．Thisspecialphenomenonmay
correlatetotheradicalspiritoftheintellectualsintheMay４thPeriod．

Althoughtheabolishmentofthebanon women􀆳seducation wasimplementedswiftlyand
effectively,andachievedsatisfactoryresults,ittookagreatdealoftimebeforemixedＧsexeducation
waspopularized．EarlyinthelateMingandearlyQingDynastiesschoolsforgirlsbegantoemerge．
In１９０７,womenacquiredthesameeducationrightsasmendidalongsidethereleaseofWomen􀆳s
ElementarySchoolConstitutionand Women􀆳sNormalSchoolConstitution．Butitwasseparated
accordingtogender:aftertheimplementationoftheabolishmentofthebanonwomen􀆳seducation,

menandwomencouldbeinthesameschool,buttheteachingmethodsandthecontentstaughtwere
stilldifferent．Thefactwasthatrealgenderequalityineducationfacedmoretoughproblemsonce
putintopractice．

Ahistoricalproblemregardingdiscriminationagainstwomen􀆳seducationhastobementioned
whenclearingupthecauseswhythisattempttopromotewomen􀆳seducationdevelopedquicklybut
imperfectlyduringthattime．Women􀆳seducationwashighlyrestrictedbyfeudalgovernmentsfor
centuries,asmanyliterallybelievedthestatement“awomanwithouttalentisvirtuous．”〔１２〕This
statementisfalseastherewerewomenwhoweretosomeextenteducated,butthecontentoftheir
educationwaslimitedbymanyfactors．WhileinmaleＧdominatedsocieties,mendemandedwomenbe
dutifulratherthandevelopherowntalents,illustratingthatwomen􀆳seducationalstatuswasinmany
waysdecidedbymen．Booksadvocatingfamilyneedlework,forexampleCommandmentsonWomen
andStoriesaboutFamous Womenareexamplesofeducationalrestrictionsimposed by maleＧ
dominatedsociety．Atthesametime,womenlackedanarenaoutsideofthehometodisplaytheir
abilities,thusdeterminingthatthecontentofwomen􀆳seducationcouldonlybeverynarrowsince
accordingtopopularopiniontheyneedonlyaboutthingsrelatedtothefamilyandmanagementofthe
home,notaboutsubjectsinfieldsonlyopentomales．Thedifferencesinthedepthandbreadthof
men􀆳sandwomen􀆳slevelofeducationwerehuge．CoupledwiththefactthatmaleＧdominatedsociety
hasinitselfatraditionofdiscriminatingagainstwomen,discriminationagainstwomenbecame
increasinglyprevalentovertime．In１９１５ministerofeducationTangHualong,stillproposedinhis
essay “On ReformsofEducationalPrograms”thattheaim ofwomen􀆳seducationistotrain
understandingwivesandlovingmothers．〔１３〕ThusNormalSchoolsforWomenestablishedaccording
tothisrulecouldinnowayeducatewomenaboutdemocracyandequality,andequalaccessto

９０１
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〔１３〕

ChenJirusaid:“Womenwhoareeducatedtoknowclearlywhatisrightandproperarevirtuousbutrare．Iftheyarejust
interestedinsongs,operasandnovelswhichdonogoodfortheirvirtue,itwouldbebetterthattheydon’treceivededucationatthe
beginningandonlyneedtoknowtheirposition．Itisatruththatignoranceisawoman􀆳svirtue．”

Liang,Hualan,“Onwomen􀆳seducation”,LaJeunesse,１９１７,No．３．
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educationcouldnotbeachieved．Theideologyhadtobechangedinthemindsofboth menand
womenbeforepeoplecouldconsiderawomanabletogooutsidetheareaof“home”．Thisiswhythe
abolishmentofthebanonwomen􀆳seducationtookamuchlongertimebeforeitwasopenlydiscussed
eventhoughithadbypassedtheconventionalperceptionof“itisimproperformenandwowento
toucheachother􀆳shandinpassingobjects”accordingtoConfucianrulesofetiquette,anditwas
proposed,debatedover,experimentedandimplementedonlyaftertheMay４thMovement．

Theabolishmentofthebanon women􀆳saccesstohighereducationbecameanimportant
breakthroughintheprocessofChinaandChinesewomen􀆳sideologicalliberation．AsTheMay４th
Perioddirectlyenabled womentoobtainanew selfＧawarenessandideologies,womenbeganto
developtheabilitytothinkindependentlyandfreelyexpresstheiropinions．Owingtotheideological
liberation,muchprogresswasmadewithinvariousaspectsofsocietyatlarge．Forexample,women
begantohavetheirownperceptionsofmarriageandlove,socialrelationshipsbetween menand
womenweremadepublic,andthereweremoreappealsforpoliticalandeconomicrights．Foratimein
thefirsthalfofthe２０thcentury,ideologicalliberationwasfashionableandwidelyacknowledged:

almosteveryfieldofsocietyfollowedthetrendofideologicalliberation,whichinturnledtopractical
reforms．

Second,ontheeconomicormateriallevel,womenpaidattentiontothefinancialskillsneededfor
awomantoliveindependently．Theystartedtolobbyforwomen􀆳sinheritancerights,andsought
employmentequalityforwomen．

Drivenbythemovementforequaleducationrights,womenfoundanew waystolearnabout
westernideologies,andthistosomeextentmadesomewomenlessignorantandmoreoutspoken．
Influencedbythis,youngerwomeninstinctivelybegantopursuetheirfreedomandindependence,

particularlyaroundtheissuesoffreelove(freedomtochoicewhomtoloveandmarry)andarranged
marriage．Butitwasthesemostpracticalobstaclesthatmadewomenfacedwitheconomicthreats
whentryingtoliberatethemselves．

IfideologicalliberationwastheforemostconcernofintellectualsduringtheMay４thPeriod,

thenintheaspectofeconomy,theirassessmentofthesituationdependedonspecificpracticing
methodsresultingfromideologies．LiDapointedoutinhisOn Women􀆳sLiberationthatthereal
emancipationofwomenmustrelyonthematerialformofhumanfreedom:“Onlywhenwomen􀆳s
desireforthe materialform offreedom becomestheirtopprioritycantheirprudentdesirefor
freedomautomaticallydevelop．Thenandonlythencanwomenacquirerealfreedom．”〔１４〕Women
havelongbeensubordinatesinChina􀆳ssociety:theyhavetoobeytheirfathersbeforemarriage,obey
theirhusbandsaftermarriage,andobeytheirsonsaftertheirhusbandsdie．Thisiscalledthe“three
obeys”ofChinesewomen〔１５〕,thustheirexistencewasentirelydependenton men．Therefore,to
shakeofftheabsolutecontrolof maleＧdominatedsociety,andtopromotenewideologies,they
proposed“economicindependence”basedonthefactthatintraditionalfamilieswomenareabsolutely
dependentontheir husbands．Theslogan ofthe movementencouraged womento “lead an
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Li,Da,“Onwomen􀆳sliberation”,LiberationandReconstruction,Vol．１,１９１９,No．３．
WomeninancientChinahadtheruleof‘ThreeObediences’．Awomanshouldobeyherfatherbeforemarriage,herhusband

whenmarried,andhersonsinherwidowhood．SeeConfucianism,“ThebiographyofZiXia”,Mourning Apparelin Ceremonial
Etiquette．
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independentlifeinsteadofadependentone,leadaselfＧsufficientlifeinsteadofaparasiticone”〔１６〕．
Theslogan􀆳sintention was to awaken women􀆳sindividualconsciousness through becoming
economicallyindependent,makingthemabletosupportthemselvesandhavesurvivalskillsnecessary
forthenewera．

TheresoonemergedselfＧorganized Women􀆳sUnions,organizedbyyoung women．Examples
includethe Guangdong Women􀆳s Federationestablishedin１９１９,andthe Changsha Women􀆳s
FederationofHunanProvince,establishedin１９２１〔１７〕．Bothorganization􀆳sregulationsormanifestos
highlightedtheirdeterminationto “enable womento gaineconomicindependence”,“improve
women􀆳semploymentsituations”,“reducetheirdependabilityonmen”,andothersimilarassertions
pushingforwomen􀆳seconomicliberation．

AftertheMay４thPeriod,womenbegantoactivelypursueemploymentrightsandappealfor
equalemploymentopportunities;thecouragetodothiswasinitselfasubstantialleapforward．In
termsofequalemploymentrights,feministsoftheMay４thPerioddividedtheircampaignintotwo
aspects:equalemploymentrightsandequaltreatmentbyemployers．Theinitialfocusonthemost
basicequalemploymentopportunitiescreated morejobsfor womenduringthis processthey
discoveredconcurrentissuessuchasequalpayforequalwork,excessphysicallabor,andequal
treatmentof,forexample,laborinsurance(includingitemssuchasinsurance,rewards,wellＧbeings,

awards,etc)．Alotoftimewasfocusedonworkingonissuesrelatedtothetreatmentofwomenat
theirplaceofemployment．Wecouldsaythat．Theseefforts workedtogetherto gain equal
employmentrightsforwomenthroughoutChina．

In１９２１,Guangsan Railwayrecruitedabout４０ womenasitsticketcollectorsandsellers,

salesclerks,buyers,courtclerks,inspectors,andforothervariouspositions．Thenotherenterprises
suchasbanksanddepartmentstoresinbigcitieslikeBeijingandShanghaibegantorecruitfemale
employees．Amongtheseenterprises,thebankingindustrywasthemostprominent:theSavingsBank
ofShanghaiNationalBank,the AmericanＧOrientalBanking Corporation,and BankofShanghai
successivelyappointedfemaleemployeesasaccountantsandcourtclerks．The１５１DepartmentStore
inBeijingevenadjustedthegenderallocationofservicepersonnel:theyhiredover２０womenas
accountants,cashiersandsalesclerks,which,inthelongrunhadasignificantinfluenceonthegender
allocationofservicepersonnelinallChinesedepartmentstores．BythemidＧtwentiethcenturyitwas
nolongerstrangethatwomenworkedinstudios,translationbureaus,offices,postofficesandother
professionalfields,infact,itwasquiteprevalent．Thisdevelopmentmarkedthebeginningofthe
equalemploymentopportunitiesanditsymbolizedthatthebasicfoundationofequalemployment
opportunitieshadbeenestablished．

Almostsimultaneouslythereweremovementsdemandingwomenreceivebetreatedthesameas
menintheworkplace．Organizedbyfemaleworkers,strikesaboutwageincreases,reducedworking
hours,thechangingrulesregardingwomenintheworkplaceandotherregulationsfrequentlybroke
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Chen,Wentao,“Advocatetheindependenceoffemaleemployment”,TheWoman,Vol．７,１９２１,No．８．
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ShanghaiChineseFemaleFederationConstitution”．SeeWomen􀆳sStudiesInstituteofChina,HistoricalMaterialsonChineseWomen􀆳s
Movement(Beijing:PeoplePublishingHouse,１９８６)．
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out．TheydemandedlaborprotectionlawsandaneightＧhourworkday．In１９２４theKuomintang
MinistryforWomen,inthenameofthenationalgovernment,paidcloseattentiontothemovement
fightingforwomen􀆳svocationalequality,andinFebruary１９３１,the Ministrypromulgatedanew
“FactoryAct”and “CivilLaw oftheRepublicofChina ”,officiallyconfirmingtheeightＧhour
workdayforfemaleworkersandequalpayforequalworkirrespectiveofsex,thusestablishingthe
basicframeworkofequaltreatmentforChineseprofessionalfemales．Thesenewlawsactedasa
tippingpoint,andoncetheywerepassedmuchgreaternumbersofChinesewomenbegantoenterthe
workforce．

Nevertheless,theroadtoequalemploymenthasnotbeenaneasyone,anditcontinuesstill．In
hindsightweoftenviewitasasimpletransition,butinactualitythetransitionofwomenintothe
workplacehasbeenaffectedbygenerationsofingrainedbeliefsaboutwomen,andthereformstook
placesimplybecausewomenhadnootherchoice．

Theinspiringeffectsoftheslogan “economicindependence”becameincreasinglyprominent,

whichmeantthattoachieveultimateeconomicindependence,thewholeprivateownershipofthe
wholesocietyshouldbebroken．〔１８〕Andhere－intheconcretecontext－alltheycoulddowastoown
acertainamountofpersonaldisposableasset．Toachievethis,womenhadtoacquiretheirown
disposableincome．Women with acertain amountofpersonaldisposableassets meanstheir
confidence,senseofsafety,personaldignity,otherpeople􀆳srecognitionaswellasfamilystatuswhich
givesthem asayinfamily matters．Thisdemonstratesthateconomyplaysasignificantrolein
women􀆳slives,andsometimes,economycanbeameasurementofthevalueoftheirexistence．This
straightforwardoutlookonmaterialthingsormoneybyChinesemodernwomenor“new women”

caninsomesituationscreatefemalegoldＧdiggers．Thustosomeextentitreflectsthefactthatwomen
havelong been dependent on materialresources sincethefeudalsociety．Despitefinancial
independence,womenstillusematerialthingstomeasuretheirworth,thusoftenrelyingonmento
providethismaterialwealth．So,despiteadvancementson women􀆳semploymentsrights,insome
wayswomenarestillcaughtinamodernfeudalsystem．

WheninthetranslationsofHenrikJohanIbsen􀆳sA Doll􀆳sHousecametoChinain１９１８the
imageofrunawayNoracausedabigstiramongteenagers．HereuponHuShiadapteditintoOncein
aLifetimeinwhichrebelliousyoungloversresistedanarrangedmarriageandpreservedtheirfree
willtochoosewhomtheyloved．Ibsen􀆳sNahlaandHuShi􀆳srebellious,individualisticNahlajointed
handstosetoffaheateddiscussionconcerningthefreedomtoloveanddivorcefrom１９２２to１９２３．At
thistime,LuXunputforwardapropositioninBeijingFemale HigherNormalCollegeduringa
lecture:“howisNahlaaftershelefthome”,andseeingherfight,heraisedthecruelquestion:besides
anawakenedheart,whathadshebroughtwithher? Asaplay,astory,Nahla􀆳sclimaxisthesoundof
slammingdoors whenshelefthome—thesoundshocked Europeand awakenedthe Chinese
intellectualsoftheMay４thPeriod．However,oncethecurtainsclose,howisNahlamakealiving?Lu
Xunsawthemiserableendingawaitingheraftertheexpensiveandawakeningsoundofslamming
doors— “shehastobemorerich,tohavemorematerialthings,andtobemorestraightforward,she
hastohaveenough money”．Moneyisavulgaritem,andbookswrittenbyyoungintellectuals
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despisingmoneyabound,butmoneyisapracticalactualityandnecessityofthematerialworld．“You
can􀆳tbuyfreedomwithmoney,butyoumaysellitformoney”〔１９〕,andwithoutenoughmoney,Nahla
hasonlytwooptions:todegeneratefromgraceorreturntothetraditionalfamilymodel〔２０〕．Byand
large,Nahlaisstillanimagecreatedbypoetstoeulogizeloftybutimpracticalideals．

LuXun􀆳sGrieveovertheDeceasedisadramawritteninfluencedbyADoll􀆳sHouse,butisboth
seriousandironic．InGrieveovertheDeceased,ZiJunandJuanShengfreelychoosetoloveone
another,andthisisinlinewiththebeautifulidealsofyoungpeopleofthetimeswhobelievein“free
love．”Buttherelationshipdoesnotgowell,itendsupinaseeminglyabsurdtragedy:ZiJunis
eventuallydislikedandabandonedbyherhusbandJuanSheng．TheimagesofbothZiJunandJuan
Shengaretypicalofthe“enlightened”youngpeopleoftheMay４thPeriod,asthey􀆳vebothreceived
the “new education”〔２１〕,both acted oftheirownfree will,pursuedloveandfoughtforit
undauntedly,formedafamily,andforsometimelivedahappylife．Thissituationisjustlikethe
soundoftheslammingdoorsbehindNahla—anideologyandbeliefisstoodfor,butatthesametime
itstillresultsintragedy．Thetragedymaybeaccountedforinthatafteralltheloftyidealsare
spokenandenacted,themundaneactualitiesoflifestillremainandmustbelived．Affectedbythe
chauvinisticandfeudalideologiesandcultureof China􀆳s maleＧdominatedsociety,Juan Sheng
graduallygrowsboredofhismarriagewhileZiJunissatisfiedwithit．Shehadtoleaveherfamilyshe
oncedependedonＧherfatherandbrotherＧonlytoagaindependonanotherfamily,anotherman．The
blindpursuitofloveandfreedom,andthewillingnessto“goout”orbreakfromonesfamilyand
traditionalidealsoftenendedwiththeseidealsbeingtorntopieces．Idealslikeloveandfreedomare
nothingbutemptybeliefsifthereisnogreatercultureoracceptanceofthemfromsocietyatlarge．
Withoutafoundationand,supportsystemtheyarejustemptydreamsthatcannotberealized．

Fictionaldramasaside,therearemanymodernwomenintheworldwhoarestuckinrealＧlife
dilemmasjustbecauseofmoney．OnefamouscasethatwaswidelydiscussedwasthestoryofLi
Chao．Herparentsdiedwhenshewasyoungandacousininheritedthefamilyestate．TheyoungLi
Chaodevotedherselftolearning,butherfamilyrefusedtofinanceherandevencutheroffromall
sourcesofmoneywhiletryingtopersuadehertoabandonlearningandgetmarried．Againstallodds,

LiChaolefthomeandstudiedonherown．Embitteredbyhersituation,shequestionedtheideology
runningherfamilyandsociety:“Theestateisfromourparents,allmybrotherscanuseitfreely,why
can􀆳tI? Andtheycallitunnecessary,judgingfromcommonsense,whatkindofequalthingisit?”

HerinquiriesreflectedthequestionsofmanyChinesewomen,whowerehelplessinthefaceofthe
traditionalpropertyinheritancesystemthatonlyallowedmentoinherit．Eventuallyphysicaland
mentalexhaustionledtoherdeath,adeathfarfromhome,andherownbrothernotonlyrefusedto
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makearrangementsforafuneral,heevenmockedher．AfterHuShilearnedthis,helamentedoverLi
Chao􀆳sshortlife:“herlifeisaportraitofthelifeofcountlesswomen,andcanbeusedtoresearch
furtherintotheChinesefamilysystem”〔２２〕．Hewroteherbiographytocommemorateherlifeandthe
manyotherslikeher．LiChao􀆳sleavinghome,tosomeextent,issimilartothatofNahla􀆳sinthat
theyalldemonstratedtheirselfＧawareness,autonomy,andcouragetoshakeoffthechainsoffamily
bonds．LiChao􀆳sendingisjustarealisticportraitofNahla􀆳sleavinghomewithoutanysubstantial
support:sheneither“degeneratefromgrace”nor“returnedtothetraditionalmodel”,butinstead
diedsuddenly,muchtothelamentofthepeople．LiChao􀆳sdeathandherordinaryandshortlife
becameasymbolofyoungChinesefemales􀆳struggleagainstthetraditionaleconomicsystemand
family system,and the bitterness,embitterment and helplessnessin it awakened women􀆳s
consciousnessofanddesireforeconomicindependence．Itwasnotuntil１９６２,inthe‘ResolutionBill
ofthe Women􀆳s Movement’,thatthefirstＧeverlaw allowing womentoinheritproperty was
passed．〔２３〕

ThedeathsofeachofthesewellＧknownwomen,beitNahla,ZiJunorLiChao,werepassionate,

markedbyafightingspirit,andservedtoattackthesystemthatimprisonedyouthintheMay４th
Period．Thesestoriesdrewpeoplebackfromtheirfalseillusionsand madethemrealizethatall
wonderfulbeliefs and ideals should be based on practical realities．Ideologicalleaps and
breakthroughsaretheprerequisitesofprogress,essentialtoourveryexistenceashumans．

Thewomen􀆳sliberationmovementisbroaderthanthetopicsdiscussedhere,andthereisawide
fieldofissuesworthresearching．However,themajorityoftheresearchconductedinChinathusfar
hasfocusedontwothings:ideologicalliberationandeconomicliberation．Aseducationrightsshook
offtheideologicalbondsandchainsofthepastandpavedthewayforthepopularizationofnew
ideologies,andemploymentrightsgavewomenameanstosecuretheirbasicneeds,thelargestand
mostinfluentialmovementforwomen􀆳srightswasgivenfullplayandmadeitsdebutinanexplosive
way．Marriageautonomy,socialliberation,women􀆳spoliticalenlightenment,andwomen􀆳sabilityto
studyingabroadgraduallyactualizedoneafteranother．Theywereconsideredincredibleatfirst,

acceptedbyahandfulofpeoplelater,andthenbecamenormalized．

４．ConclusionandCommentson Women􀆳sEnlightenmentintheMay４th
PeriodfromaContemporaryPerspective

The women􀆳sideologicalliberation movementduringthe May４th Periodachievedalotof
historicalbreakthroughs,andinitiatedthetransformationoftraditionalwomentomodernwomen．
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andsocietyassoonaspossible,asbasedonarticle１２indomesticpolicy,soastopromotethedevelopmentoffeminism”．Theregulations
containedthelawonequalitybetweentwogenders,thewomen􀆳sinheritancelaw,thewomen􀆳slaborlawbasedontheprincipleofequal
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Themovementitselfhasthreeattributes:itwasradicalinitsapproach,itwasmaleＧdominated,andit
thoughinitiallyjustameanstoachievenationalsalvationithashadalastingimpact．

TheantiＧfeudalismfocusofthemovementwithinthisperiodutilizedwomen􀆳sissuesasawayto
achieveitsgreatergoal,sothatwomen􀆳sliberationsissueswerealladdressedwiththedistinctaimto
breakoroverturnallfeudaletiquette．Women􀆳sissueswereneverjustamatterofgender,butrather
theywereusedasakindofsocialresourceforthegreatergoaltoconstructamodernnational
state．〔２４〕Moreover,thenewtheorieschampioningwomen􀆳sliberationfinallyledtotherealizationof
otherpoliticalobjectiveslikedemocraticrevolutionoracommunistsociety,notjustfeministaims．In
thissense,the“women”whoareunderdiscussionintheMay４thPeriodmaybebestinterpretedas
“thewomenintheeyesofenlightenedintellectuals”．Onecouldalsoconsiderthe “woman”or
“women”underdiscussionwereanidealizedorimaginaryversionofrealitycreatedbyenlightenment
thinkers,oreventhemergingoftheimageofChinesewomenofthetimeandthatofthetroubledand
subjugatedcountryChinaasawhole(Chinaisasmallweak“woman”strugglingtofreeherself)．
China􀆳swomen􀆳sliberationmovementwasnotanoutcomeofpurelyfeministmovement,butrather
the“directoutcomeofthevictoriesofthenewＧdemocraticrevolutionandsocialistrevolution”〔２５〕．In
otherwords,thewomen􀆳sliberationmovementwasinitselfaresultofChina􀆳smodernnationalＧ
democraticrevolution．

Ergo,theintelligentsiacontrastedthewesternideologicaltrendwithChinesetraditionalculture
anddecidedwhichsidewasfavored,whichnewculturalandideologicalsystemwasbetterorworse,

andwhichsystemcouldpromotethedevelopmentofnewthings．Theydidthattousethenew
againsttheoldandabolishtheoldwhileestablishingthenew,sotheideologiesintheMay４thPeriod
wereradicalincomparisontothoseofthepast．Thiskindofcontrastingwassimpleandabrupt,but
ontheotherhand,inatimeofnationalperilanddireneedforchange,thiswaseffective———they
wereabletoestablishacompletelydifferentsystemveryquickly．Inthisway,it􀆳seasytounderstand
theaggressivenatureofthemovementwithinitshistoricalcontext．Howeverthegreatercontext
mustalsobeevaluated．

Theaggressivenessofvariousattemptstobreakfromtheoldwasthemaindrivingforceofnew
culture,whichinjectednewvitalityintoChineseideology,but“tobreak”wasnotfullysupportedby
all,andthustheywereunabletoestablish“thenew”．Intellectualswhoraisedtheseargumentsdid
notfullysupportbreakingfromtheoldways．Neitherdidpeoplelater．Theyjust“breakold”but
werenotableto “createnew”．Inthearenaofwomen􀆳sissues,therewerenumerousopinions
targetingwomen􀆳sissuesintheMay４thPeriodfromdifferentperspectives．However,theseopinions
simplyraisedwithouttheactualintentiontochangeanything．Theyraisedonepointoranotherin
orderasapracticalmethodtoopposetheoldways,howeveronceeffortsweremadetoaffectactual
change,thetopicfellsilent．So,thoughresearchinto women􀆳sideologiesbeganinthe May４th
Period,whichinjectedvitalityandinspirationintothisresearch,thesubsequentdevelopmentofthe
movementwasnolongerasvigorousasintheMay４thPeriod．ResearchbeganintheMay４thperiod,

５１１

〔２４〕

〔２５〕

SeeZhang,Wencan,“Enlightenmentpredicamentintheperspectiveofsocialgender:acasestudyofMay４thnewwomenin
theNewCultureMovement”,JournalofNationalWomen􀆳sUniversityofChina,Vol．４,２０１３,No．２．

ShaanxiResearchAssociationfor WomenandFamily,TheContemporary Thinkingof Women􀆳sIssues (Xian:Shanxi
People􀆳sPublishingHouse,１９８８)．



国学与西学 国际学刊 第２１期,２０２１年１２月

butwasnotpursuedafterwardsastherewasnodeeperintenttocreatelastingchangeorsomething
alongtheselines．

Atthesametime,thisradicalmainstreamofthinkingwaycausedalastingeffect．Inmodern
times,thehighefficiencyshownintheprocessofabolishingthebanonwomen􀆳seducationandthe
swiftnessofwomen􀆳stransformationhasbeenastonishing．Thewomen􀆳sliberationmovementwasa
biＧproductoftheantiＧfeudalismmovement,andthisstemmedfromtheMay４th Movement．Insociety
todaytherearemanythingswhichreflectthepsychologicalstatesofmodernwomen,forexample,

thehappinessindex,thebalancebetweentheresponsibilitiesofoccupation (income)andfamily
(housework),aswellasthesocialphenomenonof“Regardwomenasmenlaborwhenworking”,and
thestatementbymanywomenthat“Iprefertobeamaninmyafterlife”．Oppositeoftheindustrious
andeducatedwoman,theideaoffemalegoldＧdiggersandmaterialgirlshastriggeredconversationson
whetherwomenaretoodependentonmaterialthings．Becauseofthisitisimportanttorethinkthe
radicalelementsthatwereapartofthewomen􀆳sliberationmovementintheMay４thPeriod．With
thepassageoftime,thegoalsofequalemploymentrightsandwomen􀆳seconomicindependencehave
been achieved,butthe problemsaboveraiseanotherquestion:wastheideologicalliberation
movementinthe May４thPeriodtooradical? Forinstance,withregardstotheattitudetowards
women􀆳semployment,it􀆳snolongernecessarytoadd“womenshallseekjobsindependently”tothe
existingprinciples．Aswomennowhaveequalrightsasmen,thewaywetreatwomenshouldbe
slightlychangedsincethewayoftreatingwomenbacktotheMay４thPeriodwasjustameasure．
Themostsignificantthingfortoday􀆳swomenmaybetheirfreewilltochoosetheirsocialroleson
theirown．

Inaddition,thewomen􀆳sliberationmovementwasinitiallymaleＧdominated,asonlymenwerein
academicorotherpositionsofpowerwherethisconversationcouldbeinitiated．Thereismuch
evidencethatdespitemanyadvances,onecouldarguethatsocietyatlargeisstillcontrolledbymen,

andthussoistheissueofwomen􀆳sliberation．Thewomen􀆳sliberationmovementwasinitiallymaleＧ
dominated,asonlymenwereinacademicorpoliticalpositionsofpower．Thereismuchevidencethat
despitemanyadvances,onecouldarguethatsocietyatlargeisstillcontrolledbymen,andthusisthe
issueofwomen􀆳sliberation．Malevoicestosomeextentstilldominatetheresearchesintowomen􀆳s
issues,forexample,inthinkingabouttheproblemofwomen􀆳sliberationandfamily,Zhang Weichi
proposedthatwomenshould“regardfamilyassociety”〔２６〕andtakeasingleskillasprofessional,a
conceptoffamilysimilartothatofthecommunistsociety．Althoughitwasapositivemodeof
constructingnewfamilies,itstilldefinedwomenasavulnerablegroup,whichindicatedthatmen􀆳s
setperceptionofwomenhadnotreallychanged．ThiskindofthinkingintheMay４thPeriodwas
preliminaryandnaive,andwasmainlypromotedbywesternizedmenwhilemodernwomengradually
begantoadjustandchangetheirperceptionsandbehaviors．Afterthis,themostimportantpartofthe
women􀆳sliberationandwomen􀆳srightsisthattheyhavetorelyonthemselves———theyshouldfight
foreverythingontheirown．AmidstthisdebateXuYanzhiraisedanimportantquestion:Isitmen
whodon􀆳tliberatewomenorwomendon􀆳tliberatethemselves?〔２７〕Womenshouldkeepinmindthat
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itistheirowndutiestofightforbasicsocialrightsinspace,politics,education,economyandthe
like．Ifwesaythatthewomen􀆳sissuesintheMay４thPeriod,althoughdominatedbymen,enabled
womentorealizethatwomenarealsomankind．Thenextstepistomakewomenawareof“women
beingwomen”,andthattheyhavetorelyonthemselves．

Thesignificanceoftheresearchintowomen􀆳sissuesintheMay４thPeriodandtheheateddiscussionsin
thisfieldareuniquethroughoutthehistoryofChina．Almostallcontemporarystudiesoftheideologiesof
Chinesewomencanbefoundintheideologicalemancipation movementofthe May４thPeriod．This
movement,whichcanbedefinedasaChinesefeministmovementbearingthecharacteristicsofenlightenment
andmodernculture〔２８〕,culminatedtheselfＧawakeningofthepersonalityofChinesewomen,andtobemore
accurate,theawakeningoftheconsciousnessofChinesewomen􀆳spersonality,anewstageof“obscurityto
reason”and“spontaneitytoconsciousness”〔２９〕．

Thewomen􀆳sideologicalliberationmovementoftheMay４thPeriodbuiltasoundtheoreticalbasisfor
women􀆳semancipationwhiletakingintoaccountpracticalproblemsofsurvival,thuspavingthewayfor
socialrevolutionsintherealworld．Basedontheeconomicindependencemovementandideologicaleducation
activities,thefeministmovementintheMay４thPeriodhadawaytodevelopitself,andfinallyshowedusa
vigorousstateofdevelopmentandreform．TheChinesefemaleimagefromthebeginningoftheeraof
change,atthesametime,alsoforthefurtherliberationofChinesewomen􀆳sthinking,laidasolidfoundation．
Fromthenon,thehistorictransformationoftheimageofChinesewomenbegan,andatthesametime,it

pavedasmoothwayforfurtherideologicalemancipationofChinesewomen．However,therealinfluencethis
movementexertedonthewomengroup,ontheotherhand,isstillcomplexanddifficulttobejudgedononeＧ
side．ItisdobeagreatmovementinthemodernhistoryofChina,changingthelifestyleandthinkingpattern
ofChinesepeople,liberatingtheChinese—notonlywomenbutalsomen,andevenpromotingtoahuge
extentthecultivationofmodernChinesepoliticsandcultures,whileitalsoseemstoputupanotherobstacle
forwomenthemselveswhoshouldhaveplayedthelead．Itleavesscholarslaterplentyofissuestobe
researchedastherearestillmanybumpsintheroadandthingsthathavenotbeenaccomplished,andatthe
meanwhile,itrequirestokeepaclearheadwhilebeingawareoftheissuesonwomenastheargumentsinthe
May４thPeriodweretoopowerfultopursuetheothersalthoughtheymightbeextreme．
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中文题目:
五四运动与中国妇女的思想解放
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雅典大学科学哲学与历史系,南京大学哲学系

薛倩璐,希腊雅典大学科学哲学与历史系博士研究生.Email:laurenxue＠hotmail．com．
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摘　要:五四运动是中国近代史上一个思想变革的重要时期,正是在这个时候,中国近代女性的思想启蒙运动首次亮
相.在现代知识分子的引导下,他们从各个角度批判了阻碍妇女解放和发展的传统社会结构、传统礼仪和封建家庭制
度,在思想教育、经济独立、家庭地位、婚姻自由、女性伦理、社会交往以及其他相关的社会问题等方面探讨了妇女的解
放问题.妇女解放思想影响了公众舆论,引起了社会各阶层的强烈反应.五四运动中的妇女思想解放以妇女的教育和
经济问题为基础,结合思想、理论和社会实践,开展了一系列有助于女性解放的社会改革活动,为传统妇女向现代妇女
过渡奠定了坚实的基础.

关键词:女性主义;五四运动;中国妇女;女性解放
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