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LoveisBrief but Glory Endures. Gender and
Revolution During the Revolution of 1911

Fang-shang L
Abstract

During the 1911 Revolution, the social status of women was somewhat
different from the traditional one, a change that had much to do with afew radical
and revolutionary women who had returneded from Japan. The anarchist He Chen
should be considered the first Chinese female to advocate that “sexual revolution
must go hand in hand with racial, political and economic revolutions,” aview that
was to have an impact on the May Fourth Movement. The fervent nationalist Chiu
Chin, a participant in the Restoration League, had political and social ideas that
largely reflected both her personal experience and the influence of current trendsin
Japanese thought and left a profound imprint on the times with her heroic and
masculine deeds.

There are threefurther features of the sexual relations of this period that should
be considered. Thefirst featureisthat of the role of the woman in atime of radical
change, specifically, the question of whether the traditional ideal of the “good
housewife and virtuous mother” should continue to be regarded as aduty bestowed
by Heaven. The masculine bias of late Ch’ ing intellectuals came to the forefront
when, in their search for waysto enrich and strengthen the country, they concluded
that femal es were the mother of the nation and went on to collapse the concepts of

Keywords: 1911 Revolution, women’ srights, gender/sex, public/private, mother
of the nation

Fang-shang Liiis a research fellow at the Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica.
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motherhood and femininity into one. That the theory of the “good housewife and
virtuous mother” continued to be brought up and debated in the years to come
suggeststhat there is still room for discussion as to whether the notions of “being a
human/person” and “being awoman” were actually the sources of the woman’ s
liberation movement. The second feature is the popularity of “imitating the
masculing” during thelate Ch’ ing and early Republican years. Inlight of the strong
hold on power enjoyed by both fathers and husbands and the lack of the conditions
necessary for therise of womens power, the demand by women to “bethe same as
men” and do things and jobs that men did, as seenin the examples of both Chiu Chin
and T'ang Ch’ un-yin, wasthefirst stage of thewomen’ sliberation movement. But
with women rejecting the notion of being a“good housewife and virtuous mother”
and not subscribing to “masculinized womanhood”, the question then arose asto
what direction the women’ s liberation movement was to take in the wake of the
successes of the 1911 Revolution. This clearly was not a question that could be
answered by the women of that period. The third feature is the choice between
national causes and personal love that both sexes have to face during periods of
national crisisand collapse. Overall, theideathat “annihilation of selfishnessfor the
survival of public interests” was the dominant faith among intellectuals in the
salvation movement. As such, the history of the revolution isfilled with stories of
great love for on€’ s people and country and short on tales of personal emotions:
romantic love could wait, heroicism could not, and the choices of men and women
of the period largely reflected that situation.

Without question, women made positive contributionsto the 1911 Revolution
and their role has started to attract attention. However, traditional ideas exercised
considerable constraint over the way in which men and women identified the role
of their own sex and that of the other, which was why the women’ s liberation
movement had to develop further during the May Fourth movement.





