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Introduction 
 
 

    This paper is divided into three parts to explore my 

identity through studying a series of Feminine Writing.  

 

In  the  following  essay,  I  will  be  using  Helen  Cixous’  theory  

of feminine writing and applying it to two different 

variations of women authors as well as applying it to my 

own personal history. 

 

The first section explores the definitions of Feminine 

Writing. I examine a book Three Steps on the Ladders of 

Writing by Helene Cixous published in 1994. The reason I 

chose her to study is because she is the first feminist who 

introduced the theory of Feminine Writing and in this book 

she  created  a  symbol  “H”  as  a  ladder  for  her writing. The 

second section explores two Chinese authors Wei Hui and 

Xin Ran as two crossing line of Chinese feminine writing. 

These two authors symbolize two different types of feminine 

writing: sexual sensation writing and documentation writing.  

One exploits the emotions and taboos of feminine sexuality 

and there other captures history and social reality. Not only 
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will these sections be exploring feminine writing in three 

books but will also determine my fasciations of my own 

identity. Finally in the conclusion the result of my own 

identity is presented. 
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“Autobiography”  and  “Self-portraits” 
The fascination of identity 
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I wrote those words 8 years ago when I was in China applying my 

foundation course. Two years later I quoted it again in my personal 

statement to apply my BA course. For me, what I find most 

interesting is that the writing shows my fasciations about using 

symbols to illustrate my appearance. Here I used three symbols to 

describe  myself,  they  are:  “salt  in  the  sea”  symbolize  I  am  aware  

my  multicultural  identity.  “Traveler  in  the  mountains”  symbolizes  

I  cherish  foreignness.  “Echoes”  symbolizes  a  repetitive  processes 

or the female nymph who has lost her voice and died of a broken 

heart—a tragedy. 
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Later I even changed my Chinese name to Echo Morgan and 

created  Echo  Morgan  as  a  symbolic  “Panda  girl” 

 

 
 
This contradiction acts 
to symbolized again 
my Chinese identity 
and cross cultural 
identity. These 
symbols captured my 
instinct feeling of 
growth. The 
combination of 
symbols is my true 
identity. All the short 
autobiographies I 
wrote over the years 
contained a web of 
reflection: a 
relationship between 
East and West culture, 
art and design, love 
and forgiveness.  
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Before I learned how write I knew how to draw. As a little girl, I 

used to cut off my face from family portraits and paste on 

landscapes or historical events and I drew bodies around the face 

such as cowboy outfit or costumes from Qing Dynasty.   
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This process continued through time, my face has been drawn over 

and over again, cut and pasted on different outfits and 

backgrounds, those images fulfilling my curiosity of being a 

woman.  
 

 
 

Like Rembrandt‘s  hundredth  self-portrait 

Like Von-Gogh’s  sunflower  and  Monet’s  water  lily 

 

 Many variations upon the same infinite personal subject. From 

unconsciously to become consciously I am now try to make myself 

portrait as an iconic symbol. 
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Drawing was always how I expressed myself, but I never 

pictured drawing and writing in the same space. I 

drew two circles on my sketch book recently placed next to 

each other and they become a pair of eyes. 
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In  Chinese  “eye”  is  

written as: 目 (mù). 

Drawing and writing 

have become my eyes 

for me to able to see 

myself in shapes and 

words.  Drawing and 

writing have become 

my eyes which allow 

me to be able to stare 

into the Sun; the 

lights! The process of 

change, the changing 

of myself and my surroundings.    In  Chinese,  the  word  “sun”  

is written as: 日 (ri) graphically they look similar, they both 

look like a cabinet or a ladder.  
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Helene Cixous 
 

The  woman  who  ‘writes  like  a  painter’;; 
The woman  who  ‘writes  like  a  painting’ 
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The concept of merging text and pictures into a symbol of 

the self was introduced by Helen Cixous.   

In order to find my ladder, merging of text and pictures into 

a symbol of the self, I am going to examine in this chapter: 

writing by Helene Cixous.  Cixous has a ladder. Her ladder 

is writing. 
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Helene Cixous is a professor, feminist writer, poet, 

playwright, philosopher and literary critic. In 1975, in "The 

Laugh of the Medusa" published in L'Arc, Cixous argued for 

a revolutionary preconception of writing that would explode 

traditionalism  and  allow  for  what  she  then  called  ‘Feminine  

Writing’.  In  her  book  Three Steps on the Ladders of Writing 

published in 1994 Cixous explores three distinct ‘schools’  

that produce what she envisions as great writing  ‘Schools  of  

the  Dead,  of  Dreams,  and  of  Roots’.  These three schools 

ultimately construct her theory of Feminine Writing. 
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I will begin with: ‘H’  this is what writing is ‘H’. I 

speak to you today through two languages. I have 

drawn the ‘H’. You will have recognized it 

depending on which language you are immersed in. 

This is what writing is: ‘I’. One language, ‘I’ 

another language, and between the two, the line that 

makes them vibrate; writing forms a passageway 

between two shores. I was saying: this ‘H’, this 

ladder is writing. This is how I figure it: the ladder is 

neither immobile nor empty. It is animated. (Helene, 

1993, p.3) 

 

Reading  Cixous’s  writing,  at  first,  I  struggled  to  reach  her 

deep thoughts through such poetic and enchanted writing, it 

seems so easy and enjoyable to read, and I get distracted 

with all her metaphors and symbols and wanting to paint my 

imagination. Then I read again, I see different layers of 

meaning. For example: the first time I read this paragraph 

above, as an illustrator I was excited the fact she use the 

letter  “H”  opens  the  whole  book!  Providing  a  pictorial  

representation.  I  immediately  I  put  an  “H”  on  my  sketchbook  

and I carried on extending this ladder. I my picture a little 

girl is climbing up towards to the sky and out of this world.  
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Then  I  read  again  word  by  word  and  “language”  

jumped in my eye. How brilliant: an animated ladder 

embodied  with  “H”  imprints  this  passage creates a 

visual metaphor of writing from one language to 

another. Writing creates language because many 

thoughts are not in order until you write them down but 

words can also get lost in translation. So now I think 

about the two languages I am writing with: English and 

Chinese.  Helene  used  “H”  the  first  letter  from  her  name  

to construct her writing ladder, Can I use my Chinese 

name too? In Chinese we use our family name first therefore 

my name:  

 

 

言 language +身body +寸rule = 谢 Thanks. 
 

 

Xie 谢 is written as a character made out off three parts: 

It means: Thank you. 
The fascinating thing is Chinese characters are already pictorial so 

my ladder constructed by: 
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The (rule) control of (language) speech and (body) behavior.  

 

My Rule:  

 

Family History, Communist Education, Chinese traditions 

 

My Language: Chinese, English 

 

My Body: woman 
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It sounds like an old 

Chinese saying for me: 

The famous traditional 

rules for being a good 

Chinese woman:  

“The  three  follows  

and four morality 

rules”. It means that 

the woman follows the 

father if unmarried, after 

marriage follows 

husband,  after  husband’s  

death  follows  the  son.  And  the  four  morality  rules:  lady’s  virtue  is  

ignorant.  Lady’s  speech  should  be  soft,  lady’s  appearance  should  

be  gentle,  and  lady’s  work  should  be  house  work.  This  thought  of  

my name remind of me the Chinese Patriarchy:  which is a theory 

that refers to the history and prevalence of male dominance in 

Chinese society and culture? 

 

 So  my  name  “Xie谢”  must  be  feminine.  I  am  surprised  with  my  

result of that, does text have sexuality? 
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I  read  Helene  Cixous’s  “H”  again.  Here,  she  wrote:  “in 

French alphabet. If A is masculine, as B,C,D,E,etc. only H is 

masculine,  neuter  or  feminine  at  will.”  (Helene, 1993, p.4)  I 

realized that just now I move from English to Chinese, by 

examining 谢 I already passed from one side ladder: 

“language”  to  another  side  of  the  ladder:  “feminine  theory”.  

And  she  didn’t  stop  just  there,  she  continued  to  dig  and  I  

continued to read.  Her next example: (axe) she is now 

describing the pronunciation hache as a cutting instrument, 

an axe to clear new paths. What a romantic explanation! It 

reads like a poem. Later she added more reasons to why she 

loves  her  “writing”  ladder  which  is  also  because  she  uses  her  

writing ladder to climb work by authors to which she hold a 

mysterious affinity for. They are Clarice Lispector, Marina 

Tsvetaeva, Ingeborg Bachmann and Kafka. Through the 

whole book Helene Cixous has guided us to read all the most 

truthful, exciting writing by other novelist and author. So 

now she is writing like a literary critic. 

 

 

In just one page she manage to introduce us her symbolic 

ladder  embodied  in  “H”  and  explain  why  she  loves  this  “H”  

through its visual metaphor, pronunciation, written word, as 
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well as the fact that it also has gender, historical change and 

context in literature . For me the reader, I am already putting 

connections between, language, writing, graphic, feminine, 

theory, literary and history.   
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 Feminine writing and the symbol of Identity 
 
 

27 
 

 

Helene  Cixous’s  writing  is  as  much  as  poems  as  critical  or  

theoretical  statement.  “These essays present are not a single 

subject but a web of intertwined concerns and reflection: on 

the relation between writing, giving, nourishment, love and 

life; and on the relation between all of the above and being a 

woman-or  a  man.” (Susan, 1991, p.viii)  They are not just 

talking  about  writing,  its  life’s  extreme  deepest  sensations  

leading to a kind of enlightened highly visual creativity. 
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In the first selection, School of the Dead, Cixous writes, 

 

 "Writing  is  learning  to  die.  It’s  learning  not  to  be  afraid,  in  

other words to live at the extremity of life, which is what the 

dead,  death,  give  us.”  (Helene, 1993, p.10)   

 

Here she writes like a poem.  The following is a list of key 

words that I found intriguing:  unknown; deepest; truth; fear; 

weakness; grace; love.  These are the deep sensation death 

give us!  

 

Suddenly, I was shocked, staring at my page 11. She was 

talking about Bernhard begun to write after his poet 

grandfather dead.  She  wrote:  “here the cause of this spring 

of writing, which occurs as an answer, or an erection, as 

resistance to castration, is said brutally. But I prefer to talk 

about it in terms of feminine sexuality. As a vital sparing 

brought about and ordered by the disappearance of the one 

who  was  the  source.”   

 

What? How is related to feminine sexuality? Clearly, this is 

a feminist theoretical statement. Does she mean writing is 

like female orgasm? The powerful explosion happened after 
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the  thing  you  love  being  taken  away?  She  didn’t  give  an  

explanation.  

 

One of my favorite lessons from the school of death is in 

“4.the  author’s  crime  has  its  legend”.  “5.the  author  is  in  the  

dark; or, the self-portrait of a blind painter.”  In  these  two  

selections Cixous guides us to read the short story: The Oval 

Portrait by Edgar Allan Poe and The Hour of the Star by 

Clarice Lispector. Cixous believe both of the authors are 

legends. What intrigued me is the fact that by studding the 

works of the two authors, she is arguing the relationships 

between writing and art, painter and model, truth and lie, 

death  in  book  and  in  the  author’s  life.  Importantly  she  

examines both authors from her feminist point of view. She 

writes,  

We live in a feminist era and we protest, women are 

the ones who pay for the affair. We lost either art or 

life.  The  rest  is  truth….  In  the  final  book  Clarice  

Lispector had to transform herself, abandon herself, 

lose herself in masculine author to point of no 

return. (Helene, 1993, p.32) 

So  here  she  argues  the  author’s  sexuality  makes  a  difference  

in writing.  
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         I have always been intrigued with the concept of 

“symbols”  and in my opinion Helene Cixous is a true genius 

“symbols”  and  their  meanings.  In  this  book  she  differentiates  

between  the  writing  sensation  as  “schools”  and  the  writing  

process  as  “steps”.  She is teaching us life lessons of 

literature and through her writing she is digging and 

unearthing the depth of them all.  By following her we 

enable ourselves to pass from one wall of poetry to another 

wall of feminist theory.  

 

 

In the School of Dream, I read and wrote down the key 

words that explain the sensations that dreams gives us: 

moving; translation; transported; forgiveness; and pure. I 

love when I read “Foreignness  becomes  a  fantastic  

nationality.” (Helene, 1993, p.80)  because the concept of 

forgiveness is incredibly pertinent to my story and self 

examination.  Furthermore, I have always felt like a 

foreigner (even in my home) but I have never put that 

thought in context with nationality itself.  

I continued reading: speed; entrance; forbidden; secret; 

unknown; feeling; treasure; fear; delight; free; mysteries. 

Those words shine in each page. 
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speed 

 entrance 

forbidden  

secret 

unknown  

feeling 

 treasure 

 fear  

delight 

free 

mysteries  
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I am                amazed with  Cixous’s  attention to details as if 

she                  is writing with a magnifying glass.  

She                  writes like a printmaker engraving an etching 

plate                  carefully drawing each line with words to 

create the                 precious  “tooth”  

The gap between                 the line, in print making is where 

link  goes,  and  in  Cixous’s               writing is where her 

theory lives. Through her deftly            woven text I see a 

print of unconsciousness to become            consciousness. 

Cixous  asks  “What must we do to go to              school of 

dreams?”  (Helene, 1993, p.107)  We must            capture 

 the  magic        of 

dream            and 

write the        

instinct.“It is 

difficult because                

you must literally 

rediscover the night 

hidden within the 

day, but it is not impossible; it is an exercise and must be 

done.” (Helene, 1993, p.104). She also adds: “We  must  

know how to treat the dream as a dream, to leave it free. 

(Helene, 1993, p.107).”  
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She criticized Freud as a true dream-killer: 

 

 “The  dreams  interpreted  by  Freud  in  The Interpretation of 

Dreams are all alike: although there is a different in content, 

a different nucleus, the writing is the same. The dreams are 

written by Freud, both his own and those of other people. 

The flesh of the dream is no longer there. This is the great 

danger.”   

 

She is now a critical philosopher. (Helene, 1993, p.107). 

 

The’  School  of  Roots’ entitles writers to go to these nether 

realms, the dark regions inside our-'selves.' She describes 

this school as "a place to which the Christian imagination 

has given a negative connotation, that is, hell, but which, on 

the  contrary,  has  a  joyous(I  don’t  want  to  say  positive  in  

opposition to the negative)conntation in the texts that are 

dear to me." (Helene, 1993, p.120)   Words stood out to me 

like : bible; borders; origin; flower.  And also the ability to 

question sexual definition: The sex of a text.  The sex of the 

author, here she compares Genet and Clarice, she argues that 

Genet  “always  insists,  at  once  moving,  magnificent,  and  

magnifying. At the same time it is disquieting, since in 
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undoes, undermines, and saps a social hierarchy, thought this 

is in order to replace it with another hierarchy that is                          

libidinal  and  imaginary.”  (Helene,  1993,  p.150)         

Clarice is the 

opposite, she 

strains towards 

the beginning 

and end. Cixous 

writes:  “She is not 

who Genet is, 

whatever his 

inclination for 

mutation, 

change and 

travestying, he 

is a man. 

Clarice is 

marked. She 

marks  herself,  feels,  as  a  woman.” Cixous addresses the 

importance  of  sex  by  explaining  that  the  “two examples of 

the affirmation of a type of sexual identity produces ethical 

effects.” (Helene, 1993, p.151)  Here sexuality becomes the 

most important root for writing.  
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But what really is her theory of Feminine Writing? 

 

Woman must write herself: must write about women 

and bring women to writing, from which they have 

been driven away as violently as from their bodies—

for the same reasons, by the same law, with the same 

fatal goal. Woman must put herself into text-as into 

the world and into history- by her own movement 

(Helene, 1976, p.875) 

 

That was Helene speaking in “The Laugh of the Medusa", 
she adds:  
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“I, too, overflow; my desires have invented new desires, my 
body knows unheard-of songs. Time and again I, too, have 
felt so full of luminous torrents that I could burst- 2 burst 
with forms much more beautiful than those which are put up 
in  frames  and  sold  for  a  stinking  fortune.”  Her comparison 
to writing and a sexual orgasm is apparent.  And what a 
fabulous crazy truth! She adds: “as  soon  as  we  come,  we  go  
and make ourselves feel guilty-so as to be forgiven; or to 
forget,  to  bury  it  until  the  next  time.”  (Helene, 1976, p.877) 

 

 I  couldn’t  help  but  smile!  How  can  I  not  love  her  writing,  
she is woman who writes like a painter and also writes 
nakedly!  

 

Helene  Cixous’s  world  is  a  world  where  words  are  animated,  

sentences are flying around and Cixous is talking right in 

your face. She stares into your eyes.  
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I gather words to make a great straw-yellow fire, 

but  if  you  don’t  put  in  your  own  flame,  my  fire  

won’t  take,  and  my  words  won’t  burst  into  pale  

yellow spark. My words will remain dead words. 

Without your breath on my words, there will be no 

mimosas. (Helene, 1991, p.107) 
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Who writes? Which woman? Who writes her body? Who 

writes her history? If writing was taken away from woman in 

the West, what would happen in the East? How about in 

China—my motherland? A country that has a 4000 year 

history of male domination in society and culture. My 

hungry curiosity lead me to begin reading feminine writing 

by authors from my motherland: where I found Wei Hui 

and Xin Ran. 
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What does it mean to be a Chinese Woman 
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Wei Hui and Xin Ran: The two crossing line of Chinese 
feminine writing   
 

Despite the highly patriarchal and feminine-oppressive 

culture that was and is China, Feminine writing remains to 

be a fixture within the Chinese language, its history and its 

social constructs. 

 

Wei Hui and Xin Ran are two generations of contemporary 

Chinese female writers.  

The approach of their writing leads them to different 

audiences as well as different responsibilities. Wei Hui and 

Xin Ran both write about themselves and modern Chinese 

women.  I  picture  them  as  two  lines  that  cross….an  X. One 

took the path of personal sensation writing and one took the 

path of documentary writing. The two books opened a door 

of my memory and I could see my own family book.  This is 

a book that is blinded by the tears of my grandma and my 

own  mother.    I  also  see  Wei  Hui’s  chaotic changing 

Shanghai. In her story I see many of my friends and the 

shadow  of  myself.  But  I’m  going  to  explore  is  either  close  to  

Helene Cixous’s  concept  of  feminine  writing. 
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Wei Hui: The Chinese babe who writes from her vagina 
 
 
“He  deftly  took  my  CK9 (Calvin Klein) underwear, bunched 

them up and stuffed them in his back pocket. Then he lifted 

me with incomparable strength and, without demur, he 

thrust  right  inside  me.  I  didn’t  feel  anything  else,  I  just  felt  as  

if I were sitting on a hot and hazardous fire 

hydrant”(Hui,1999,pp73-74) 

 
That was Wei Hui, describing Coco receiving sensational 

orgasm from having sex with Mark in a club toilet. From her 

famous banned novel Shanghai Babe (1999). 

 

The novel's narrator supposedly a semi-fictionalized version 

of the author, is a 25 year old Shanghainese woman named 

Coco, a waitress in a Shanghai cafe. Coco is trying to write a 

first novel after previous success publishing a collection of 

sexually frank short stories. At the cafe, Coco meets a young 

man, Tian Tian, for whom she feels extreme tenderness and 

love. However, Tian Tian – an artist – is reclusive, impotent 

and a drugs user. Despite parental objections, Coco moves in 
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with him, leaves her job and throws herself into writing. 

Shortly afterwards Coco meets Mark, a married German 

expatriate businessman living in Shanghai. The two are 

uncontrollably attracted to one another and begin a highly 

charged, physical affair. Torn between her two lovers, and 

tormented by her deceit, her unfinished novel and the 

conflicting feelings involved in love, lust and betrayal, Coco 

tries to understand who she is and what she wants from life. 

 

 

The Novel was banned in China soon after it published in 

1993. Chinese media denunciations of Wei Hui as a 

decadent, debauched and a slave of foreign culture. “The  

ban  has  only  increased  the  novel’s  popularity,  and  it’s  

important as one culture lens on the political, aesthetic or 

moral sensibilities of young Shanghai citizens at the turn of 

the century.”  (Deirdre,S.  2003) 

 

 

 Although the books were banned and the copies were 

publicly burned, it remained popular. I found a copy from 

my uncle. He buys all banned books from Hong Kong and 

collects them on a special shelf. He even noted with clear 
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calligraphy:  “Forbidden”.  It  was  fashionable  to  have  banned  

book at home as it shows you are one of the free spirit in 

China.  The first time I read the novel was as a 16 years old 

virgin.  I was enchanted and shamed of reading her hot 

sweaty pleasure. So I read in such speed and in such secret 

as if I was making a forbidden love.  

 

 

Sex, sex, sex, her sex, his sex, their sex. The novel characters 

are rather sexually political which is demonstrated through  

TianTian’s  sexual  repression;;  Mark’s sexual expressivity 

and  CoCo’s  homoeroticism.  CoCo  is  very  aware  she  is  a  

woman and considers herself is more fortunate than most 

women, she writes:“because  according  to  statistics,  this  or  

that problem marks the sex life of about seventy percent of 

Chinese women, and ten percent of woman have never had 

an orgasm in their life”(Hui,1999,p68) During her love 

affair with her German lover she become painfully self-

conscious about her complicity with her objectification as a 

sex object while at the same time enjoying being look at as a 

“mindless  Barbie  doll”  or a “sex  toy  doll”  (Hui,1999,p171)    

The  way  she  wrote  about  Mark‘s  race:  “His naked body, 

white but not harsh, rather sunshine coloured, excited me. I 
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imagined he wearing a Nazi uniform, imagined what boots 

and  leather  coat  would  be  like.”(Hui,1999, p61)  

 

 

This novel is set at the background of fast developing 

Shanghai, the social effects of globalization can be seen in 

changing ethical discourses. I can sense that Wei Hui has 

tried to discuss issues such as race, class, globalization, 

identity. Such as she asked herself in the end of the book: 

“who  am  I,  who  am  I”  (Hui,1999,  p  264)    when  one  page  

later, Wei Hui speaks states that “this  novel  can  be  called  a  

semi-autobiographical  book”.  She continues by saying how 

she is “such  a  fatalistic,  contradictory,  and  inscrutable  

young  woman” (Hui,1999, p 265)  . In reality, Wei Hui 

successfully used her identity as a young Chinese female, a 

modern Shanghai cosmopolitan became one of the first 

Chinese Beauty Writer.   

 

 

On the book cover we can see her long black hair, red lips in 

a traditional Chinese QiPao. Once at an interview she wears 

a revealing sheer blouse and commented about “allowing  

readers  to  see  the  breasts  of  Shanghai  babe.” (Hui, 2000) 
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She is just like how she described modern shanghai women 

in her own novel:  

There are also quite a few Chinese women wantonly 

exposing their waists and using their black hair like 

an Eastern treasure to solicit business. Their face all 

kind of sluttish, self-promoting expression, yet a 

considerable portion of them were actually white 

collar works in transnational companies as first-level 

representative  (called  ’chief  reps’  for  short)  they  

were  the  outstanding  ones  among  Shanghai’s  eight  

million woman.  (Hui,1999, pp. 71-72)  

  

I think Wei Hui is creating the Chinese Babe image both in 

her books and her appearance to attract and to please male 

dominated cultural, and that is the image that Helene Cixous 

is trying to encourage us to escape from! In my opinion the 

cultural existence is more fascinating than books themselves. 

What kind of history and politics created  those  “beauty”  

monsters and what kind of society provides the audience. 

Her  writing  is  the  opposite  to  Helene  Cixous’s  theory  of  

feminine writing.  For Helene Cixous sensational sex stories 

do not equate to feminine writing. Although she writes: 

“write yourself. Your body must be heard” (Helene, 1976, 
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p.880)  the  word  “body”  does not literally mean sexual 

sensation.  Cixous  adds  that  “we are the precocious, we the 

repressed  of  culture,  our  lovely  mouths  gagged  with  pollen”  

(Helene,  1976,  p.878)  “to write. An act which will not only 

“realize”  the  decensored  relation  of  woman  to  her  sexuality,  

to her womanly being, giving her access to her native 

strength;”  (Helene,  1976, p.880)   

 

Ten years later Wei Hui is now being considered the famous 

revolutionary feminist writer in China and followed by more 

and  more  beautiful  or  ugly  “beauty”  writers.  They  even  

published books with many pages of revealing personal 

photo shoot.  Xiao  Luo  Ge  argued  in  his  essay:  “books like 

ShangHai babe are worrying "pleasure reading". The so-

called good writing, which is nothing more than a 

psychological  reality  of  expression.”  (luoge, 2009) 

 

“The  beauty  writers”  using  private  and  detailed  sexual  

stories attract attention and to make money however, 

publically, they claim that they are fighting for the women 

rights.  So, on the one hand they get the business operations, 

other hand in field of pure literature, they become avant-

garde and explorers.  



 Feminine writing and the symbol of Identity 
 
 

50 
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Xin Ran: The political tragedy reporter 
 
 



 Feminine writing and the symbol of Identity 
 
 

52 
 

Xin  Ran’s  book The Good Women of China is primarily 

composed of interviews Xin Ran conducted during her time 

as a radio broadcaster in China in the 1980s. However, she 

also details some of her own experiences as a woman in 

China. The interviews usually focus on the embedded 

cultural perceptions in China about women's rights, roles, 

and suffering. Many of these interviews were drawn from 

the call-in portion of Xin  Ran’s widely popular radio 

program, Words on the Night Breeze.  
 

Angela  Lambert  wrote  after  her  interview  with  Xin  Ran:  “the 

book reflects her belief in the importance of emotional life - 

a  reaction  to  having  had  her  own  so  long  repressed.”  

(Angela, 2002)Her mission, according to Rebecca Carter 

who edited the book, "is to make the Chinese more able to 

speak about things. The whole book is about the fact that 

people were very guarded because they had to be.”(  Angela,  

2002) 

 

 

So, Xin Ran is writing as a woman who writes about women 

and writing for women. Many of the stories in the book 

happened either during Culture revolution or in rural China. 
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As I was born in a Chinese city called Chengdu in 1983,  I 

felt  a  bit  distant  with  most  of  the  characters’  experience. I 

only can hear about this part of history from my older 

generation or movies, so it is fascinating to find such a 

detailed source of texts that can help me imagine what it 

would be like to actually be there, see and hear what women 

at that time really felt about their experiences. 

 

 

 I explore this book in three selections: 1. Chinese  woman’s  

Historical position: through the use of Chinese language 2. 

Cultural  Revolution  in  Xin  Ran’s  book  and  personal  

memory.  3.  Xin  Ran’s  activity:  Charity for adopted children 

from China. Because I am curios how Xin Ran documented 

Chinese  women’s  life  thought  historical  and  political  

background. 
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Chinese  woman’s  Historical  position: through of Chinese 

language 

On the back of her book cover, she writes five Chinese 

characters (see below) to  explain  Chinese  women’s  historical  

position through the language itself, through five characters. 

She is writing now like a painter, or more, a calligrapher! 
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What Xin Ran has done here is studying Chinese Character 

as  “Logographs”:  a  graphic  symbol  which  represents  a  word  

In Chinese. The complex characters are composed of two or 

more  “radicals”:  (radicals are part of a Chinese character 

under which it is indexed in a dictionary) some of which can 

be stand-alone characters themselves. So she examples: nu 

(女) is a stand-alone  character  means  ‘female’,  ‘daughter’  or  

‘woman’.  It  also  serves  as  a  radical in many other characters, 

e.g.:  (妇) can be wife or housewife,( 娘) mother, (姑)girl, 

(好)good. And sadly all of those characters we are still using 

now are illustrating a traditional image of a house wife.   

 

Follow her examination, I found more Chinese character of 

negative attitude toward to woman. I wrote in my sketch 

book: (奴) slave, (奸) rape,(嫉,妒) jealous, (妖)demon. The 

only positive or character with female radical are all 

describing  woman’s  appearance  being:  pretty,  (婷) graceful 

(娇嫩) tender and delicate. 

The opposite view is that (子) is a stand-alone 

character  meaning  ‘son’,  ’person’  or  ’seed’.  It  is  also  
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a radical participating in character like: hai 

(孩)’meaning  child’  and  sun  (孙)’grandchild’.”    It  

shows in historically Chinese family they only 

accept male as the family roots. ( Rong-Ju-

Cheng,2009,p.427) 

Cheng goes on to say: “It  has  been  claimed  that  there  is  a  

pervasive male chauvinism in Chinese culture, and that this 

might have something to do with the face that Chinese script 

reflects  negative  attitudes  toward  women.”  She believes: 

“Gender  inequality  could  develop  in  the  society,  

accidentally and unconsciously, because teachers who teach 

children Chinese script would inevitably reproduce and 

transmit the negative images to the next generation.”  (Rong-

Ju-Cheng,2009,p.427) 

 

Bowker also explains:  

“A language reflects the thoughts, attitudes and 

culture of the people who make it and use it; these 

language makers and users are therefore in a 

position to influence reality. Language becomes a 
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vehicle for them to construct, reinforce and 

reproduce  their  particular  bias  or  view  of  reality” 

(Rong-Ju-Cheng,2009,p.428)  

 

I can find more evidence of how language reflects history 

and culture in Xin  Ran’s  book The Good Women of China. 

For example:  The word 
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Reflected in history: Xin Ran writes: “From  the  matriarchal  

societies in the far distant past, the position of Chinese 

women has always been at the lowest level. They are classed 

as objects, as a part of property, shared out along with 
food, tools and weapons.”  (XinRan, 2003.p.49). Modern 

Chinese woman we are quite clearly still facing many 

traditional sayings. They were the foundation of Chinese 

Patriarchy which refers to the history and prevalence of male 

dominance in Chinese society and culture. Such as: 

“Woman’s  ruddy face is the roots of troubles”.  

 

In modern China, people say “woman  hold  up  half  of  the  

sky”  but  it  doesn’t  change  the  fact  the  traditional  saying  still  

strongly influences our society. Xin Ran adds: “Good  

Chinese women are conditioned to behave in a soft meek 

manner, and they bring this behaviour to bed. As a result 

their husband says that they have no sex appeal, and the 

woman submits to oppression, convinced the fault is their 

own.”(XinRan, 2003.p.40).  This is the society that is 

shocked and fascinated by people like Wei Hui‘s  openly  

sexual writing. Those sexual frustrated husbands buy 
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“beauty  writer’s”  book  to  read  and  to  watch.  Wives  also  buy  

their books to learn how to be wild and modern.   

 

The  Cultural  Revolution  in  Xin  Ran’s  writings  and  life: 
 
 
Xin Ran explains the traditional pressure Chinese woman 

also face frequently changing political movement she wrote: 

“The Chinese have never followed trend by choice-they have 

always been driven into it by politics.”(XinRan,  2003.p.196)  

A very large selection of this book The Good Women of 

China is set in the background of Cultural Revolution as 

result we have tragedies because of rape, political arranged 

marriage, and unrequited love, locked up feminine nature, 

stolen childhood, and sexual ignorance.   

 

 

In her book she vividly described a childhood memory of 

watching Red guards beating Capitalist (is a person who 

demonstrates a marked tendency to bow to pressure in a 

capitalist direction.)  

Their hair was shorn into all sorts of strange styles 

for  the  red  guards’  amusement;;  their faces were 
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smeared with mess of lipsticks; high-heeled shoes 

were strung together and looped around their 

bodies; broken pieces of all manner of foreign goods 

were dangled from their clothes at odd angles. The 

women were made to recount over and over again 

how they had come to possess foreign products. I 

was seven years old when I saw what these women 

went through, paraded through the street to be 

jeered at; I remember thinking that if there was a 

next  life  ,  I  did  not  want  to  be  reborn  a  woman.” 

(XinRan, 2003.p.191).  
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A image of Cultrual Revolution  from internet 

 

This is a completely opposite view we read earlier when 

Coco, the main character from the novel ShangHai Babe, 

describes the small pleasures she takes in her feminity, “I  

love that sense of self-love in penciling my eyebrows and 

applying lipstick and blusher. For this I would be willing to 

be  a  woman  again  in  my  next  life.”  (Hui,1999,  p62)  It’s  hard  

to  believe  that  Wei  Hui’s  sentence  was  written  just  20  years  

after  the  Cultural  Revolution.  Two  women’s  writing  about  

the  symbolic:  “lipsticks”  one is being smeared on to 

women’s  face  by  punishment;;  one  is  being  applied  carefully  
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with pleasure. And what a statement they are both making 

after seeing the terrifying years in cultural revolution. Xin 

ran writes:  “I  did  not  want  to  be  reborn  a  woman.”  And Wei 

Hui  writes:  “For this I would be willing to be a woman again 

in  my  next  life”. Two women’s’  story  reflected  a  country’s  

past and present.   

 
 

Xin  Ran’s  writing  is  like  a  stick.  It’s  digging  into  those  

family  books,  peeling  back  the  Chinese’s  face  that  

everybody has protected in the history. So she is on the black 

list at Chinese immigration office where they only allowed 

her visit China no longer than three month. There still have 

no The Good Women of China published in Chinese 

language. Why they so afraid of her? Because she writes 

about women? Because she writes about Cultural 

Revolution? Because she writes the secret family history? 

Because she writes tragedy? Or because she is a woman who 

writes them all?  

 

 

Xin Ran married an Englishman, the literary agent Toby 

Eady, and  is currently living in London. In 2004 Xin Ran 
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started her own charity, the Mothers’  Bridge  of  Love, for 

those who have adopted Chinese girls and for the mothers 

who  had  to  give  them  up  in  the  first  place.  It’s  a  subject  

close to Xin Ran’s  heart. Following  her  first  book’s  success  

she now published: Sky Burial, What the Chinese Don't Eat, 

Miss Chopsticks, China Witness: Voices from a Silent 

Generation. Message from an Unknown Chinese Mother. 

 
 

Xin  Ran’s  writing  is  closer  to  Helene  Cixous’s  feminine  

writing because her first book The Good Women of China 

bursted out from her. She writes at the end of the book “If  I  

don’t  write  these  stories  down,  my  heart  will  be  filled  up  and  

broken  by  them.  It  was  as  if  a  pen  grown  in  my  heart.” 

(XinRan, 2003.p.229).  She reports her story of Chinese 

women  as  oral  history,  she  writes  about  women’s’  body and 

mind in the context of social experiences. She approaches 

and embraces the Chinese women community and exposing 

the hidden tragedy. Together with her charity activity, 

through writing Xin Ran has passed the wall from herself to 

others, from individual to history and politics.   
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Conclusion 
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Her story, his story, our stories 
 
 
“Writing  and  reading  are  not  separate; reading is a part of 

writing. A real reader is a writer. A real reader is already 

on  the  way  to  write.”  (Helene,  1993,  p.21)     

 
 
This essay examines four chapters of discovering my 

identity through a series studying of Feminine Writing. First, 

I introduce Helene Cixous as my theoretical guide. In 

Cixous’s  book  three steps on the ladder of writing I 

discovered the relationship between feminine sexuality and 

writing, difference between masculine writing and feminine 

writing. She inspired me to exploded my cultural identity by 

examined  my  family  name  “XIE”  as  her  symbol  of  writing  

“H”.  Then  I  examined  her  theory  through  two  case  studies  of  

Chinese authors Wei Hui and Xin Ran. In their writing I 

discovered more of my Chinese identity and cross cultural 

identity.  
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From Helene Cixous to Wei Hui and Xin Ran. From the 

west feminist theory to the two Chinese banned book. I 
realise the importance for women to write ourselves about 

ourselves and for ourselves. Because we are the sensitive 

beings and because we live in a society, writing can pass the 

wall from poem to philosophy, from individual identity to 

historical movement. 

I ask myself why I  don’t  write.  No,  I  do,  I  called  myself  “a  

salt  in  the  sea”  and  “traveler”.  I  have  always  written  little  by  

little in secret just for self-expression and escape. So I found 

myself  in  Helene  Cixous’s  writing:   

You’ve  written  a  little,  but  in  secret.  And  it  wasn’t  

good, because it was in secret, and because you 

punished  yourself  for  writing,  because  you  didn’t  go  

all the way; or because you wrote, irresistibly, as 

when we would masturbate in secret, not to go 

further, but to attenuate the tension a bit, just enough 

to take the edge off. And then as soon as we come, 

we go and make ourselves feel guilty- so as to be 

forgiven; or to forget, to bury it until the next time. 

(Helene, 1976, pp.876-877) 

What truthful text! At the age of 27, I am now going to write 

my story. This writing will be presented in another book— 
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my autobiography: Xie Rong and Echo Morgan. I will take 

you to my School of Roots: my tragedy family history; 

School of Death: I killed my existence as Xie Rong and 

become Echo Morgan; and my School of Dream: my 

subconscious leading me back to my roots where I discover 

my identity.  It is here where the crossing point of Chinese 

identity, feminine identity, sexual identity, multicultural 

identity collides. 
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