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Abstract
This dissertation studies epistolary guidebooks for women, commonly in the
name of nüzi chidu 女子尺牘, published in early twentieth-century China. With
an emphasis on rediscovering the neglected historical sources by and about
women, this study not only re-examines the historical significance of epistolary
guidebooks for women, but also examines how the editors contributed to the
redefinition of womanhood. Through a thorough exploration of the sample letters
which reveals common expectations of modern women, this research aims at
further demonstrating how intellectuals intentionally used these sample letters to
introduce their female readers to the new Chinese society and to encourage new
modes of female social and political engagement, thus broadening our
understanding of the panoramic picture of the transformation of gender roles
during late Qing and early Republican China.
Using gender as a category of historical analysis, this research approaches
epistolary guidebooks for women as material and cultural objects, and not merely
as discursive texts. Hence, apart from placing these epistolary guidebooks for
women in the broader context of the history of letter-writing to trace the origins of
epistolary guides exclusively for women, I categorize the sources into three main
themes: personal ambitions, national consciousness, and family obligations.
Featuring the images of women in the sample letters, my study clearly shows that
these sample letters served not just as references to transmit letter-writing skills.
Instead, they educated women as to how to take up their roles as new society
members in a new era. Significantly, the coexistence of traditional and modern
women’s images reflected in the guidebooks sheds light on the complexity of the
new womanhood so as to challenge any simplistic divide between tradition and
modernity. More questions are also answered: How new exactly were the “new”
labels or “the newest” tags shown in epistolary guidebooks? What cultural and
political significance did the images of women imply?
Examining the epistolary guidebooks for women, my study contributes to
providing a window to look into the changing nature of epistolary guidebooks,
and the construction of new womanhood in early-twentieth-century China. In
other words, the exploration of these precious historical materials brings new
insight into the history of letter-writing and considers the broad picture in order to
interpret the inextricable connections between publications, gender and social
order in early twentieth century China.

ii

Table of Content

Declaration ............................................................................................................... i
Abstract ................................................................................................................... ii
Acknowledgments ................................................................................................. iii
Table of Content..................................................................................................... iv
Lists of Abbreviation ............................................................................................. vi
1. Introduction ........................................................................................................1
1.1 Objectives ................................................................................................1
1.1.1 The historical scene behind epistolary guidebooks for women in
China ...........................................................................................1
1.1.2 The “New Women” of the twentieth century ..............................4
1.2 Literature review ......................................................................................8
1.3 Sources ...................................................................................................25
1.4 Methodological notes .............................................................................31
1.5 Content of model missives for women ..................................................39
2. The History of Epistolary Guidebooks ..............................................................44
2.1 Early letters and the origin of epistolary guidebooks ............................44
2.2 The appearance of letter-writing guides for women ..............................56
2.3 Publication of epistolary guidebooks for women ..................................64
2.3.1 Publishing houses and editors ...................................................64
2.3.2 Objectives of epistolary guidebooks for women ......................72
2.4 Summary ................................................................................................77
3. “New Women’s” Personal Ambitions as Seen in Epistolary Guidebooks
for Women........................................................................................................79
3.1 Intellectual pursuits ................................................................................80
3.1.1 Eagerness to enter schools ........................................................82
3.1.2 Working harder on their studies ................................................89
3.1.3 Studying abroad ....................................................................101
3.2 Establishing their social network .........................................................106
3.3 Occupational pursuits .......................................................................... 113
3.4 Shaping of their independent, civil and healthy images ......................123
3.4.1 Independence ..........................................................................125
3.4.2 Rationality .............................................................................130
3.4.3 Appropriate behavior ..............................................................138
3.4.4 Simple attire and appearance ..................................................141
3.4.5 Having unbound or natural feet and being sporty...................145
3.4.6 Leading a healthy life .............................................................151
3.5 Summary ..............................................................................................154
4. National Consciousness of Modern Women as Reflected in Epistolary
Guidebooks for Women .................................................................................156
4.1 Having a strong sense of national mission...........................................157
4.2 Fighting against imperialist powers ...................................................164
4.2.1 Supporting national products ..................................................164
4.2.2 Participating in the railway recovery movement and

iv

strengthening national defense ................................................171
4.3 Being enthusiastic about social welfare ...............................................173
4.4 Advocating the Chinese women’s movement ......................................181
4.4.1 Promoting female education ...................................................181
4.4.2 Forbidding foot-binding and organizing women’s group .......186
4.4.3 Striving for gender equality and women’s suffrage ................190
4.5 Summary ..............................................................................................200
5. Family Obligations of the Early Twentieth Century Women Mirrored in the
Epistolary Guidebooks for Women .................................................................202
5.1 Being wise wives .................................................................................204
5.1.1 Giving advice ..........................................................................204
5.1.2 Keeping harmony with husbands ............................................209
5.1.3 Managing household chores ...................................................213
5.1.4 Serving parents-in-law loyally and getting along with
sisters-in-law harmoniously ....................................................216
5.2 Being good mothers .............................................................................221
5.2.1 Paying attention to children’s education .................................222
5.2.2 Offering advice .......................................................................225
5.3 Summary ..............................................................................................227
6. Conclusion .......................................................................................................229
6.1 Concluding remarks and observations .................................................229
6.2 Significance and limitations.................................................................235
6.3 Future research directions ..................................................................238
Appendices
I.
A Preliminary List of the Inaccessible Epistolary Guidebooks
for Women................................................................................................245
II.

List of Consulted Epistolary Guidebooks for Women .............................246

III.

A Preliminary List of Letter-writing Guides for Women Contained in
Epistolary Guidebooks and Household Encyclopedias ...........................252

IV.

Consulted Missives Classified According to Contents ............................257

V.

A Statistical Account of Classified Contents of Consulted Missives ......412

Works Cited ......................................................................................................... 413
Curriculum Vitae .................................................................................................. 441

v

