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Desexualized Nora: Strategies on
discoursing Chinese New Woman in
May Fourth Period

Hui-chi Hsu

Abstract

Nora, the female protagonist in Norwegian dramatist’s play “Nora” (also
Et Dukkehjem and A Doll’s House), was well known as an awakening female
image in modern China. Works researching the developments of Nora in
China emphasized almost exclusively the stimulation of Nora on Chinese
women in terms of her behavior of awakening and leaving home. Nora’s
character as a female and her later fixed image that was made into a New
Woman all drove people to explain historical texts concerned with Nora either
as if she only represented women, or as if this image was merely related to
women. The questions about whether the initial motif for the Nora
image-making project was solely for women, what the cultural and intellectual
contexts were; in other words, what kind of discursive strategy those May
Fourth male intellectuals, who dominated the power of interpretation of letters,

adopted in discussing, creating and packaging the image of Nora -- all the
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questions above still wait to be analyzed.

This article tries to trace the initial historical development of the image of
Nora in modern China by cross-examination of various kinds of texts written
by intellectuals both in the May Fourth and later periods, hoping to probe into
the motives of those intellectuals who participated in the image-making
discourse, and to reflect upon the fundamental nature of their discourse on
Chinese New Woman. [ will show that the image of Nora in China is a
desexualized image of New Woman. It was created mainly based on the
imagination and in search of modernity by male intellectuals; therefore, despite
the stimulating effect of this image on Chinese women in their leaving home
and pursuing self-liberation, it exerted the same — if not more — influence on
men. This article wants to show that, exemplified by the Nora case, the
essence of Chinese New Woman’s discourses embodied the fact that men

continued to assume the power of discoursing on female subjectivity.

Key Words: Nora, Image of New Woman, Discourses on New Woman,
May Fourth Period
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