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Fashioning Appearances 
Feminine Beauty in Chinese 

Communist Revolutionary Culture 

HUNG-YOK IP 
Oregon State University 

Studying the Communist revolution, scholars of China have generally assumed 
that the revolutionary era andpre-Cultural Revolution stage of the Communist 

regime were dominated by asceticism, androgynous clothing, or both. This 
article seeks to demonstrate that an interest in female beauty was always pres- 
ent in the revolutionary process. The author analyzes how revolutionaries sus- 
tained that interest by employing self-beautification practices and women's 

beauty politically and how social interactions reinforced the perception that 

female beauty was rewarding, underscoring that Communists accepted the 

practice of self-adornment. After examining the revolutionary aesthetics of 
femininity developed by women activists, the article briefly explores the legacy 
offemale beauty in the Communist regime. In its conclusion, it urges that more 
attention be paid to interest in female beauty as an important part offemale 
experience both during the revolutionary process and during the Communist 

regime. 

Keywords: female beauty; Chinese women; the Communist revolution; 

appearance 

When scholars address the issue of womanhood in the Communist 
revolution (1921-1949) and under the Maoist regime (1949-1976), 
they generally attend to such dimensions as political vocation, family, 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: I would like to thank all the anonymous readers for their comments. I must 
also express my appreciation to Chi-kong Lai and Margaret Maynard, both at the University of 
Queensland, Australia, for their interest in the issues tackled in this article and their valuable 
suggestions. Don Price, who has gone over several versions of the article, deserves my gratitude. 
I must also thank Tang Puru, who generously shared with me her knowledge of the 1950s. 
Finally, I am grateful to Kathryn Bernhardtfor her help and encouragement. 

MODERN CHINA, Vol. 29 No. 3, July 2003 329-361 
DOI: 10.1177/0097700403253167 
? 2003 Sage Publications 

329 



330 MODERN CHINA/JULY 2003 

and work (Croll, 1995; Stacey, 1983; Gilmartin, 1995; Honig and 
Hershatter, 1988). They sometimes briefly discuss the issue of appear- 
ance as well, but more often than not they assume that the revolution- 
ary era and the pre-Cultural Revolution stage of the Communist 
regime were dominated by asceticism, androgynous clothing, or both. 
According to Antonia Finnane, androgynous clothing was always "in 
vogue" in the revolution and eventually set "the tone for women's 
dress in China at large" (Finnane, 1996: 121). As for the pre-1966 
regime, according to observers and insiders alike, attention to femi- 
nine beauty was mainly criticized as petit bourgeois or bourgeois and 
as an unwelcome outcome of gender oppression (J. Chang, 1991: 289; 
Honig and Hershatter, 1988: 42). In addition, the Cultural Revolution 
has been identified as the high tide of "masculinization" and "puritani- 
cal asceticism" (Honig and Hershatter, 1988: 11; Yang, 1999: 35-67). 
It is thus no wonder that some scholars regard women's enthusiasm for 
feminine beauty as a "new" development in the post-Mao era (Yang, 
1999; Croll, 1995: 151-52; Evans, 1997: 82; Honig and Hershatter, 
1988: 11,41-51). 

But is it true that the post-1976 interest in beauty is a departure from 
the revolutionary decades and the period before the Cultural Revolu- 
tion? If not, the current emphasis on the "newness" of such interest 
obscures a significant part of Chinese women's gender-specific expe- 
rience in the prereform stage of Chinese Communism. In this article, I 
argue that the interest in feminine beauty in a broad sense-including 
the admiration of beauty, the belief in the desirability of being beauti- 
ful, the practice of self-beautification, and so forth-was always pres- 
ent in the revolutionary process.1 

To develop my argument, I find it important to place this interest 
against the historical backdrop of a culture known for its critical 
stance toward the individual pursuit of self-beautification. Situating 
the issue of feminine beauty in China's modernization, I first note that 
revolutionaries-men and women alike-despite fiercely criticizing 
women's preoccupation with appearance, did not reject but helped to 
sustain the interest in female beauty by mobilizing self-beautification 
practices and images of attractive women for political purposes. I then 
investigate how social-interpersonal interactions reinforced the per- 
ception that female beauty was rewarding. In addition, I demonstrate 
that the Communists did not always reject the concept of beauty and 
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even accepted the practice of self-adornment. After showing how 
Communist men and women created a milieu-political, interper- 
sonal, and cultural-that did not powerfully challenge the interest in 
beauty, I focus on women themselves, venturing into the question of 
how women activists developed their own feminine aesthetics. 
Although I mainly concentrate on the revolutionary decades, I also 
examine how the concepts and practices related to female appearance 
in the revolutionary era manifested themselves in pre-1966 Commu- 
nist society. 

I do not focus here on any particular phase of Chinese Communism 
or adopt a regional approach. Rather than launch a detailed investiga- 
tion into the chronological and regional variations in how women 
beautified themselves or defined beauty, I simply demonstrate the 
interest in beauty as a general and pervading presence in the revolu- 
tion. To that end, I cite examples from various revolutionary stages 
and from different geographical areas, including insiders' writings 
and memoirs, Party documents, scholarly and popular articles, and lit- 
erary and theatrical works.2 I deal with the experiences of politically 
active women from divergent social backgrounds who joined or sym- 
pathized with the Communist movement. I will show that these 
women played an important role in building a most perplexing legacy 
of attitudes toward feminine beauty in post-1949 Communist society. 
Sometimes, together with men, they fought against the attention to 
self-adornment. Yet not only did they participate in the political, inter- 
personal, and cultural processes that sustained the interest in beauty, 
but they also beautified themselves. 

CHALLENGING ESTABLISHED 
MODEL(S) OF FEMININE BEAUTY 

REFLECTING ON WOMEN'S APPEARANCE 
IN CHINA'S TRANSFORMATION 

Since the second half of the nineteenth century, Chinese historical 
actors always viewed female beauty as relevant to the nationalist pro- 
ject of strengthening China. This politicized attention led to a reevalu- 
ation of the Chinese tradition of self-adornment. In traditional Chinese 
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society, attitudes toward women's appearance were ambivalent. 
Women were expected to attend to, but not be preoccupied with, self- 
adornment. In the Confucian discourse on womanhood, the essential 
attributes of a good woman-in addition to virtue, words, and work- 
included appearance. While traditional self-adornment had various 
aspects, moder thinkers and activists examining the relationship 
between the female condition and China's self-strengthening efforts 
focused mainly on footbinding. Reformers such as Liang Qichao and 
Kang Youwei and revolutionaries such as Qiu Jin believed that their 
lack of education and bound feet made the female population ignorant 
and weak and were conditions that must be removed (Edwards, 2000: 
126-27). 

In addition to criticizing footbinding on nationalistic and pragmatic 
grounds, late Qing activists also castigated the practice as inhumane 
(Ono, 1989: chaps. 3, 4). Arguing for women's independence and 
human dignity, they reprimanded those women who conformed to the 
traditional norms of beauty to secure men's favor. Qiu Jin declared, 
"When we heard that men liked small feet, we immediately bound 
them just to please them, just to keep our free meal tickets.... Think 
about it, sisters, can anyone enjoy such comfort and leisure without 
forfeiting dearly for it?" (Qiu Jin, [190?] 1981: 248). 

Not only did pre-Communist activists attack the traditional Chi- 
nese norm of female beauty, but they also gradually noted and criti- 
cized the Western approach(es) to women's self-adornment. In Ding 
Ling's Mother (1932), a piece based on her family's experience in the 
late Qing era, the title character envies the rights and freedom enjoyed 
by women in the West, but she does not fail to notice the similarities 
between "foot-binding" and the "tiny waist," both aimed at engineer- 
ing the female body: "They [Western women] don't bind their feet; 
they bind their waists.... They can go to school, though, and are free 
to do all kinds of things" (Ding Ling, 1989: 109). Although Ding 
Ling's portrayal may not accurately represent what her mother said on 
the eve of the 1911 revolution, Mao's call for women's emancipation 
shows clearly a young radical's critical stance on both Chinese and 
Western approaches to female appearance. He wrote on 14 July 1919, 
"Why must women have their hair piled up in those ostentatious and 
awkward buns? Why must they wear those messy skirts clinched 
tightly at the waist?" (Mao Zedong, 1992: 1.353). 
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While the late Qing political actors rejected traditional norms of 
beauty but not necessarily the practice of self-adornment (Zhou Xuqi, 
1994; McIntyre, 1999: 74), the May Fourth activists on principle 
opposed both. In their imagining, the moder woman not only should 
be politically active, nationalistic, and educated but also should show 
her independence and dignity by refusing to adorn herself (Zhou 
Xuqi, 1994: 190-92). In chastising Chinese and Western ways of self- 
beautification, the May Fourth activists did not intend to replace them 
with a new model. Instead, they invented a "politically correct" appear- 
ance that they thought signified the absence of self-adorment-a 
face without makeup; a body without the burden of jewelry; straight, 
short hair; and simple student uniforms in black, white, or blue (Zhou 
Xuqi, 1994: 190-93). Following their formulation, the view that the 
truly liberated woman should not be preoccupied with her appearance 
was shared by people taking different political stands in the 1920s and 
1930s. 

Confronting the commercialized version of the new woman, the 
New Life movement defined a real "New Age Woman" as one who, in 
addition to demonstrating traditional virtues, was able to resist the lure 
of fashion (Edwards, 2000: 119, 133-34). Idealizing "modern 
woman" as patriotic, well educated, serious in political purposes, and 
uninterested in self-adornment, reformist intellectuals called fashion- 
able women pseudo-moder to "regain their guardianship through 
debates about the qualities of the moder woman" (Edwards, 2000: 
116). In addition, they also criticized fashionable women as a group 
that lacked dignity, for they presented themselves as "toys" for others 
to enjoy (Edwards, 2000: 133). 

THE COMMUNIST REJECTION OF BEAUTY 
NORMS AND SELF-ADORNMENT 

Communists, too, held the understanding that the moder woman 
should rebel against beauty norms and forsake the notion of self- 
adornment. Aside from rejecting traditional Chinese practices such as 
footbinding (Gilmartin, 1995: 187),3 they also refused to accept the 
Westernized approach(es) to self-beautification. They explained their 
rebellious stance by invoking two intertwining factors-revolutionary 
politics and the issue of dignity. 
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One goal of revolutionary politics, according to the Communists, 
was women's liberation from the male-dominated system of private 
property. Lack of adornment signified their liberation and dignity. 
Throughout the revolutionary process, quoting socialists such as 
Engels and Bebel, they highlighted women's humiliating existence in 
a male-dominated economy in which sexuality had to be traded for 
economic support. Within the conventional systems of private prop- 
erty, self-beautification, whatever its style, was a necessary device for 
women to gain any form of male patronage (see, e.g., Gilmartin, 1995; 
Ao Xiamin, [1926] 1986; Luo Qiong, [1935] 1988). 

Applying this theory to moder Chinese society, Communists pro- 
claimed that as the influence of the "feudal" tradition continued to pre- 
vail, women were (still) treated as undignified "playthings" 
("Changsha nujie lianhehui chengli xuanyan," [1921] 1986: 8; Xiang 
Jingyu, [1923] 1986; Nan Yuye, [1926] 1986; "Cong xin qimeng 
yundong tan dao funii wenti," [1937] 1988). Moreover, in their view, 
there were abundant examples of "moder-style" exploitation of 
women. They noted that working-class women were pressed to sell 
their femininity to curry favor with their supervisors in the capitalist 
factories or to attract customers, whereas privileged and even edu- 
cated women needed to adorn themselves to please their partners and 
thereby sustain their seemingly enviable status as warlords', bureau- 
crats', and capitalists' wives (Xiang Jingyu, [1923] 1986; "Zhongguo 
funii wenti," [1927] 1986; Tanfen, [1936] 1988). Russian women were 
presented as the opposite of their Chinese counterparts, as they were 
given the right to engage in the economic process and pursue a career 
and thus gained freedom from all forms of oppression ("Zhongguo 
gongchandang dierci quanguo daibiao dahui," [1922] 1986; Cai 
Chang, [1925] 1986; Tanfen, [1936] 1988: 313-16). 

In the Communist milieu, however, women's refusal to adorn them- 
selves not only signified liberation but also was an important strategy 
in fighting for that liberation: many Communist authors believed that 
women, especially educated young women, should take on a threefold 
mission of rebellion-against the patriarchal system of private prop- 
erty, against the disciplinary measures used to adorn the female body, 
and against their own attachment to self-adornment. In modern soci- 
ety, the practices of self-beautification that ought to be rejected were 
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called petit bourgeois or bourgeois (Ao Xiamin, [1926] 1986; "Cong 
xin qimeng yundong tan dao funii wenti," [1937] 1988).4 

In addition, Communists viewed nonadornment pragmatically: it 
was construed as an attitude and a practice that women revolutionaries 
should adopt so that they could contribute to the political-in this 
case, Communist-project of strengthening the nation and reshaping 
society. To understand the connection, consider a story about Fang 
Zhimin, the founder of the Northeast Jiangxi and Fujian-Zhejiang- 
Jiangxi Soviets. Circulated among and applauded by other revolution- 
aries, the story concerned his reason for marrying Miao Min in 1927. 
Reportedly, Fang explained that he simply could not settle for some- 
one who was interested merely in "clothing, dressing up, and a com- 
fortable lifestyle." For him, only women such as Miao Min, who were 
indifferent to self-beautification and city frills, could become good 
"revolutionary wives" who not only supported their husbands but also 
sometimes worked for the revolution themselves (Fang Zhimin zhuan 
bianxiezu, 1982: 95). Although we can hardly expect that every lead- 
ing male revolutionary identified with this politicized approach to 
marriage, the story's popularity lay in part in its apt illustration of the 
Communist view on nonadornment. But that popularity was also 
rooted in the assumption that nonadornment had pragmatic value for 
the revolutionary project. 

This assumption was, in fact, reinforced by the reality of the revolu- 
tionary life. Material poverty almost always, though not unavoidably, 
accompanied revolutionary struggle. On the eve of his execution in 
1935, Fang Zhimin proudly "displayed" his poverty: "Some old 
undergarments, a few pairs of socks.... These are all I have." He then 
concluded, "It is our ascetic lifestyle that helps us persevere" (Fang 
Zhimin, 1984: 166-67). No wonder that his heroic image in the Com- 
munist tradition included his refusal to take a fashionable wife. 
Working in the urban areas, revolutionaries also needed to wrestle 
with poverty. For instance, Xu Mingqing, a woman revolutionary who 
taught with Jiang Qing in Shanghai during the early 1930s, recalled 
that they were not paid any salary and that the food they ate was coarse 
(Ye Yonglie, 1993: 44-46).5 

Under the circumstances, the will to resist fashion and self-adorn- 
ment was perceived to help the Chinese Communist Party's (CCP's) 
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cause. When necessary, women revolutionaries had to give up items 
important not only to appearance but also to hygiene. For instance, 
during the Long March, female soldiers threw away many personal 
belongings so as not to burden themselves with their own "posses- 
sions." Many shared a single washbasin, which they used both to clean 
themselves and to cook. Many of these women had neither comb nor 
mirror, and they used their fingers to "tidy" their hair every morning 
(Guo Chen, 1986: 55-56). 

But while the Communists advocated the value of nonadorment, 
they also manipulated appearance strategically. That strategic use 
engendered disparate approaches to personal appearance and thus 
helped to sustain the interest in self-beautification. 

THE STRATEGIC USE OF APPEARANCE 
FOR REVOLUTIONARY POLITICS 

DESIGNING APPEARANCES, I: FORSAKING 
SELF-ADORNMENT FOR THE REVOLUTION 

To take on new institutional responsibilities, women revolutionar- 
ies found it necessary to embrace new appearances, which sometimes 
meant giving up self-adornment and what they personally considered 
pleasing. Some women became soldiers in the National Revolution 
when the Wuhan Central Military and Political Institute set up a train- 
ing program for female radicals and recruited around 200 young and 
well-educated women; they included You Xi and Zhao Yiman, who 
later became Communists (Jing Lingzi, 1989: 53). These young 
women were required to cut their hair (Jing Lingzi, 1989: 52-53), a 
measure to which they voiced aesthetic objections (as discussed 
below in the section on the revolutionary aesthetic). Describing the 
life of the female student body in different revolutionary institutes in 
Wuhan at the time of the United Front, Christina Gilmartin also takes 
note of their "unisex" image as Amazons-their gray cotton uniforms, 
caps, and so forth. She asserts, writing of Xie Bingying and You Xi, 
that this unisex image "often expanded women revolutionaries' social 
space of operation and thereby facilitated their ability to command 
respect... in rural communities" (Gilmartin, 1995: 190). 
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In addition, for pragmatic reasons, the Red Army sometimes 
demanded that female peasant soldiers cut their braids. Meng Yu and 
Lu Guixiu, who became women soldiers in the Chuan-Sha'an Soviet 
base areas around 1933, did so when they were inducted (Zeng Zhi, 
1986: 1.326, 356). According to Lu Guixiu, who was initially unwill- 
ing to relinquish her braid, a senior woman soldier explained to her 
why it was necessary: "Bobbed hair is convenient and sanitary. It is 
easy to take care of when you are wounded" (qtd. in Zeng Zhi, 1986: 
1.356).6 

Sometimes, women revolutionaries temporarily acted out alterna- 
tive social roles. Yang Zhihua, the second wife of Qu Qiubai, was a 
good example. Considered by male revolutionaries in Shanghai in the 
early 1930s to be a very fashionable woman, she was assigned to 
establish connections among female workers in eastern Shanghai in 
1930. To get herjob done, she dressed like a woman worker (Li Wenyi, 
1983: 53). In her popular novel Song of Youth, Yang Mo, an author 
familiar with underground revolutionary life, created the image of an 
outstanding woman revolutionary, Lin Hong. Lin, a revolutionary 
intellectual who became a mill hand in a Shanghai cotton mill, always 
"wore a tunic and trousers" there (Yang Mo, [1958] 1991: 390). 

This strategic use of appearance meant both forsaking and employ- 
ing the practice of self-adornment. Communists recognized the con- 
tribution that a fashionable and attractive appearance could make to 
their cause: Zhou Enlai's stylishness in the service of the revolution 
comes immediately to mind. Here we will concentrate on how the 
CCP used appearance, especially female appearance, to effectively 
further its political endeavor. 

DESIGNING APPEARANCES, II: ADORNING ONESELF 
OR LOOKING BEAUTIFUL FOR THE REVOLUTION 

The Communists endorsed self-adornment for specific political 
purposes. Working in the city, the CCP assumed that fashion could be 
useful for its underground activities. Dressing up could enable revolu- 
tionaries to conceal their political identity. According to Mao Dun, his 
brother, Shen Zeming, and his sister-in-law, Zhang Qinqiu, were fash- 
ionably dressed as they lived in Shanghai. Shen put on a Western-style 
business suit, and Zhang was attired in a qipao (traditional Chinese 
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dress), with her hair permed. They called this clothing their "disguise" 
(Mao Dun, [1981] 1996: 224). 

Such "disguises" helped revolutionaries to carry out their revolu- 
tionary mission. For instance, in 1937, one of the long marchers, Qian 
Xijun, went to Shanghai from Yan'an. She and her husband, Mao 
Zemin, faked their identities there: Mao claimed to be the owner of a 
wholesale company in the paper trade and dressed like one, and Qian 
naturally became the proprietress (laoban niang). Their main mission 
was to receive a substantial amount of funds, donated by the Comin- 
tern in U.S. dollars, and then transfer the money to Xi'an. Qian Xijun 
and another long marcher, Wei Gongzi, adorned themselves in the 
fashion of "well-off ladies" (kuo taitai) to bring the money to Xi'an 
(Guo Chen, 1986: 32-33). Zhang Yuzhen resorted to this tactic in the 
early 1940s when she took a message to the Party Central for the Com- 
munists detained by Sheng Shicai in Xinjiang. Zhang, who became 
interested in "progressive ideas" when she was a student in Dihua, 
Xinjiang, dressed herself up as a rich and fashionable young woman 
(kuo xiaojie), and hid the letter written by the detainees in one of the 
heels of her leather shoes (Li Ling, 1989: 22-23).7 

Aside from using self-adornment as a disguise, sometimes Com- 
munist women and men thought that by dressing up, they could help to 
give the CCP a positive image. In the Yan'an period, Mao Zedong's 
daughter Li Min recalls that when Party members left their revolution- 
ary headquarters for the Soviet Union via Xinjiang, they changed their 
attire in the Communist office there. Men put on Western suits, and 
women wore dresses. Westernized (and thus "fashionable") clothing 
was made available for children, too. When they returned from the 
Soviet Union, they had to return these clothes to the office. Li offered 
no explanation for this interesting dress code (Wang Xingjuan, 1993: 
5). Possibly, the Party wished either to present itself as a cosmopolitan 
contingent or to help its members fit into the Russian milieu. Less 
ambiguous is the case of Zhou Enlai and Deng Yingchao, who lived in 
Hankou. At the time of the Second United Front, they were invited by 
the Guomindang to join the People's National Assembly (Guomin 
canzhenghui), which consisted of activists of different political 
stands. To represent herself as a qualified hostess and an active politi- 
cian in a not-so-revolutionary context, Deng had her hair permed and, 
as one of her friends noted, put on a qipao (Hsu, 1968: 149). 
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The Communists also realized that female beauty, created by an 
individual's clothing, hairdo, and style, could serve the revolution 
more generally. Song Qingling, Sun Yat-sen's widow, who offered 
significant help to the CCP, provides one example (J. Chang, 1986: 
56-58,76-78,92-93, 105-6). To some extent, Song's influence derived 
from her public persona, in which moral prestige was an important 
ingredient. Nevertheless, in the eyes of many admirers, Song was 
impressive also because of her appearance-they pointed to her digni- 
fied grace, sophistication, fragility, and tasteful but simple clothing.8 
Elegance combined with political commitment, tender beauty juxta- 
posed with courage-Song's image glittered in the circle of Commu- 
nist sympathizers. Less eminent but similarly effective was Qiao 
Guanhua's wife, Gong Peng, who served as Zhou Enlai's press officer 
in Chongqing. Describing her as young, attractive, and intelligent, John 
Fairbank observed that Gong became a symbol of freedom of speech 
in 1943 Chongqing. As a "glamour girl," she was admired by most of 
the young Americans in the embassy (Fairbank, 1982: 267-73). 

DEPLOYING FEMALE BEAUTY IN 
POPULAR ART AND LITERATURE 

PRETTY WOMEN AND THE REVOLUTION 

It is not surprising that the Communists were aware of the political 
effectiveness of beauty; they also employed it aggressively in the 
realm of literature and the arts. Current research has emphasized the 
importance of the maturation of Shanghai's studio and new film tech- 
nology for the success of such actresses as Hu Die and Ruan Lingyu, 
and it has also argued against the interpretation, dominant in the Peo- 
ple's Republic of China, that attributed their rise to stardom to left- 
wing influence in famous studios in the early 1930s (M. Chang, 1999: 
144). While this claim may be plausible, it should be noted that 
Communist artists used lovely actresses in urban media to spread pro- 
revolution messages and arouse popular discontent with the status 
quo. In the 1930s, some actresses were closely connected to the CCP 
and used their skills to aid its purposes. One of the popular stars work- 
ing closely with left-wing playwrights and directors was Bai Yang. 
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Born in 1920, Bai Yang achieved phenomenal success when she was 
only age sixteen, cast as a young graduate of a vocational school in the 
film Crossroads (Shizijietou). Showing how educated young men and 
women suffered in Chinese society, Crossroads was a huge success; 
according to a contemporary magazine, it made Bai Yang into "the girl 
of every high school student's dreams" (Ni Zhenliang, 1992: 81). 
Thereafter, she was extremely active in a variety of stage and screen 
productions (see Ni Zhenliang, 1992). 

Viewing popular culture as a useful propaganda tool, left-wing and 
Communist writers also created beautiful female characters (played 
by attractive actresses) to be vehicles for their political messages. 
Around the time of the Sino-Japanese War, playwrights such as Xia 
Yan, Ouyang Yuqian, and A Ying employed female characters as 
"symbols of resistance." Hung Chang-tai argued that "in creating an 
effective resistance symbol, Chinese playwrights knew that they 
needed a character who was both visually attractive and smashingly 
entertaining" (Hung, 1994: 77). 

Apart from serving as symbols of resistance, beautiful heroines 
also appeared as general emblems of moral integrity. Guo Moruo 
wrote his celebrated Qu Yuan, a popular play in Chongqing in the 
spring of 1942, to criticize the Nationalist government's undermining 
of the United Front Strategy (Hung, 1994: 84). In the play, Qu Yuan is 
an upright official of the Chu state attacked by other aristocrats. His 
heroic voice is echoed by Chanjuan, his beautiful maid, who is con- 
cerned about the fate of Chu and aspires earnestly to moral perfection 
(Guo Moruo, [1942] 1953). The play ends with Chanjuan's death: 
drinking a poisoned cup of wine originally intended for Qu Yuan, she 
unwittingly completes her final act of devotion to her mentor. 

LEGITIMIZING THE POLITICAL USE OF FEMALE BEAUTY 

While the Communist authorities throughout the revolutionary 
process drew much attention to their advocacy of an ascetic style, they 
had not as loudly, publicly, and officially legitimated the use of femi- 
nine beauty for revolutionary purposes. Although I am not concerned 
here with an official theory on the use of female beauty, a careful read- 
ing of both men's and women's writings demonstrates that in the 
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Communist milieu, the deployment of feminine beauty for political 
ends was perceived to be fair and just. 

The Party had already emphasized that its members should follow 
instructions at the expense of their own interests long before such 
leaders as Liu Shaoqi and Chen Yun wrote articles to discipline revo- 
lutionaries in the Yan'an period. Since the late 1930s, the Party made it 
clear that whenever necessary, CCP members should sacrifice per- 
sonal concerns, including relationships, fame, power, and the like. 
The Communists' perennial fight against women's concern about 
appearance can certainly be seen as part of the required sacrifice of the 
personal. Conversely, the leadership's rhetoric on revolutionary com- 
mitment implied that when the Party and Party interest demanded it, 
one should do everything possible-including exploiting one's 
appearance-for the revolution.9 

In fact, in the 1930s and 1940s, in short stories, plays, and movie 
scripts written to serve the revolution, Communist authors portrayed 
without criticism the use of feminine beauty for political purposes. 
Aware of the power of feminine charm, some of them even went so far 
as viewing an extreme application of this charm-namely, the use of 
sexuality-as permissible in a righteous cause. 

One of these authors was Zhang Tianyi, who began his prolific liter- 
ary career in the late 1920s. In 1934, he published a novella titled 
Changing Path (Yixing), in which he sketched the struggle of under- 
ground revolutionaries in Shanghai. Sang Hua, an attractive woman 
revolutionary, decides to use her feminine "techniques" to charm a 
rich man so that she can raise funds for the revolutionary struggle. 
However, in the course of her interaction with this middle-aged "capi- 
talist," the revolutionary temptress becomes so enchanted with the 
bourgeois lifestyle that she decides to marry the man she had intended 
to exploit, forgetting all about her fund-raising mission (Zhang Tianyi, 
1993: 209-44). Although critical of the young woman's betrayal, 
Zhang did not question her idea of employing certain wiles on behalf 
of revolution. 

On the eve of the Sino-Japanese War, left-wing authors advocated 
anti-imperialism and attacked the members of the Nationalist govern- 
ment as Chinese collaborators. Xia Yan, who joined the CCP in 1927, 
wrote his play Sai Jin Hua, which was an instant success when it pre- 
miered in Nanjing. He represented Sai Jin Hua as a prostitute who, 
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during the Boxer Rebellion, exploits her intimate relationship with the 
German marshal Count Waldersee and her services to the Western 
troops to stop foreign soldiers' looting in the capital. This play was 
warmly received by some influential ideologues, including Zhou 
Yang (Wang, 1997: 115).1? 

Zhang Tianyi and Xia Yan simply did not reject the use of female 
beauty and sexuality; during the Sino-Japanese War, some left-wing 
writers working for the CCP in the cities produced plays and movies 
that actively endorsed the use of the "beauty tactic" (meirenji). Again 
and again, Communist theatrical products made explicit the position 
that to fight for the righteous cause and to destroy the evil other justi- 
fied the exploitation of feminine beauty. In 1938, Bai Yang, in cooper- 
ation with left-wing artists such as Zhao Dan and Song Zhidi, staged a 
series of "resistance plays" (kangri huaju). In one of these plays, A 
Luminous Wineglass (Yeguangbei), Bai Yang played a patriotic hero- 
ine who uses the beauty tactic to approach a Chinese traitor, though 
she unfortunately fails (Ni Zhenliang, 1992: 122). However, in the 
movie titled China's Sons and Daughters (Zhonghua ernii), also fea- 
turing Bai Yang, the beauty tactic is effective, as the young heroine, 
disguising herself as a lovely country maiden, successfully distracts 
the enemy's guard (Ni Zhenliang, 1992: 129). 

Working in the urban areas, Xia Yan and other playwrights 
employed the beauty tactic to attract the audience and thus helped to 
legitimize such enticement in left-wing culture.1" Ding Ling, in con- 
trast, wrote to express her discontent with what she saw in the Com- 
munist-controlled area. In "When I Was in Xia Village" (1941), she 
touched on the issue of using feminine appearance for political pur- 
poses. This well-known story focuses on Zhenzhen, a young woman 
who served as a prostitute in the Japanese-occupied area and collected 
information for the CCP. When she returns to her own village, while 
respected by Communist cadres and local activists, she is nevertheless 
shunned by many, including her own parents. 

Tani Barlow notes that this story "upset literary policy enforcers," 
as it "placed a woman seeking social redress at the center of the plot" 
and thus "had the effect of making Zhenzhen the agent of her own self- 
naming" (Barlow, in Ding Ling, 1989: 298). The first-person narrator, 
according to Barlow, was the only person who let Zhenzhen speak for 
herself, while others all wanted to assign meanings (whether positive 
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or negative) to her. I would add that the narrator's perspective on the 

young woman is quite ambiguous. Sometimes, she, too, is tempted to 

assign positive meanings to the heroine's use of feminine sexuality 
(Ding Ling, 1989: 299). Although the narrator is concerned about how 
Zhenzhen felt, she tends to question the villagers' "feudal attitude" 
toward chastity but not Communist cadres' attitude. On one hand, 
"The youth were very good to her. Naturally, they were all activists." 
On the other hand, the villagers "disliked and despised Zhenzhen. 
This was especially true of women.... They were proud about never 
having been raped" (Ding Ling, 1989: 309). Moreover, Ding Ling did 
not use her powers as an author to criticize the practice of employing 
the female body for political purposes. In the end, Zhenzhen leaves her 
native village for Yan' an to start a new and presumably better life. The 
ending suggests Ding Ling's assumption that a young woman who had 
used her sexuality for a just cause deserved and would have a promis- 
ing future. 

By translating self-adornment and beauty into political effective- 
ness in reality and in imaginative works, the Communists emphasized 
the power of being fashionable or beautiful. In addition, such power 
sometimes had a personal dimension: the audience's applause, young 
students' infatuation, and the enemy's softened attitude, imagined or 
real, toward female fighters in disguise-all these brought personal 
reward, in the form of social glamour, to those individuals who com- 
bined political progressiveness and feminine charm. But to under- 
stand how the interest in female beauty was sustained in the revolu- 
tionary process, we must consider interactions at the interpersonal 
level. 

APPEARANCE, INTERPERSONAL INTERACTION, 
AND PERSONAL LIFE IN THE REVOLUTIONARY MILIEU 

Despite Communists' rhetoric, which maintained that political 
qualities were the most essential in forming personal relationships, in 
the revolutionary context, women's social standing-and marriage 
prospects as well-still to some extent depended on their appearance. 

In the realm of courtship and marriage, Communists emphasized 
the essentiality of ideological compatibility but not that of physical 
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attraction. For instance, in the late 1920s, many Communists living in 
Shanghai viewed the marriage of Cai Hesen and Xiang Jingyu, whom 
they considered an unfashionable woman, as an ideal union based on 
ideological communion. Before their divorce, they were admired by 
others as an "exemplary couple" (mofanfuqi; Zheng Chaolin, 1997: 
287-98). Allegedly, Fang Zhimin also emphasized the importance of 
the ideological correctness of a revolutionary's spouse (Fang Zhimin 
zhuan bianxiezu, 1982: 95). And in the early 1940s, when Deng 
Yingchao discussed romantic love, she presented compatibility 
between two youths in ideology, personality, and age as the basic cri- 
terion for choosing a spouse (Deng Yingchao, [1942] 1988: 73-75). 

Yet women who were thought beautiful by their comrades enjoyed 
significant prominence. Think of Mao Zedong's wife, He Zizhen, in 
the Jingganshan area in the 1920s; Qu Qiubai's wife, Yang Zhihua, in 

Shanghai in the 1930s; and Song Qingling meeting her Communist 
and non-Communist friends-all drew much attention from both their 
male and female comrades because of their appearance (Terrill, 1992: 
140; Zheng Chaolin, 1997: 1.285-88; Ding Ling, 1984a: 5.99; Deng 
Yingchao, 1981: 169; Wang Guangmei, 1981: 94). Their popularity 
indicates that women of different cultural backgrounds could be con- 
sidered beautiful in settings ranging from a Communist-controlled 
area in the country to metropolitan Shanghai.12 

It is also clear, however, that beginning in the Yan'an period, as 
more and more well-educated people entered the revolutionary circle, 
educated and urbane women were increasingly regarded as being 
most attractive.13 According to revolutionaries' chitchat of the time, 
celebrated "beauties" in Yan'an included such women as Jiang Qing, 
Sun Weishi (Zhou Enlai's adopted daughter), and Zhu Zhongli (Wang 
Jiaxiang's wife; see Terrill, 1992: 134; Lee Hsiao-li, 1975: 207; Shao 
Yang, 1993: 193). Respectively an actress from Shanghai, a popular 
performer with Russian training, and a doctor who graduated from a 
medical school in Shanghai, they had one thing in common-a rela- 

tively metropolitan background. 
Modem-acting and personable women enjoyed male patronage, as 

Communist leaders' pattern of courtship often made evident. Most 
attention drawing was the relationship between Mao Zedong and 

Jiang Qing, which generated much controversy among top Party lead- 
ers because of Jiang Qing's problematic past and also because of some 
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Party leaders' and their wives' close comradeship with He Zizhen 
(Terrill, 1992: 151-54; Ye Yonglie, 1993: 171-72). But Mao's prefer- 
ence for a young, modem, and pretty woman was echoed in other mar- 
riages elsewhere-that of Chen Yi and Zhang Xi, of Tan Zhenlin and 
Ge Huimin, of Xiang Yin and Li Youlan, and of Liu Shaoqi and Wang 
Guangmei (Tie Zhuwei, 1989: 246-47, 250-51; Ye Yonglie, 1993: 
250). This preference was also shared by those who occupied lower 
rungs in the political ladder. In 1955, a woman named Liu Lequn, tor- 
mented by her husband's extramarital affair with a pretty and well- 
educated young woman, wrote a letter to the magazine New China's 
Women (Xin Zhongguofunii). She revealed that in the 1940s, working 
as a Communist cadre in the liberated area (jiefangqu), her husband, 
Luo Baoyi, dumped his original girlfriend, whom he called a "rustic 
peasant-worker cadre," and married her (Liu Lequn, 1955).14 In fact, 
the predilection for well-educated and urbane young women was so 
strong that in the Civil War period, some male cadres saw the Commu- 
nists' final occupation of the urban areas as a chance for them to grab 
modem women (Liu Lequn, 1955). The Communist entry to the cities 
thus generated another new wave of divorce similar to that already 
seen in Yan'an. 

Accompanying male revolutionaries' interest in modem women 
and their social visibility was the marginalization of "rustic" women. 
Female long marchers who lost their good looks and were unfashion- 
able were excluded from Yan'an's most desirable social function- 
the dance party-as they did not know how to waltz and were unaccus- 
tomed to the intermingling of men and women (Terrill, 1992: 142-43; 
Wang Xingjuan, 1993: 30). Intertwined with their sociocultural 
marginalization were tragedies in their personal lives, when educated 
young women from big cities migrated to Yan'an and "business 
soared at the Divorce Office" (Terrill, 1992: 142; also see Snow, 1972: 
253). Observing what happened at that time, Ding Ling, who herself 
was not much liked by many female veterans, described sarcastically 
in Thoughts on March 8 (1942) how revolutionary men used the 
excuse of "political backwardness" to divorce their unattractive 
wives. She noted, "Even from my point of view, as a woman, there is 
nothing attractive about such 'backward elements.' Their skin is 
beginning to wrinkle, their hair is growing thin, and fatigue is robbing 
them of their last traces of attractiveness" (Ding Ling, 1989: 319). 
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In the Yan'an period and after, many female long marchers enjoyed 
prestige and even influence (Young, 2001: 161). However, some, 
including He Zizhen, were confronted with the irony that despite 
being politically esteemed, they were personally punished for their 
lack of attractiveness. While the Communists invested much effort in 
deprecating self-adornment and the pursuit of beauty, they also acted 
politically and personally in ways that counteracted this effort. Their 
ambivalent attitude provided little support for their rhetoric, which 
sang the praises of indifference to appearance.15 

THE REVOLUTIONARY AESTHETIC OF FEMININITY 

EMBRACING THE NOTION OF BEAUTY 
AND ACCEPTING SELF-BEAUTIFICATION 

To explain the Communist interest in female beauty, we should also 
note that revolutionaries did not reject the concept of beauty and 
sometimes even demonstrated an acceptance of the female pursuit of 
self-adornment. 16 

In the May Fourth and Communist movements, radicals argued that 
a new female appearance created a new kind of beauty. In Ba Jin's 
popular novel Family (1931), Qin, a young woman radical, viewed 
short hair, which signified the "removal of discrimination against 
women," as pleasing: it "carries with it freshness of style and beauty in 
simplicity" (qtd. in Finnane, 1996: 114). Qin-or, rather, Ba Jin him- 
self-saw aesthetic value in the new look. In real life, some women 
activists were indeed impressed by the aesthetics of radical appear- 
ance. In 1923, Ding Ling met her mother's good friend, Xiang Jingyu, 
and saw "gentleness and quiet grace" in the latter, whose appear- 
ance-short hair, plain jacket, and dark skirt-was a far cry from that 
of fashion-conscious women (Ding Ling, 1984b: 5.196). 

Aside from embracing the notion of beauty, revolutionaries some- 
times also accepted women's interest in appearance. This acceptance 
was revealed in their recognition of women's right to self-adornment, 
always expressed in a class-based rhetoric that sympathized with 
those women whose longing for self-beautification was thwarted by 
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unjust economic realities. By the early 1950s, Communist writers and 
artists were clearly using women's new access to what they wanted- 
that is, self-adorment-to sing the praises of the revolution. The 
authors and artists transformed the issue of self-adornment into a site 
where revolutionary struggle could be made to seem more admirable 
to the suffering masses. 

Take, for instance, the masterpiece of Yan'an's "new opera," The 
White-Haired Girl, rewritten continuously from 1944 until 1950. To 
highlight the poverty throughout the countryside in the 1930s, it 
showed the poor peasant girl, Xier, deprived of resources that she 
might use for self-adornment. Unable to afford flowers, she is excited 
by a simple red string that her father bought for her (Yan'an Luyi, 
1987: 8.382). 

This condemnation of the unjust class system that denied some 
women access to self-beautification was accompanied by praise of the 
emancipation that gave women their right to self-adornment. Al- 
though The White-Haired Girl did not follow up on the changes that 
might be expected in poor peasant women's ornaments and clothing, 
another piece, intended for a more sophisticated pool of audience, did. 
In The Sun Shines over the Sanggan River, which examines the unfold- 
ing of land reform in 1946, Ding Ling presented all the little details 
involved in Chinese peasants' participation in the revolutionary pro- 
cess. In portraying their joy, she approvingly describes peasant 
women looking for nice clothes (by rural standards) as they search 
well-off people's property (Ding Ling, [1948] 1955: 301-2). 

The Communists thus did not suppress interest in beauty, as they 
recognized the pragmatic value of beauty and self-beautification for 
the revolution, adored beauty themselves, saw beauty in a radicalized 
appearance, and accepted women's practice of self-beautification. 
While the question of how women responded to all this awaits further 
investigation, clearly some women did practice self-beautification in a 
revolutionary context in which the political value and personal 
rewards of beauty were confirmed, and beauty and beautification were 
to a certain degree endorsed. How, then, did women beautify them- 
selves? In the revolutionary process, there gradually emerged a set of 
principles and practices pertaining to self-beautification, which I will 
call the revolutionary aesthetics of femininity. 
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THE REVOLUTIONARY AESTHETICS OF FEMININITY 

The revolutionary aesthetics of femininity was marked by women 
radicals' attempts to adorn themselves in ways befitting their political 
identity and activities. In settings where they did not need to hide their 
political orientation, some adorned their radicalized image, despite its 
being rooted in the revolutionary spirit of nonadornment. For 
instance, when female students put on politicized attire at the military 
institutes during the National Revolution, they followed a modest 
approach to beautification, creating a look that would go along with 
their politics. A revolutionary appearance was attained by wearing 
unisex clothing made of rough, cheap cloth and cutting their hair 
short. But not wanting to be plain, they transformed their short hair 
into a form of ornamental display: according to Hu Lanqi, then a stu- 
dent at the institute, when the members of the women's training pro- 
gram as a collective decided to cut their own hair, some had their short 
hair styled. As for the far from feminine military uniform, one student 
found a tailor to make it more stylish (Jing Lingzi, 1989: 154; also see 
Hu Lanqi, 1995: 149-51).'7 

In the rural areas, young peasant women who enlisted in the army 
also modified their uniforms. Li Min, who was born into a peasant 
family and joined the Red Army in the Chuan-Sha'an Soviet Area in 
1933, recalls that when women soldiers were given the assignment of 
making uniforms, they took advantage of the chance to beautify them- 
selves. Although they did not have good fabrics, as Li remembers, 
they tailored the unisex uniform carefully to their figures. They used 
linen strands to cover the buttons, sewed decorative patterns onto their 

leg wrappings, and tied little red balls made of thin threads to their 
straw sandals (Zeng Zhi, 1986: 314). Like women students in the 
National Revolution, these women peasant soldiers polished but kept 
their radicalized appearance.18 But unlike them, peasant women could 
not afford such luxuries as hiring a tailor: frugally, they used their lim- 
ited resources to create aesthetic effects. 

Frugality as an aesthetic principle was also sometimes adopted by 
the educated and moder women radicals. Consider what happened in 
Yan' an, a stratified society whose limited resources forced the Com- 
munist leaders to live on rations and in caves (Quan Yanchi, 1990: 
180; Hsu, 1968: 148; Fairbank, 1982: 265). Women had little chance 
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to wear chic clothing or to purchase expensive cosmetics. Moreover, 
in Yan'an, many revolutionaries-veteran female revolutionaries and 

peasant cadres, in particular-did not approve of those who were 
eager to pursue beauty (Snow, 1972: 253). 

Under the circumstances, even Jiang Qing, as first lady of the CCP, 
wore only what every woman cadre wore: a short jacket and pants. But 
according to a reporter for the New York Times, the way she wore them 
showed her "good taste" as an actress and thus her feminine charm 
("Yan'an de niixing," 1946: 5). The recollection of Mao's personal 
guard, Li Yinqiao, authenticates the American journalist's observa- 
tion (Quan Yanchi, 1990: 137). Jiang's concern for her appearance 
was not unique, however. In the Yan' an period, "peasant-worker" cad- 
res who noted young women cadres wearing "revolutionary" military 
uniforms with ropes tied around their waists criticized this practice as 
"coquettish" (mai fengliu; Dou Shangchu, [1942] 1988: 237). 
Undoubtedly, these young women's approach to accentuating their 
femininity was very different from that of the Red Army's women sol- 
diers in the Chuan-Sha'an Soviet Area. But they, too, were practitio- 
ners of the aesthetic of frugality. 

Although the termfrugality suggests plainness, restraint, prudence, 
and low cost, it is an elastic concept, differing with individuals' social, 
geographical, and cultural backgrounds: what people in one place 
found fashionable and extravagant may have looked homely and out- 
moded in another. The principles of modesty and frugality, adopted 
since the 1920s in openly revolutionary settings, were followed differ- 
ently by some women activists who worked in the urban areas under 
the rule of the Nationalist government. These women activists did not 
put on revolutionary clothing, and those who were performers had 
professional reasons to pay attention to their appearance. However, by 
keeping their adornment frugal and modest (by urban standards), they 
both made themselves look beautiful and made their image "politi- 
cally progressive." For instance, according to an anti-Communist 
source, Yuan Xuefen, a famous Yue opera star who openly cooperated 
professionally with the left-wing playwrights Tian Han and Ouyang 
Yuqian and helped to organize underground Communist activities in 
Shanghai in the 1940s, looked serious and wore simple clothing (Tang 
Shaohua, 1981: 277-78). 
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Simple clothing appears to have served as a political symbol, high- 
lighting the difference between left-wingers' idealism and the estab- 
lishment's decadence: performing with her comrades in wartime 
Sichuan, Bai Yang relied on her unpretentious appearance to impress 
her fans, presenting herself as a patriotic heroine (Ni Zhenliang, 1992: 
105). It certainly is difficult to determine if there were any political 
reasons for Song Qingling to embrace a style that was both exquisite 
and simple. But evidently, her unassuming elegance matched her 
image as a righteous political fighter well. If she had looked like 
Chiang Kai-shek's wife, Song Meiling, her political idealism would 
have appeared much less convincing. 

By the time of the founding of the People's Republic, the Commu- 
nists had developed a complex legacy regarding female appearance, 
strongly influenced by politics and marked by contradictory attitudes 
toward and interest in self-beautification and beauty. In the following 
section, I briefly examine how this legacy operated in a different con- 
text: the pre-Cultural Revolution regime. 

THE LEGACY OF FEMALE BEAUTY 
IN THE COMMUNIST REGIME 

Maoist China has been known for its advocacy of a simple, revolu- 
tionary appearance.'9 The media always encouraged Chinese citizens 
to struggle for political correctness and to put aside the pursuit of self- 
adornment. For example, in The Chinese Youth (Zhongguo qingnian), 
a magazine targeted at young readers, a writer introducing the life and 
personality of Zhao Yiman described how this famous woman martyr 
showed little concern about her appearance and wore extremely short 
hair when she was in Moscow (Zhang Ling, 1957: 24). In cultural 
products, some powerful images of revolutionary heroines did not 
represent them as beautiful. Thus, the heroine of Feng Deying's 
famous novel, The Bitter Flower (Kucaihua), was a mother at middle 

age who, when the story begins, has already lost her youthful beauty 
(Feng Deying, [1958] 1990: 6; see also the image of Jiang Xueqin in 
Red Cliff). 

In commenting on young men and women who paid attention to 
their own or others' looks, the Party was always critical. It did not 
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hesitate to show its disapproval of what it called a deviant phenome- 
non: "Now, among the youths, those plainly dressed were looked 
down upon as being 'conservative' and 'shabby.' ... Young men and 
women always envy those who wear beautiful clothes" (Su Yi, 1957: 
40). Party authorities de-emphasized the importance of appearance 
for love, stressing instead ideological compatibility (Evans, 1997: 
90). When it identified men who intended to leave their rustic wives 
for pretty, modem women, it forced them to give up such bourgeois 
individualism and reform themselves (Chen Qi, 1956; Pang Youwen, 
1956). 

But at the same time, the state also allowed the spread of mes- 
sages that endorsed the concept of beauty and the practice of self- 
beautification. The political, pragmatic strength of beauty and self- 
beautification continued to be celebrated. In literature and the arts, heroic 
female characters sometimes employed self-adornment and beauty to 
achieve their political goals. In Revolutionary Struggle in a Historic City 
(Yehuo chunfeng dou gucheng), a devoted revolutionary named Jin Huan 
uses her beauty to subvert a Japanese military officer (Li Yingru, 1959: 
277-90). In The Bitter Flower, a peasant girl, Juanzi, together with her 
female comrades, dresses up, flirts with the enemies guarding a town 
close to the Communist-controlled area, and thereby aids the male 
cadres' seizure of the town (Feng Deying, [1958] 1990: 190-95). 

Whereas in the revolutionary past, nice-looking revolutionary 
women drew attention only in revolutionary circles, the social glam- 
our of beautiful and politically eminent women was now nationally 
publicized. In state-sponsored media, positive representations of fem- 
inine beauty abounded: images of such attractive and well-groomed 
elite women as Song Qingling were frequently seen nationwide in 
newspapers from the 1950s to 1960s. That beauty combined with 
political correctness or accomplishments was admirable was further 
reinforced by revolutionary novels and movies whose heroines were 
often beautiful. Qu Bo's (1959) Forest on the Snowy Plain (Linhai 
xueyuan) lavishly portrayed the lovely image of the female protago- 
nist, Bai Ru, and Yang Mo's ([1958] 1991) The Song of Youth 
(Qingchun zhi ge) created two beautiful heroines, Lin Daojing and Lin 
Hong. In the script for the movie based on her popular novel, Yang 
specified very clearly that Lin Daojing is an attractive woman (Yang 
Mo, [1959] 1989:163); the person who had the honor of playing her in 
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the film was Xie Fang. While we cannot be sure how members of the 
Chinese audience responded to all this information, they were obvi- 
ously aware of the connection between beauty and political worthi- 
ness. One author notes that when he was growing up in the 1950s, 
female revolutionaries in varied cultural manifestations were always 
attractive (Gao, 2000: 50).20 

In addition, women's self-beautification, as before, was used to 
glorify the Communist revolution. In the new regime, female self- 
adornment was exploited to symbolize the fruits of the revolution- 
now redefined as the new China's prosperity. One author boasted, "As 
our economy develops, and our salaries are raised, we can certainly 
improve our lifestyle. In the past we only wore plain clothes, but now 
we can afford to buy one or two things made of velvet" (Su Yi, 1957: 
40). Propaganda films also used images of women trying on new 
clothes to highlight the Communist state's impressive growth (see The 
Gate of Heavenly Peace, 1995). As beauty and beautification were 
endorsed, beauty tips filled women's magazines. 

In the magazine Chinese Women (Zhongguo funii), articles were 
dedicated to such subjects as the effect of colors on one's image and 
how to protect one's skin (Qiu Ti, 1956; Xia Lianbo, 1956). The article 
in Chinese Women on skin care said little about applying different 
kinds of cream, emphasizing instead the use of water and ordinary 
soap. It seems that despite the Party's claims about China's prosperity, 
the principle of frugality was still at least partly in force. In the 1960s, 
after the Great Leap Forward, articles showed women how to make 
stylish clothes for themselves out of men's worn-out jackets or scraps 
of fabric (Beijing qing gongye ju fuzhuang yanjiusuo, 1960; Chen 
Guitao, 1963). 

In the Communist milieu, therefore, there was room, however lim- 
ited, for women to beautify themselves. Their experience with self- 
adornment was determined by such factors as their class, education, 
and location. Among wives of central or provincial leaders, dressing 
up was, after all, not so unusual. As the regime became more stable, 
many paid more attention to beautification. To some extent, they used 
politics to express their interest in beauty. Shui Jing, the wife of the 
Jiangxi Party secretary, reports that Zhang Xi, the wife of Chen Yi, 
was an amateur fashion designer who zealously took on the mission of 
modifying the qipao for the wives of Chinese diplomats so as to keep 
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them warm and make them look beautiful (Shui Jing, 1992: 117-20). 
Sometimes, their public roles helped legitimize their self-beautifica- 
tion: they donned a qipao and makeup on "important occasions" with- 
out being criticized by authorities for being bourgeois. But they them- 
selves wanted to look beautiful. Zhang Xi enjoyed trying on 
Romanian costumes; Wang Guangmei's dresses looked so beautiful 
that Shui Qing and Yu Shu, Zeng Xisheng's wife, eagerly borrowed 
her patterns (Shui Jing, 1992: 117, 68-69). Top leaders' young wives 
were not the only group of elite women who dressed up. Once the time 
of revolutionary military struggle was long past, veteran revolutionar- 
ies such as Cai Chang were also interested in dressing well (see pic- 
tures in Shui Jing, 1992). 

In the face of this evidence, it is hard to conclude that upper-class 
women still adopted the revolutionary aesthetics of feminine beauty. 
Those outside of the elite circle also retained their interest in self- 
beautification. Ordinary cadres and students always wore dark Lenin 
jackets and sometimes dressed in traditional-looking clothing and 
shirts (for photos, see Wang Xingjuan, 1993, and see issues of 
Zhongguo qingnian throughout this period); rural women were 
always attired in high-collared tops and loose pants. But before the 
Cultural Revolution, in the urban areas, some women still wore 
makeup and perfume; some put on blouses made of flower-patterned 
cotton under their Lenin jackets (Liang and Shapiro, 1984: 47; J. 
Chang, 1991). While permed hair was certainly not praised as a sign of 
political correctness, it could still be seen even among politically pro- 
gressive students (e.g., see Zhongguo qingnian, 1957, no. 6). Rural 
young women who were praised as good models were certainly 
dressed in simple clothing, but they also tied their hair with ribbons 
(e.g., see Zhongguofunii, 1960, no. 163). 

I have sketched the interest in female beauty during the revolution- 
ary process and, to some extent, during the pre-Cultural Revolution 
regime, arguing for a more comprehensive approach to the analysis of 
womanhood under Communism. In addition to paying attention to 
such facets of women's experience as family, career, and political per- 
formance, we should also consider how questions of appearance 
affected them both during the revolutionary process and in the Com- 
munist regime. Historians have already drawn attention to the Maoist 
regime's ambivalent attitudes toward career and domestic obligations 
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(e.g., see Honig and Hershatter, 1988: 244). But to understand better 
how Chinese women's femininity was constructed in the Maoist state, 
we need to examine in more detail how women lived their lives amid a 
complex legacy that both disapproved of and reinforced the interest in 
beauty.21 How did women respond to and reflect on the practical and 
personal value of attractiveness? How did they create their own con- 
cept of beauty and sense of fashion within in a culture that emphasized 
beauty in simplicity, modesty, and a politically correct appearance? 
How can we expand our understanding of women's lives in the Com- 
munist regime by integrating the issues of appearance, family, and 
career? These are important questions for those committed to the mis- 
sion of reconstructing women's gender-related experience in the 
Communist state. 

NOTES 

1. Beauty here is not treated as an abstract concept. Following Sandra Bartky, whose defi- 
nition of beauty resonates well with the work of popular writers such as Rita Freedman and 
Naomi Wolf, I see "feminine beauty" as a culturally constructed quality that is based on a combi- 
nation of concrete elements, including physical characteristics, adornment, language, move- 
ment, gesture, and posture (Bartky, 1990: 68, 71-73). To some extent, it may be true that what 
constitutes beauty is a subjective matter that rests on individual preference. But in analyzing the 
interest in beauty, I adopt a view that collapses the boundary between the subjective and the 

objective: when individuals pursue self-adornment or evaluate their own or others' appearances, 
the criteria applied are always conditioned by a combination of factors, including their back- 

grounds and identities and what their cultures or subcultures perceive to be pleasing. 
2. One key issue is how we should interrogate those insiders' recollections, which may be 

unreliable for many reasons. Moreover, memories of personal details may be impossible to 
authenticate by referring to other sources. I cite this type of information when two recollections 

appear to converge in representing a historical phenomenon (e.g., women activists' approach to 
self-adornment). Sometimes, I also make use of a single source that records a phenomenon 
whose presence seems plausible in the historical context. 

3. The struggle against footbinding was a geographically uneven process. In some areas, it 

began only after the 1949 Liberation (Honig and Hershatter, 1988: 3). 
4. As part of the revolutionary process, radical women did deliberately reject conventional 

beauty norms. They sometimes paid dearly for adopting the May Fourth-style appearance. 
Honig and Hershatter mention that when Chiang Kai-shek purged the Communist Party in 
Wuhan, he executed young women with bobbed hair (Honig and Hershatter, 1988: 2; also see 

Zhang Baojin's recollection in Jing Lingzi, 1989: 234). Less dramatically, women who cut their 
hair in Shanghai in the early 1920s were often ridiculed (Ding Ling, 1984b: 194-95). The con- 
struction of a new image also entailed physical struggle. Women of various generations-rang- 
ing from Ding Ling's mother Yu Manzhen to long marchers such as Wei Gongzi-struggled to 
be active with their "liberated" bound feet (Ding Ling, 1989: 226-27; Guo Chen, 1986:144-47). 
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5. Certainly, not all revolutionaries had to endure poverty. Their material conditions 
depended on their connections, professions, and political status and assignment. For instance, 
the playwright Tian Han, also staying in Shanghai in the early 1930s, had a much better life (Ye 
Yonglie, 1993: 40). 

6. The question of whether radicalizing personal appearance helped or hurt the revolution 
is complex and requires further investigation. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Communist 
Party sometimes found that female cadres' radical appearance, together with their revolutionary 
behavior, alienated villagers who continued to regard them as women ("Tonggao," [1934] 1982: 
214, no. 18). But to act as good revolutionaries, women often found it necessary to give up the 
established symbols of feminine beauty that some still cherished. 

7. These women did not describe in detail how they defined a kuo taitai or kuo xiaojie. But 
we can track the images of fashionable and well-off women in the urban areas in the 1920s and 
1930s in recent scholarly literature (see Edwards, 2000; Finnane, 1996: 111, 115-20; Luo 
Suwen, 1996; Zhou Xuqi, 1994; Lee, 2000). 

8. Living in Shanghai in the early 1930s, Song won the admiration of Anna Louise Strong 
and of Edgar and Helen Snow for her appearance. She was described as beautiful, exquisite, and 
glamorous (J. Chang, 1986: 80-81). 

9. Rumor has it that the Party not only used images of beautiful women in popular art and 
literature but also told attractive Communist women to employ their charm and sexuality to 
seduce individuals. According to one anti-Communist source-Tang Shaohua, who worked in 
the movie industry in Shanghai in the 1940s-Bai Yang was twice told to marry a promising 
young artist whom the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) wanted to recruit (Tang Shaohua, 1981: 
276, 238). 

10. The play did not go uncontested in left-wing circles. In August 1936, Lu Xun wrote, 
"The Sai Jin Hua who slept with Waldersee during the Boxer movement is now given the title of a 
'patriotic goddess'" (Xia Yan, 1996: 85-87). Some left-wing writers challenged Xia Yan's 
"excessive" sympathy for a prostitute, and others stressed that Sai Jin Hua just "incidentally" 
(ouran) and unintentionally (wuyi) contributed to the Chinese people ("Sai Jin Hua zuotan hui," 
[1936] 1990; "Sai Jin Hua pingzuo," [1936] 1990). Perhaps these objections to Sai Jin Hua's 
image as a national heroine were tied to distaste for how she employed female beauty, but it is 
equally likely that those who criticized Sai Jin Hua's original occupation regarded her use of 
feminine charm for nationalistic purposes as fine. At any rate, that Xia Yan's creation of this 
patriotic image of Sai Jin Hua was appreciated by powerful officials shows that some Commu- 
nists regarded the use of beauty and sexuality as legitimate. 

11. On how the left-wingers effectively combined entertainment with political purposes, 
see Pang (2002). 

12. He Zizhen received only a limited education in her native area. Yang Zhihua, once the 
daughter-in-law of Shen Dingyi, was educated at Shanghai University. Growing up in a wealthy 
Christian family, Song Qingling was educated in the United States. 

13. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Communist base areas attracted young people, many 
of whom had received a fair amount of moder education and came from cities. It was also a time 
when many veteran revolutionaries were enjoying a relatively stable life. These conditions, 
which allowed revolutionaries to meet a more diverse pool of women and think more about their 
personal lives, were conducive to displaying attitudes that betrayed revolutionaries' own prefer- 
ence for female beauty. 

14. Not all male authorities pursued and married young beauties-Xu Guangdai, one of the 
key administrators at the Resistance University (Kangda), did not abandon his plain-looking 
wife, whom he had not seen for years. But he was regarded as a rarity (Shao Yang, 1993:240-41). 
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15. Not all modern young women aspired to a social upward mobility based on relations 
with powerful males. Some resisted; others yielded only reluctantly (see Tie Zhuwei, 1989: 202, 
246-47, 250-51; also see Li Ling, 1989). But it is also clear that some were quite aggressive in 

approaching powerful men (Snow, 1972: 252; Terrill, 1992: 133-38). 
16. This section briefly analyzes how women developed some principles of self-adornment 

in relation to their political identity. It is not meant as an investigation into clothing and fashion or 
an examination of individual variations in self-adornment. 

17. The attempts by radical women to beautify their revolutionary appearance raise a couple 
of interesting questions. First, how can we put this in a comparative perspective? Scholars have 
noted that women elsewhere sometimes adorned clothing that was supposedly intended to mark 
a break from conventional femininity; for instance, in the 1970s, women in the West, following 
the advice of fashion and image experts, adopted power dressing, a strategy aimed at challenging 
their conventional image as weak but not necessarily the conventional notion(s) of female beauty 
(Entwistle, 2000: 187-91). Second, how did revolutionaries, especially women revolutionaries, 
employ political language to legitimize the pursuit of feminine beauty? On this point, a memoir 
written by Hu Lanqi, a veteran of the National Revolution, is quite revealing. She mentions that 
her comrades emphasized the compatibility between Marxism and the pursuit of "material civili- 
zation" (wuzhi wenming; Hu Lanqi, 1995: 150-51). 

18. On conventional practices of self-adornment in rural areas in the first half of the twenti- 
eth century, see Luo Suwen (1996: 237-46). 

19. The brief survey in this section is not intended to compare approaches to self-adornment 
in the revolutionary and postrevolutionary periods. 

20. Negative characters, too, could be attractive. For instance, in the movie The Bold Hero 

(Yingxiong hudan, 1958), the famous star Wang Xiaotang, who played the heroine in Revolution- 

ary Struggle in a Historic City (1963), took on the role of A Lan, an attractive woman spy trying 
to sabotage the revolution. However, A Lan's attractiveness was coupled with an overt sensuality 
and "decadent" self-adornment (tight outfit, big earrings, heavy makeup, etc.) that were diamet- 

rically opposed to the revolutionary aesthetics of beauty. 
21. The questions raised here are beyond the scope of this article; sources relevant to 

answering them include Li Xiaojiang's volume, which contains insiders' recollections that 

emphasize young women's rejection of the practice of pursuing beauty (see Li Xiaojiang, 1997: 
1-36, 141-75). See also the book on Chinese women in the Mao era recently edited by Wang 
Zheng, Zhong Xueping, and Bai Di (2001). According to Wang, in fact, not only the Communist 
attack on bourgeois lifestyle but also the Chinese "feudal tradition" put a concern for appearance 
in an unfavorable light (Wang Zheng, 2001: 40-49). But these sources also show that women 
remained sensitive to their own appearance and to the issue of beauty generally (Li Xiaojiang, 
1997: 37-60). Wang believes that young women admired good looks but showed disdain for self- 
beautification. Such observations underscore the importance of exploring in more detail how the 

complex Communist legacy concerning female appearance shaped women's self-expectations 
and self-images under the Maoist regime. 
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