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Destabilizing the Meaning of “Man” and “Woman”

While men and women are distinct from each other in terms of specific biological differences, the gender traits that characterize essential “maleness” and essential “femaleness” are not so easily defined. In fact, setting aside biology, the terms “man” and “woman” in a social context—as in the roles and qualities that might classify each—are not only difficult to define, but are inherently unstable and prone to constant redefinition. Sui Sin Far, an authoress of Chinese American ancestry that wrote during the early 1900s (a time of particular flux in terms of woman’s roles and rights), captures a glimpse of the complexity of gender constructions within many of her writings. In particular, two of her short stories, from the collection Mrs. Spring Fragrance and Other Writings, “The Story of One White Woman Who Married a Chinese,” and its sequel, “My Chinese Husband,” provide interesting examples of the rejection and redefining of the terms “man” and “woman.”

In the first short story, “The Story of One White Woman Who Married a Chinese,” the narration is told from the point of view of Minnie, a white woman relating how she came to become the affectionate wife of a certain man, Liu Kanghi.  But, before Minnie meets Liu, she is already in a marriage with an American man named James. Minnie tells the story of the onset of her marriage to James which begins propitiously, with all the promise of a future brimming in nuptial fulfillment and happiness: “I was very happy with him…It was a pleasure to me to wait upon James, cook him nice little dinners, and suppers” (Far 67). Interestingly, the words Minnie uses to describe her happy embrace of matrimony also reveal her subscription to certain gender roles. Minnie has established her role as the wife, and in doing, has linked it to certain domestic functions: to “wait upon” him, to “cook him nice little dinners.” These particular features of the wifely role are consistent with—at the time—a longstanding, traditional (though yet transforming) gender norm of the female as a housewife, and domestic caregiver. And although not all women ascribed the female role in marriage to consist of these particular functions, Minnie does—and in doing, her definition of “woman” and “wife” would encompass these traits.

As Minnie continues to abide within her own defined identity of the “woman,” her relationship with her husband starts to crumble when he attempts to place her within his own definition of the same term—but which now has assumed a different meaning. Woman Suffrage and new-thought literature being a hobby of his, James has attached gender traits to his idea of “woman” which are in conflict with Minnie’s idea of “woman.”  To James, a successful woman has ambition, business acumen, and can hold steady rank with men on an equal footing. Minnie on the other hand, doesn’t hold the same level of esteem for this type of woman. Instead, Minnie states that all she cares about in life is, “for my husband to love me and be kind to me, for life to be pleasant and easy” (Far 68). Sui Sin Far presents an interesting and complex layer of irony here. While James is a proponent for attaching a more progressive association to the traditional “woman” role (one that is apt to be cheered), his character is portrayed so ignobly and hypocritically, as to cast a confusing shadow to this forward-looking perspective. Far’s portrayal here between the progressive and the traditional, especially with its deep-seated irony, is very complex and multilayered. However, one thing that is straightforward is that Minnie and James appeal to the same word, “woman,” a term whose meaning has now lost some of its footing, as the characteristics that define it no longer refer to the same thing. 
When Miss Moran (James’ helper in his book-writing pursuit) enters the scene, she exhibits the traits of the ideal woman in James’ mind—and the antithesis of Minnie’s. Miss Moran follows sports and is a fellow suffragist, and in turn, would share in many of the progressive notions on women’s rights that James would subscribe to. However, Miss Moran doesn’t help to shed light to—and dissolve—the confusing shadow of this perspective already cast by James. Miss Moran is cold and stoic, and portrays a stark contrast to the domestic femininity of Minnie. For instance, when Miss Moran discovers that Minnie’s child is sick, she refers to the baby as “it,” and offers some very mechanical, uncompassionate remarks towards the child’s illness, saying, “There is no necessity for its being sick. There must an error somewhere” (Far 69). After she leaves, James exclaims in front of Minnie, “That’s a great woman” (69). Minnie on the other hand, describes Miss Moran as “masculine-featured,” seemingly “heartless,” and especially after the remarks made about her sick child, states that Miss Moran “is not only not a great woman, but to my mind, no woman at all” (69).  Here also, it is clear that both James and Minnie refer to the word “woman” not in reference to biology (for Miss Moran is certainly female in that regard) but to the gender traits that define the woman, which are again seen differently by both of these characters.


While the first part of Minnie’s narration portrays the instability within the term “woman,” the second part shows the same manner of flux with the term “man.” After Minnie’s divorce, she is left helpless and desperate, seeking to end her and her child’s life until she is rescued by the Chinese man Liu Kanghi—her soon to be future husband. In “The Story of One White Woman Who Married a Chinese,” and as it continues onto its sequel “My Chinese Husband,” there is continual play and redefinition of the word “man” which is now complicated by this new figure, Liu Kanghi. Minnie’s first description of Kanghi is a notice of his voice, which was at first “unusually soft for a man’s” (Far 72). She later goes on to clearly affirm Kanghi as masculine by stating, “I only knew that he was a man” (72).
 

As we enter the second short story, “My Chinese Husband,” we are provided with more details of the character of Liu Kanghi. Kanghi is constantly depicted as nurturing and caring; Minnie states that when he found her, “tired and out of sorts, he would cook dinner himself” (Far 78). Yet his cooking wasn’t just something to do for the sake of duty. No, in fact, he relishes the opportunity, and is said to have “enjoyed showing off his skill as a cook” (78). In another passage, Minnie writes:
My Little girl loved him better than she loved me. He took great pleasure in playing with her, curling her hair over his fingers, tying her sash, and all the simple tasks from which so many men turn aside. (79)
The “simple tasks” that Minnie refers to here are written broad enough to imply a litany of perhaps long-perceived feminine tasks that has now been reattributed to this new type of “man.” Details like these, at first, seem borrowed from gender traits that have long been associated with women, however, one-by-one, as they are attached to Kanghi, it enlarges and redefines existing notions of maleness.

And finally, if Liu Kanghi’s masculinity was ever in doubt, the last sentence of the story asserts it all in a final recapitulation: “Such was Liu Kanghi—a man” (Far 83). The reverberating echo of this last sentence, seems to seal Liu Kanghi as not only a man, but as the apotheosis of one—the form and perfect example of maleness. We might also gather from this same ending sentence that the word “man” and its corresponding associations were never clear, but always in flux—or at least until now, as Minnie might here suggest. Of course, consideration of race cannot be ignored either, and there very well in fact may be an element of essential maleness—at least in the white woman’s mind—that has never associated the word “man” as being inclusive of Chinese men. In addition, James’ own maleness is juxtaposed with Liu Kanghi’s throughout both of these short stories; from Minnie’s perspective, it may be read that she is implying that while Liu Kanghi is a “man,” James is not. This then further reveals the separation of “man” from its biologically straightforward definition, to its other socially constructed one: that while a man may sexually be male, it does not guarantee membership into the class of “man.”

What Sui Sin Far does in these two short stories, “The Story of One White Woman Who Married a Chinese,” and its sequel, “My Chinese Husband,” is provide a complex presentation of the way seemingly basic terms like “man” and “woman” are inherently unstable. Within the story, these terms are tossed back and forth and are constantly being reevaluated: James implies Miss Moran is more of a woman than Minnie; Minnie finds Miss Moran as anything but “woman,” and further, Liu Kanghi’s portrayal by Minnie seems to redefine her own and perhaps existing definitions of the “man”—a redefinition that excludes James.  The associations and gender traits inherent in the terms “man” and “woman” are complicated by many factors. They are subjective and prone to constant reformulation. In addition, gender norms are frequently bifurcated by sociocultural influences, which might label one view progressive and the other traditional—separating those that might refuse readjustment, and/or ostracizing the ones that do. And yet all too frequently, the gender norms ostensibly contained within the words “man” and “woman” are often appealed to, to categorically circumscribe the departure or adherence to a particular gender ideology. The problem, is that when a term may have multiple meanings, who is to say one is correct and the other wrong? This dilemma is, of course, the notion within these two short stories that Sui Sin Far seems to capture, and portray, brilliantly.
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