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Abstract 

This study aims to dissect the trajectory of women literature development against the backdrop of social 

transformation in modern and contemporary China, analyzing how women literature reflects the changing concepts 

of femininity and the elevation of women’s social status through literary works. The study employs methods such 

as literature analysis, comparative analysis, and empirical research to select significant works of women literature 

from the early 20th to the early 21st century, covering various dimensions including school evolution, stylistic 

innovation, and thematic content. It delves into deconstructing the female images and consciousness in literary 

works. Research indicates that the development of Chinese women literature can be divided into four stages, 

including the embryonic stage, anti-Japanese war stage, new era stage, and contemporary online stage. In addition, 

the development of the Internet platform has had a profound impact on contemporary women literature by female 

writers. This study not only reviews the history of Chinese women literature, but also explores the significant 

impact of social changes on it, revealing how female writers advocate gender equality and enhance women’s self-

awareness through their works, demonstrating the unique value of women literature in enriching Chinese literature 

and promoting progress of society. 
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Introduction 

By analyzing the development process of Chinese society, it can further explore historical trends 

in women’s roles and status. Under the background of the feudal dynasties, the constraints of the 

Three Obediences and Four Virtues ritual impacted women’s behavior and status. However, the 

awareness of female began to awaken with the establishment of the Republic of China and the rise 

of the May Fourth Movement. Pursuing ideological liberation became an important part of 

women's lives through the struggle against imperialism and feudalism. Then, the outbreak of the 

War of Resistance Against Japan had a significant influence on women. A large number of women 

with the the heroic spirit left their homes and participated in the work of supporting the front line. 

After that, the People’s Republic of China put forward the Marriage Law and the slogan “Women 

hold up half the sky” to improve the status of women. With the development of the policy of reform 

and opening up, the developing market economy has promoted broader opportunities for women’s 

employment so that women play an indispensable and crucial role in many careers and fields such 

as politics, economy and culture. 

With the development of May Fourth Movement, female writers such as Feng Yuanjun and Shi 

pingmei used their pens to depict different female characters to show changes of women’s 

traditional concepts. Women literature during the War of Resistance Against Japan, such as Xiao 

Hong’s The Field of Life and Death, depicted the suffering of women and children brought about 

by war with melancholic brushstrokes. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, Zhao 

Shuli’s Rhymes of Li Youcai shaped a typical image of rural women in the new era. Since the 

reform and opening up, women literature has become increasingly prosperous. Writers such as 

Zhang Jie, Wang Anyi, and Tie Ning have stood out. The women in their works are independent 

and dare to break through traditional constraints, showcasing the spiritual outlook of women in the 

new era. 

In a word, Chinese women literature blends with social changes, presenting a magnificent 

historical picture. Social change has shaped the role of women in the era and provided abundant 

creative sources for women literature. And women literature, with its sharp writing style, injects 

strong spiritual power into social progress and becomes an important force leading the trend of the 

times. Under new historical conditions, women literature will inevitably write a new chapter in the 

development of Chinese society with a more open and diverse attitude. 

1. The Overview of Social Change in China 

1.1. Social Change and Women’s Status 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, Chinese society has undergone earth shaking changes. 

From the monarchical autocracy of the late Qing Dynasty and early Republic of China to the 

socialist system of New China, and then to the market economy after the reform and opening up, 

Chinese society has completed the modernization process that Western countries took hundreds of 

years to complete in just a hundred years. This series of drastic changes has profoundly affected 

the social status and living conditions of Chinese women. The traditional gender division of “men 

as breadwinners and women as homemakers” is gradually breaking down, and women's 

opportunities to participate in social life outside the home have significantly increased. The 

emergence of women’s education in the late 19th century allowed more and more women to 

receive a modern education, laying the foundation for their pursuit of personal independence and 

social rights. During the New Culture Movement, the rise of the May Fourth women’s liberation 

movement further promoted the awakening of women's consciousness. In the resistance and 

liberation wars of the 1920s and 1940s, a large number of women devoted themselves to the cause 
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of national liberation, demonstrating the heroic spirit of women who were not inferior to men. The 

women's liberation movement after the founding of the People’s Republic of China brought 

unprecedented progress to women in various fields such as politics, economy, culture, and social 

life. Since the reform and opening up, the development of the market economy has provided 

women with broader development space, and women's social participation has continued to 

increase, resulting in a large number of outstanding women emerging in various industries. 

However, in the process of social transformation, the protection of women's rights still faces 

significant challenges. The gender gap in political participation, the glass ceiling phenomenon in 

employment, and domestic violence are still prevalent issues. Overall, although the social status 

of Chinese women has greatly improved compared to the past, there is still a long way to go in 

achieving true gender equality. In the new era, how to continuously promote the development of 

women's cause and fully unleash women’s potential in social change still requires the joint efforts 

of the government and the whole society. 

1.2. The Role of Women in Historical Milestones  

In the 20th century, China underwent a series of dramatic social changes, in which women played 

important and complex roles. During the May Fourth Movement, women actively participated in 

the struggle against imperialism and feudalism, calling for women's liberation and gender equality. 

In the wave of communist revolution, women devoted themselves to various fronts and made 

significant contributions to the revolutionary cause. During the 1920s and 1940s, revolutionary 

bases under the leadership of the Communist Party of China carried out a series of social reform 

experiments, including freedom of marriage, abolition of arranged marriage, and promotion of 

equality between men and women, which opened the way for women’s liberation. In the War of 

Resistance Against Japan and the War of Liberation, a large number of progressive women 

participated in the military and underground party organizations, becoming an important part of 

the revolutionary forces. 

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, under the slogan “Women hold up half the 

sky”, women actively participated in the socialist construction cause. The Constitution and 

Marriage Law clearly stipulate the basic national policy of gender equality, and women have 

gained extensive rights to participate in politics, education, and employment. The women’s 

liberation movement has made significant progress. During the People’s Commune Movement 

and the Great Leap Forward, women were mobilized on a large scale as laborers to participate in 

agricultural and industrial production, demonstrating enormous production potential. During the 

Cultural Revolution, women became the main force in the fervent revolutionary wave and 

participated in various political movements. 

Since the reform and opening up, with the development of the market economy and the 

acceleration of globalization, the social status and role of Chinese women have undergone 

profound changes once again. On the one hand, more and more women are receiving good 

education and playing important roles in various fields such as politics, economy, culture, and 

education, giving rise to a large number of outstanding women. On the other hand, the 

intensification of market competition has also led to many difficulties for women, such as 

employment discrimination, income gap, etc. The traditional concept of male superiority and 

female inferiority still poses a shackle to women’s development. On the whole, the historical 

process of China’s revolution and construction has always been closely linked to the 

transformation of women's roles. In different historical periods, women have played an 

indispensable and important role in the transformation of families and society, either as pioneers 

of revolution or as the main force of construction. 
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2. The History Trajectory of Women Literature 

2.1. Analysis of Women’s Literary Works 

Women literature occupies an important place in the history of modern Chinese literature. In the 

early 20th century, influenced by Western feminist ideas, a group of female writers in China began 

to emerge. At the same time, lots of female writers such as Shi Pingmei, Ding Ling, and Bing Xin, 

express women’s emotional experiences through various literary forms like novels, essays and 

poetry to reflect the awakening of female self-consciousness and resistance against patriarchal 

society. 

In the novel Women by Shi Pingmei, it reveals women’s desire for autonomy in marriage and 

personal independence by discussing changes of a traditional housewife awakening to 

independence. Then, in the work Miss Sophia’s Diary of Ding Ling, realistically records by a diary 

to reflect the inner world of an independent and intellectual woman. With the influence of women’s 

liberation movement during the May Fourth period, this work portrays a new image of woman 

who dares to resist old customs and pursue freedom and equality. The essay to the Young Readers 

by Bing Xin delicately expresses women’s pursuit of a beautiful life.  

Between the 1930s and 1940s, the works of female writers like Su Xuelin, Xiao Hong, and Feng 

Yuanjun paid emphasis on promoting thoughts and awareness of women. Su Xuelin’s essays are 

filled with philosophical meaning, exploring women’s living conditions from the perspective of 

human nature. Then, the novels written by Xiao Hong usually through the unique background of 

women’s rural life in the Northeast China, describes different fates of women. Feng Yuanjun’s 

poetry blends classical and modern elements, expressing feminine sentiments with a delicate and 

graceful style. 

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, women literature entered a new phase. A 

group of writers represented by Ding Ling, Ke Yan, Zhang Jie, and Tie Ning examined the role of 

women in socialist construction from fresh perspectives. Ding Ling’s report literature in the 

Hospital reflects women's enthusiasm for participating in socialist development and praises the 

noble qualities of working women. Ke Yan's novel Flower City portrays the image of a new woman 

engaged in the reform and opening-up era, depicting the choices female intellectuals face between 

love and career. Zhang Jie’s novella The Ark offers a detailed portrayal of women’s emotional 

worlds, emphasizing the independent personalities of modern women. Tie Ning’s works, 

employing realist techniques, focus on the fate of women at the grassroots level and critique the 

oppression of women in a patriarchal society, showcasing a strong sense of female consciousness. 

Since the beginning of the new era, women literature has exhibited a flourishing and diversified 

development. Female writers like Chen Ran, Wang Anyi, Lin Bai, and Xu Xiaobin have expressed 

changes of women’s awareness in their works. Works by Chen Ran involve insights to express the 

confusions and struggles urban women face as they grow. Novels by Wang Anyi like The Song of 

Everlasting Sorrow and Baotown focus on the combination of historical background and reality 

through the narrative modernization to show unique images of women in that period. Novels by 

Lin Bai show the expression on women’s emotional experiences that expand the scope of women 

literature. In works of Xu Xiaobin, she discusses ideological transformation of women’s marriage 

and love under the background of patriarchal society with sharp prose. 

Chinese female writers in contemporary society have not only expanded the thinking framework 

of traditional literature, but have also made profound contributions in enriching literary genres. 
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2.2.  Study of Female Authors and Literary Schools 

In the early 20th century, Chinese women literature developed rapidly, including a group of female 

writers like Bing Xin, Lu Yin, Xiao Hong, and Ding Ling. Their works cover diverse and rich 

themes, involving specific features like marriage, family, society, and revolution. During this 

stage, female writers represented by Lu Yin and Bing Xin often used delicate and profound prose 

to portray the inner journeys of educated women in lyrical essays of early works. For instance, 

Notes from the Mountain Residence and Gathering Weeds as Lu Yin’s early works with a graceful 

and melancholic style, express the joys and sorrows of women in love and marriage. Similarly, A 

Maze of Stars and Spring Water, as Bing Xin’s prose poetry collections, evokes a tone of sadness 

without despair by expressing the spiritual outlook of educated women through their beautiful 

imagery. 

During the period of 1930s, Chinese women literature gradually showed a distinct revolutionary 

tendency under the influence of leftist literary movements. Xiao Hong, Ding Ling and other female 

writers produced lots of works to reveal social realities and condemn the evils of the old tradition. 

For example, the novel The Field of Life and Death by Xiao Hong describes life experiences of 

women in rural Northeast China, revealing the harshness of a semi-feudal and semi-colonial 

society. Representative works like Mother and Sunlight on the Sanggan River by Ding Ling, which 

talk about a group of heroic women devoted themselves to the revolution. During this period, 

literary creation experienced changes from simple lyrical expression to meticulous and delicate 

realistic depiction, rising from personal emotional expression to concern for the fate of the country 

and promoting social transformation. 

In the 1940s, a large number of progressive women took up the cause of national salvation because 

of the outbreak of the Anti-Japanese War. Female writers like Xiao Hong and Ding Ling depict 

wartime scenes and celebrate national spirit by a series of excellent works. For example, Xiao 

Hong’s Tales of Hulan River recounts the suffering and resistance of the Northeast people in a 

poignant and sorrowful tone; Ding Ling’s When I Was in Xia Village realistically portrays the 

social landscape of the Shanbei base area and the revolutionary enthusiasm of ordinary people. 

The women literature creation during the Anti-Japanese War, whether it was realistic works or 

revolutionary romanticism works, fully expressed the indomitable spirit of the Chinese nation's 

struggle, and demonstrated the patriotic enthusiasm and tremendous strength that Chinese women 

showed in times of national crisis. It was a literary peak with excellent imagination and artistry. 

In the 1950s and 1970s, under the influence of Twenty Years of Literature, women's literary 

creation showed a diversified development trend. On the one hand, the revolutionary realism 

creation method dominated by Seventeen Year Literature has emerged in women literature 

creation, with a large number of excellent works praising socialist revolution and construction; On 

the other hand, female writers have made new breakthroughs in exploring traditional literary 

themes, and female consciousness has begun to emerge, presenting differentiated characteristics 

from male writers' creations. Like Zhang Jie’s Heavy Wings, which examines life from the 

perspective of knowledgeable women and pays attention to women's social status and spiritual 

difficulties; Zhuo Ru’s Walking on the Grassland captures the complex mentality of intellectuals 

with the delicate and sharp sensitivity unique to women. New generation female writers such as 

Bi Shumin, Wang Anyi, and Tie Ning have entered the literary world. They are rich in narrative 

imagination, with delicate and subtle strokes, and have begun to touch on broader subject areas 

such as women's living conditions and spiritual world. During this period, women's literary 

creation not only inherited the tradition of revolutionary realism, but also demonstrated a new 

attitude of exploring ideological discourse and reshaping the female subject image.  
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3. The Interaction between Women Literature and Social Change 

3.1. The Impact of Social Change on Women Literature 

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, Chinese society has undergone tremendous 

changes, which have profoundly influenced the development of contemporary Chinese literature, 

including women literature. In the 1950s, under the slogan of gender equality, a large number of 

female writers such as Bing Xin, Xiao Hong, Ding Ling, etc. entered the literary world. Their 

works reflected the social life in the early days of the founding of New China from a female 

perspective and shaped a group of new female images. However, women's literary creation during 

this period still struggled to break free from the shackles of political propaganda tools, and the 

creative personality and artistic exploration of female writers were suppressed. 

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, Chinese society gradually moved towards openness, and 

the status of women significantly improved. Women literature ushered in new opportunities for 

development. In the 1980s, a group of outstanding female writers emerged, including Chen Ran, 

Zhang Jie, Chi Li, and Wang Anyi. Their novels, with unique female perspectives and delicate 

psychological portrayals, showcased the living conditions and spiritual world of women during 

the period of social transformation. Works such as Zhang Jie’s the Ark and Wang Anyi’s Baotown 

vividly depict the confusion and struggle of traditional women in the process of modernization. 

Since the 1990s, the rapid development of the market economy has intensified the trend of social 

diversification, leading to profound changes in women's values and a gradual diversification of 

women’s literary creation. On the one hand, a large number of personalized writing represented 

by Chen Ran, Lin Bai, etc. have emerged, expressing the desires and self-awareness of modern 

women from the perspective of body writing and personalized experiences; On the other hand, 

writers such as Wang Xiaoying and Chi Zijian have turned their attention to the lower class female 

population, using realistic brushstrokes to depict their fluctuating destinies in social changes. 

In the 21st century, the popularity of the Internet and the rise of new media have provided women 

literature with more convenient communication channels and broader expression space. The 

flourishing development of online literature has given birth to a large number of female writers, 

who have attracted a large number of readers with their distinct personal styles and meticulous 

capture of urban emotional life. However, at the same time, the uneven quality of online literature 

has also raised concerns about the entertainment and vulgarization of women’s literary creation. 

Thus, since the reform and opening up, with the development and changes of Chinese society, 

women literature has undergone a transformation from collective narrative to individual 

expression, and from elite culture to popular culture.  

3.2. The Role of Women Literature in Social Change 

Women literature, as an essential component of social change, plays an indispensable role in 

promoting social development and awakening female consciousness. In the early 20th century, 

female writers like Bing Xin and Ding Ling, served as bright banners, awakening the 

consciousness of one generation of women after another by literary creation to expose the 

constraints imposed by feudal moral codes on women and to express female liberation. After that, 

with the reform and opening up in the 1980s, women literature has flourished, involving a number 

of outstanding female writers such as Chen Ran, Zhang Jie and Chi Li. In their writings, female 

characters which reflect the changing status and consciousness of women, have gradually become 

various. Their writings are not only limited in showing women’s traditional roles like mother and 

wife, but also describe images of independent and self-sufficient educated women. 
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In the 21st century, the platform of online literature has given much support for female writing. 

Writers from the post-1980s generation, such as Zhang Yueran and Qing Shan, have led a new 

generation of young readers with their rebellious and candid writing styles, exploring themes of 

growth, love, and ideals that reflect the value pursuits of contemporary women. In a word, over 

the past century, women literature and social change have intertwined and influenced each other. 

On one hand, women literature has accurately recorded and profoundly reflected the changes in 

women's living conditions amidst social transformations. On the other hand, outstanding works of 

women literature have subtly contributed to the progress of social attitudes, supporting the 

protection of women’s rights and the harmonious development of gender relations. It is foreseeable 

that with the continued development of the cause of socialism with Chinese characteristics, women 

literature will undoubtedly usher in an even more brilliant and glorious future. 

Conclusion 

The changes in Chinese society have had a profound impact on the development trajectory of 

women literature. Female writers have been active in various stages of history, thus constituting 

the continuity and diversity of female literary creation. During the New Culture Movement in the 

early 20th century, female writers such as Ding Ling and Bing Xin used Enlightenment and realism 

techniques to express women's demands for anti-feudalism, independence, and equality. After the 

establishment of the People's Republic of China, socialist realism became the mainstream creative 

method, and a large number of female writers such as Zhang Jie, Shen Rong, etc. depicted female 

images in the women’s liberation movement and socialist construction. Since the reform and 

opening up, women literature has shown a diversified development trend, with works by Wang 

Anyi, Chi Li, Lin Bai, and others depicting the living conditions and spiritual difficulties of women 

under market economy conditions. 

Through careful reading of representative female literature texts from different historical periods, 

it can be found that under the background of social change, female literature exhibits distinct 

characteristics of the times. Firstly, it reflects the life experiences, emotional experiences, and 

value demands of women, and moreover, it also participates in shaping the image of women and 

social concepts in different eras. To some extent, women literature reflects changes of women’s 

awareness, but these changes cannot leave the historical background.  In China, the interaction 

between social changes and women literature not only have broaden expressions of women 

literature, but also promoted gender equality and social progress. Therefore, exploring and 

analyzing the relationship between the changes in Chinese society and the development of women 

literature has the certain valuable space. 
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