The East Meets the West: Representing Footbinding and Chinese Women in Three Adolescent Novels

Despite the demise of footbinding as a gendered practice in the early twentieth century China, discourses about footbinding have flourished and continue to flourish in both popular culture and academia in the West. This paper is concerned with the question what ties those who talk about footbinding as modern (speaking) subjects to this bodily practice of the traditional China. To answer this question, I first examine two American texts which represent footbinding, Donna Jo Napoli’s Bound (2004) and Lensey Namioka’s Ties That Bind, Ties That Break (1999). I argue that while the two texts are apparently engaged in a feminist endeavor to empower their Chinese girl protagonists by constructing them as progressive and civilized with unbound feet, they in fact participate in the (re)production of an imperialist feminist discourse of foot bound Chinese women as tradition-bound victims in contrast with those exceptional protagonists who function as Western spokespersons. Finally I will discuss a Chinese text which also represents footbinding by a Chinese author Feng Jicai, Sancun Jinlian (The Three-Inch Golden Lotus), originally published in 1986 in China and translated into English in 1994. I will read Feng’s novel as a resistant text against the kind of imperialism underlying the two Western texts. By constructing a complex female protagonist with bound feet who both conforms to and subverts the Chinese patriarchal system in which the practice of footbinding is developed, and by revealing internal links between the traditional and the modern, Feng’s text deconstructs the kind of binary that sustains imperialism. 

