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In the Absence of Discourse: Articulating Female Friendship in Late Imperial China

Grace S. Fong, Tr. by Yu Yuming

Abstract: In recent decades, North American academia has contributed significant scholarship on the
discourse and practices of male friendship in Chinese history, yet research on female friendship remains relatively
scarce. From historical and gender perspectives, the male-centered discourse of friendship within the Confucian
social regime explicitly excluded women. Thus, the question is, how did women experience and articulate
friendship within this sociocultural context? This paper employs shi and ci poetry from the “Ming-Qing Women’ s
Writings” database to identify and examine key terminologies used by literary women to refer to friends, ideal
qualities of female friendship, and the rich affective and circumstantial dimensions of female relationships. It aims
to explore the emerging “structure of feeling” and its key elements in women’ s social lives beyond kinship ties
from the Ming-Qing period to the modern era.

Keywords: Ming-Qing period; female friendship; discourse; practices of shi and ci poetry; structure of

feeling
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