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The New Woman and the Writing of
History: The Case of Kang Aide

Ying Hu

Abstract

Hailed as the first female medical doctor of China, the exemplary new
citizen of the burgeoning Chinese nation, and a model of Christian conversion,
Kang Aide (1873~1930) is a figure to whom others attributed tremendous
representational power as well as different meanings. Comparing three versions
of her story, one by late Qing reformers represented by Liang Qichao, one by
American Missionaries, and one by herself, this paper traces the enactment of
modernity at a particular historical moment, an enactment fraught with

ambiguity and contested at the very moment of its conception.

As a primary way of signifying difference, gender was one of the most
potent metaphors of the late Qing. The status of women was intimately linked
to the representation of history, as the image of the traditional woman was
closely associated with the past and that of the modern woman rhetorically
wedded to the model of progress. The late Qing, once described as a

transitional period between tradition and modernity, yields fascinating stories



when we shift our attention to the understanding of historical representation
itself, in other words, to the necessary conditions for the conceptualization and
narrativization of history. The discourse of history-making, critics have recently
argued, necessarily suppresses other stories; that is to say, the intelligibility of
history is predicated on what is repressed and forgotten. As gender figured
prominently in the narrativization of history’in the late Qing, its intelligibility
also depended on what was forgotten. Seen in this context, the late Qing is not
so much a transitional period as a period that originated a particular and
gendered version of tradition in an effort to produce and enact a particular and

gendered modernity.

The case of Kang Aide is interesting because of her apparent centrality as
well as her hidden marginality to various projects of modernity. Her case
illustrates a peculiar historical paradox: while the term “woman” was given
tremendous representational power in the late Qing, its existence and
intelligibility was predicated on what was forgotten about women, that is to say,
both her predecessors who were dismissed as “traditional” as well as elements
in her that were deemed less than modern. Through the case of Kang Aide, this
paper traces the enactment of modernity at a particular historical moment, an
enactment fraught with ambiguity and often contested at the very moment of its

conception.

Key Words: Kang Aide, Liang Qichao, nationalism, gender, historiography
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