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Reinterpreting Inherited Values: Translating
“The Virtuous Woman” in A Woman’s

Messenger (1912-1931)

Cai-Ping Yan
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

Translation, in China at the turn of the twentieth century, has been adopted by
many Chinese local intellectuals and missionaries as a pivotal practice to advocate
their reform ideas. The role of women missionaries as translators and their female
periodicals in the early republican period, however, have been largely understudied.

The translations in the early issues of A Woman's Messenger (Nv Duo Z.§%, 1912-

1951) might offer an access to these key issues. Nv Duo was a Christian monthly
magazine operated by a small group of American missionaries and their Chinese girl
students in missionary schools. Evoking the image of “xiannii (the virtuous woman)”
in their works, the translators constructed a new type of ideal womanhood

embodying a fusion of Confucian moral disciplines and the traits of a modern citizen.

The paper begins with an investigation on the historical backdrop of Nv Duo,
revealing how Miss Laura White, its first chief editor, founded the periodical
while forming her unique view on Chinese women compared to that of other
intellectuals among the same literati network. I will then examine how the image
of “xiannii (the virtuous woman)” was gradually substantiated through translations
by Miss Laura White and her Chinese students. Through perusing their work
primarily translated from Frances Hodgson Burnett (1849-1924) and Alfred Tennyson
(1809-1892)’s novels, I argue that the translators well-constructed a type of ideal
womanhood which went beyond the prevalent political appeal for civil rights. Drawing
the concepts of “ren (benevolence)”, “xiao (filial piety)”, and “zhen (chastity)”
from Confucian moral disciplines in the text, the translators managed to reinterpret

those inherited code of ethics in their own way.
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I’ll begin by saying that Editha was always rather a queer little girl, and not

al

much like other children. She was not a strong, healthy little girl and had
never been able to run about and play, and she had no sisters, no brothers, or
companions of her own size. She was rather old-fashioned, as her aunts used

to call it.
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Please leave out enough for mamma, and I can use steel. I don’t care about
myself much. The man seemed to think a moment, and then he was really so
accommodating as to do as she asked, and even want to the length of leaving
out her own little fork and knife and spoon. “Oh, you are very kind!” said

Editha, when she saw him do this.

HIELIFR SRR SR YIS EI ) R o RSO RIS N O B S S “think
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In the first place, Miss Minchin lived in London. Her home was a large, dull,
tall one, in a large, dull square, where all the houses were alike, and all the
sparrows were alike...On Miss Minchin's door there was a brass plate. On the
brass plate there was inscribed in black letters. Little Sara Crewe never went
in or out of the house without reading that door-plate and reflecting upon it.
By the time she was twelve, she had decided that all her trouble arose because,
in the first place, she was not “Select,” and in the second she was not a “Young
Lady.” When she was eight years old, she had been brought to Miss Minchin
as a pupil, and left with her. Her papa had brought her all the way from India.
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She fulmined out her scorn of laws Salique/ And little-footed China, touched

on Mahomet/ With much contempt, and came to chivalry: When some respect,
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however slight, was paid/ To woman, superstition all awry: However then
commenced the dawn: a beam/ Had slanted forward, falling in a land/ Of
promise; fruit would follow. Deep, indeed/ Their debt of thanks to her who
first had dared/ To leap the rotten pales of prejudice/ Disyoke their necks from
custom, and assert/ None lordlier than themselves but that which made/

Woman and man. She had founded; they must build.
HEEFS > JAMT AT E FIMSH LR AR TP T T RSB - WF G R LR 2 &
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This world was once a fluid haze of light/ Till toward the centre set the starry
tides/ And eddied into suns, that wheeling cast/ The planets: then the monster,
then the man/ Tattooed or woaded, winter-clad in skins/ Raw from the prime,
and crushing down his mate/ As yet we find in barbarous isles, and here.

Among the lowest.'
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