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Abstract: Late imperial Chinese social and intel-
lectual histories witness heterogeneous examples of
the interplay between shifting nationalist discourses,
and women’s literary, cultural and political participa-
tion and burgeoning proto-feminist activism. This
project explores how nineteenth century women writ-
ers illustrated socio-political ideals of the nation-state
in tanci fiction, which are novel-length chantefable
narratives. My study investigates how fanci authors
negotiated with social, political and moral contingen-
cies in transcending the rhetoric of female sacrifice
for the nation, and projecting transformative concepts
of selthood. Importantly, nineteenth century tanci
novels bespeak the contesting relationship between
discourses of gender and nationhood, by portraying
women as military generals, prime ministers, jurisdic-
tion officials, and courageous warriors, indicating
writing as a vehicle for mediating gendered political
consciousness. These utopian narratives introduce
readers to a rich and under-studied repertoire of wom-
en’s fictional tradition which enriches literati dis-
courses about nation and self-expression, and fore-
shadows modern concepts of the nation-state.
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