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Editing “Women”: Editorial Strategies in
Extant Women’s Works from the Han, Wei,
and Six Dynasties Periods

Fan-Yu Shen*

Abstract

This study examines how extant women’s works from the Han, Wei,
and Six Dynasties periods have been shaped through the use of various
editorial strategies. Through editorial actions such as selection,
contextualization, categorization, and abridgment, the works reflect the
editors’ perceptions of women or women’s literature and reveal their intent
to shape an ideal feminine paradigm. These editorial choices, which were
accepted by readers, have formed the basis of our current understanding of
women writers and their works. This study is divided into three parts and
discusses the following three points. 1) Historical biographies shaped the
ideal image of empresses and concubines by selecting edicts that portrayed
self-awareness and exemplary conduct as a response to the problem of
consort kin during the Han dynasties. 2) Historical biographies and
anthologies that included women’s lyrical works contextualized them
within narratives or prefaces that often concerned marriage or romantic
grievances. This not only impacted how readers perceived the women’s
works, but it also reinforced the link between women writers and the

themes of love and marriage. 3) Reference works such as the Yiwen [eiju
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often placed women writers within specific categories, under traditional
views of and writings on virtuous or beautiful women, or classified them
as expressions of marital and romantic grievances. When combined with
abridgement, the edited works highlight women’s writings as focused on
complaints and grudges. Editors, through their strategies and power,
“edited” women; however, recognizing this fact also enables us to identify
the voices of women within these frameworks. This study encourages the
further exploration of women writers from the Han, Wei, and Six Dynasties

periods in order to uncover more diverse possibilities.

Key words: Han, Wei, and Six Dynasties periods, women’s literature,

editors
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