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Snow Flower and the Secret Fan by Lisa See: An Exploration of Sisterhood, Culture, and Forbidden
Love

snow flower and the secret fan by lisa see invites readers into the intricate world of 19th-century
China, where societal expectations and personal desires often collide. This deeply moving novel, rich
with historical detail and emotional resonance, explores the profound bond between two women, Lily
and Snow Flower, bound by a lifelong laotong (sworn sisterhood). Through their journey, we delve
into the customs of foot-binding, the complexities of arranged marriages, and the silent, yet
powerful, language of silk fans inscribed with secret messages. This article will unpack the novel’s
key themes, its historical context, the significance of its symbols, and the enduring power of female
relationships in a restrictive society. We will also examine Lisa See's masterful storytelling and the
impact of Snow Flower and the Secret Fan on contemporary readers.
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The Power of Laotong: A Sacred Bond

At the heart of Snow Flower and the Secret Fan lies the profound and sacred relationship of laotong,
a sworn sisterhood formed between women in pre-revolutionary China. This bond, often initiated in
childhood, was designed to provide companionship, emotional support, and a sense of belonging in a
patriarchal society that often isolated women. Lily and Snow Flower’s laotong is a central pillar of
the narrative, charting their growth from innocent girls to women navigating the arduous paths of
marriage, motherhood, and societal duty. The unwavering loyalty and shared intimacy between them



offer a stark contrast to the often superficial or transactional relationships dictated by social
standing and family alliances.

The formation of a laotong involved elaborate rituals and a mutual exchange of vows, signifying a
commitment that often surpassed even familial ties. These sisters shared everything - dreams, fears,
secrets, and the pain of societal constraints. In a world where women had limited agency, their
laotong provided a vital emotional lifeline, a space where they could be truly seen and understood.
The narrative meticulously illustrates how this sisterhood becomes a source of strength, resilience,
and a quiet rebellion against the limitations imposed upon them. The depth of their connection is
explored through shared experiences, whispered confidences, and the physical manifestations of
their bond, such as the intricately embroidered satchels they exchange.

Navigating the Constraints of 19th-Century Chinese
Society

Lisa See’s Snow Flower and the Secret Fan offers a vivid and often poignant depiction of life for
women in 19th-century China, a society rigidly defined by strict social hierarchies, Confucian
principles, and deeply ingrained patriarchal customs. The novel immerses the reader in a world
where a woman’s worth was largely determined by her ability to bear sons, her obedience to male
authority, and her adherence to societal norms. From birth, girls were conditioned to accept their
predetermined roles, with marriage serving as the primary, and often only, pathway to social and
economic security. The constant pressure to conform, to maintain reputation, and to serve the needs
of the family - particularly the male lineage - shaped every aspect of their existence.

The narrative highlights the inherent limitations placed upon women, particularly those of the upper
classes, who were expected to remain secluded within the inner quarters of their homes. Their
education was often focused on domestic skills, etiquette, and the arts deemed appropriate for
women, rather than intellectual pursuits. The concept of "face" was paramount, influencing
decisions about marriage, social interactions, and even personal happiness. Any perceived
transgression or deviation from expected behavior could lead to ostracization and ruin. This societal
framework created an environment where true freedom and individual expression were scarce
commodities, making the internal world of women, and their relationships with each other, all the
more significant.

The Influence of Patriarchy and Confucianism

The pervasive influence of patriarchy and Confucianism is a recurring motif throughout Snow
Flower and the Secret Fan. These philosophical and societal structures dictated the roles and
responsibilities of men and women, emphasizing filial piety, respect for elders, and the importance
of maintaining social order. For women, this often translated to a life of subservience and limited
autonomy. The novel illustrates how these principles, while intended to create harmony, could also
stifle individuality and perpetuate inequality. The expectations placed upon Lily and Snow Flower
are deeply rooted in these traditions, shaping their choices and their understanding of their place in
the world.



The Segregation of the Inner and Outer Quarters

The physical and metaphorical division between the inner quarters (neiyuan) and the outer world
was a defining characteristic of affluent households in 19th-century China. The inner quarters were
the domain of women, a space of relative privacy but also confinement. Here, women managed
domestic affairs, educated children, and engaged in social activities among themselves. The outer
quarters, conversely, were the preserve of men, where business, politics, and social life with the
outside world took place. Snow Flower and the Secret Fan vividly portrays this segregation,
emphasizing how it contributed to the isolation of women and fostered the development of strong
bonds within their limited social circles.

The Symbolism of the Fan: A Secret Language

In Snow Flower and the Secret Fan, the intricately decorated silk fan transcends its utilitarian
purpose to become a potent symbol of communication, emotion, and hidden desires. These fans,
often adorned with delicate brushstrokes and poetic verses, served as a unique and sophisticated
form of non-verbal communication for women. In a society where direct expression of feelings,
especially romantic ones, was often discouraged or forbidden, the fan became a canvas for secret
messages, coded sentiments, and declarations of affection. The act of opening, closing, or gesturing
with a fan could convey a myriad of meanings, understood only by those privy to its subtle language.

Snow Flower’s fan, in particular, becomes a repository of her deepest emotions and her burgeoning
love for the scholar. The inscriptions on its surface are not mere decoration; they are whispered
secrets, dreams shared only between sisters, and a testament to the power of written words to
convey what cannot be spoken aloud. Lily's initial bewilderment and eventual understanding of these
coded messages highlight the intimate knowledge and trust that underpins their laotong. The fan,
therefore, is not just an object but a vital extension of the self, a conduit for unspoken thoughts and
feelings, and a symbol of the clandestine world of female affection and longing.

The Niishu Script and Hidden Meanings

While not explicitly the focus of the fan's symbolism, the concept of hidden languages and coded
communication is central to the novel’s exploration of female expression. The historical existence of
Nushu, a unique script developed and used exclusively by women in the Jiangyong region of Hunan
province, serves as a powerful backdrop to the narrative’s themes of secret communication.
Although the characters in Snow Flower and the Secret Fan primarily use classical Chinese
characters for their fan inscriptions, the spirit of Nushu - of women creating their own ways to
communicate and connect - is deeply embedded in the story. The fans, therefore, act as a secular,
more widespread manifestation of this need for private language amongst women. The poems and
drawings exchanged on the fans carry profound emotional weight, revealing inner lives that would
otherwise remain concealed.



Fans as Tokens of Affection and Betrothal

Within the context of the novel, fans often served as significant tokens of affection and even held
implications for betrothal. The gifting of a beautifully inscribed fan could signify deep admiration,
friendship, or the nascent stirrings of romantic interest. When Lily receives a fan from Snow Flower,
it is more than just a present; it is a physical manifestation of their growing bond and a shared
secret. Conversely, a fan could also be a subtle rejection or a sign of displeasure, depending on its
inscription and the context of its presentation. The detailed descriptions of the fans and the
messages they carry underscore their multifaceted role in the social and emotional landscape of the
time.

Foot Binding: A Symbol of Beauty and Suffering

Foot binding, a practice deeply entrenched in Chinese culture for centuries, is a powerful and often
disturbing symbol woven throughout Snow Flower and the Secret Fan. This excruciating process,
which began in early childhood, involved tightly binding young girls' feet to break and reshape them
into small, delicate "lotus feet." While considered a mark of beauty, social status, and femininity, it
inflicted immense pain and permanent disability. The novel does not shy away from depicting the
physical agony and the psychological toll that this ritual took on women, presenting it as a stark
embodiment of the sacrifices demanded by societal expectations.

Lily and Snow Flower both undergo the torturous process, their descriptions of the pain, the
infections, and the limitations it imposed on their mobility offering a visceral understanding of its
impact. The small, hobbling gait produced by bound feet was seen as alluring and refined, a stark
contrast to the natural, unrestrained movement of un-bound feet. This practice underscores the
extreme measures women were expected to undertake to achieve a certain ideal of beauty and
desirability, often at the expense of their physical well-being and freedom of movement. The novel
uses foot binding to highlight the deep-seated cultural pressures that women faced, where physical
conformity was equated with virtue and marriageability.

The Aesthetics of Lotus Feet

The ideal of the "lotus feet," with their characteristic curve and small size, was deeply ingrained in
the aesthetic sensibilities of the time. These feet were believed to embody grace, refinement, and
eroticism. The intricate silk shoes worn by women with bound feet were themselves works of art,
further emphasizing the visual allure of this altered physique. Snow Flower and the Secret Fan
explores how women internalized these ideals, often aspiring to achieve the perfect lotus feet
despite the agonizing pain involved. The beauty was superficial, masking a reality of profound
suffering and restriction.

The Impact on Women's Mobility and Independence



The severe immobility resulting from foot binding had a profound impact on women's lives. It
confined them largely to their homes and courtyards, reinforcing their dependence on others for
movement and access to the outside world. For women of the elite classes, this confinement was
already a societal norm, but bound feet exacerbated it. This physical limitation reinforced their roles
as domestic caretakers and wives, further limiting their opportunities for education, social
interaction, and personal agency. The novel illustrates how this physical constraint mirrored the
broader societal and psychological constraints placed upon women.

Arranged Marriages and the Search for Love

The institution of arranged marriages forms a crucial backdrop to the lives of Lily and Snow Flower
in Snow Flower and the Secret Fan. In 19th-century China, marriages were typically not based on
romantic love but on pragmatic considerations such as social standing, family alliances, and
economic benefits. Parents or matchmakers would arrange unions, with the primary goal being the
continuation of the family line and the reinforcement of social structures. For women, marriage
represented a significant transition, moving from their natal home to that of their husband and his
family, where they were expected to serve their in-laws and produce male heirs.

Both Lily and Snow Flower are subjected to this system, their personal desires and romantic
inclinations often taking a backseat to the dictates of their families. Lily’s arranged marriage, while
initially appearing advantageous, leads to disillusionment and a complex relationship with her
husband. Snow Flower’s marriage, similarly, presents its own set of challenges. The novel explores
the quiet desperation and yearning for genuine connection that often existed beneath the surface of
these unions, highlighting the women's search for love, companionship, and emotional fulfillment
within the confines of marriages that were often devoid of personal choice. The longing for a love
that mirrors the intensity of their laotong bond is a palpable undercurrent throughout the narrative.

The Role of Matchmakers and Family Negotiations

Matchmakers played a pivotal role in the process of arranging marriages, acting as intermediaries
between families. They would assess the suitability of prospective couples based on a multitude of
factors, including birth dates, social status, and family reputation. The negotiations between families
were often intricate, involving the exchange of gifts and the careful consideration of dowry and bride
price. Snow Flower and the Secret Fan depicts these processes, illustrating the strategic and often
impersonal nature of marriage as a social contract rather than a union of hearts.

The Disconnect Between Duty and Desire

A central tension in the novel arises from the inherent disconnect between the duties expected of
women within marriage and their personal desires for affection and emotional intimacy. While
society dictated that women should be obedient wives and devoted mothers, many harbored secret
hopes for love and a deeper connection with their husbands. The narrative explores how women
navigated these conflicting expectations, finding solace and emotional fulfillment in their laotong



relationships when their marital unions failed to provide it. The silent yearning for a love that was
both passionate and enduring is a powerful theme that resonates throughout the story.

The Role of Family and Ancestors

In 19th-century China, the concept of family extended far beyond the immediate household,
encompassing a lineage deeply rooted in tradition and a profound respect for ancestors. The
continuation of the family line, particularly through the birth of male heirs, was paramount. Every
decision made by an individual, especially a woman, was often viewed through the lens of its impact
on the family's honor, reputation, and ancestral legacy. Snow Flower and the Secret Fan
meticulously portrays this familial context, illustrating how societal expectations and personal
aspirations were often intertwined with the duties owed to one's kin and the veneration of those who
came before.

Lily and Snow Flower are constantly aware of their roles within their respective families. Their
actions are scrutinized not only by their living relatives but also by the imagined gaze of their
ancestors. The pressure to produce sons, to maintain the family's social standing, and to uphold
ancestral traditions weighs heavily on them. This emphasis on lineage and ancestral veneration
shapes their understanding of duty, sacrifice, and the ultimate purpose of their lives. The novel
demonstrates how familial obligations could sometimes overshadow individual desires, creating
internal conflict and shaping the trajectory of their lives.

Filial Piety and Ancestral Worship

Filial piety, the virtue of respect for one's parents, elders, and ancestors, was a cornerstone of
Confucian ethics and deeply embedded in Chinese society. This translated into a strong tradition of
ancestral worship, where rituals and offerings were made to honor and appease the spirits of
deceased relatives. The well-being of the living was believed to be influenced by the goodwill of their
ancestors, making the perpetuation of the family line and the maintenance of ancestral rites a sacred
duty. The novel subtly underscores this through the characters' awareness of their familial
responsibilities.

The Matrilineal Line and Female Responsibility

While Chinese society was largely patriarchal, women held significant influence within the domestic
sphere and were often responsible for maintaining the continuity of the matrilineal line through the
education and upbringing of their children, especially sons. The pressure to produce heirs,
particularly male heirs, fell squarely on the shoulders of women. Their success or failure in this
regard had profound implications for their status within the family and their own future security.
Snow Flower and the Secret Fan highlights the immense pressure women faced to fulfill this critical
role, often defining their worth and their place in society.



Lisa See's Literary Craftsmanship

Lisa See demonstrates exceptional skill in crafting the narrative of Snow Flower and the Secret Fan,
weaving together historical accuracy with compelling character development and emotional depth.
Her meticulous research into 19th-century Chinese culture, customs, and societal structures is
evident on every page, creating a richly immersive and believable world. See possesses a
remarkable ability to inhabit the minds of her female characters, articulating their inner lives, their
struggles, and their resilience with authenticity and sensitivity. The novel is a testament to her
mastery of historical fiction, bringing a bygone era to life with vibrant detail and profound insight
into the human condition.

See's prose is both elegant and accessible, drawing readers into the intimate world of Lily and Snow
Flower’s friendship. She skillfully employs sensory details, from the scent of jasmine to the texture of
silk, to create a palpable atmosphere. The pacing of the novel is deliberate, allowing the reader to
fully absorb the nuances of the characters' relationships and the complexities of their social
environment. Her ability to convey unspoken emotions, subtle power dynamics, and the quiet dignity
of her characters is a hallmark of her writing. The narrative unfolds like a carefully embroidered
tapestry, revealing intricate patterns of love, loss, duty, and the enduring strength of the female
spirit.

Historical Accuracy and Cultural Immersion

A significant strength of Snow Flower and the Secret Fan lies in Lisa See's commitment to historical
accuracy. She has clearly dedicated considerable effort to researching the intricacies of 19th-
century Chinese society, from the rituals of foot binding and the customs surrounding marriage to
the daily lives of women within the inner quarters. This dedication to authenticity allows readers to
gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of the historical context. The novel serves not only as
a compelling story but also as an educational journey into a fascinating period of Chinese history.

Character Development and Emotional Resonance

See excels at creating complex and relatable characters. Lily, the narrator, evolves from a young girl
with innocent hopes to a woman grappling with the realities of life, love, and loss. Snow Flower, with
her more enigmatic nature, provides a fascinating counterpoint. Their intertwined destinies and the
evolution of their laotong are rendered with profound emotional resonance. Readers become deeply
invested in their friendship, feeling their joys, their sorrows, and their unwavering support for one
another, making the novel a truly moving experience.

Enduring Themes and Reader Impact

Snow Flower and the Secret Fan continues to resonate with readers worldwide due to its exploration
of universal themes that transcend time and culture. The novel’s profound examination of female



friendship, sisterhood, and the power of intimate bonds is particularly potent. In a world that often
emphasizes romantic love, See’s novel celebrates the deep, transformative, and life-sustaining
connections between women. The resilience and strength of Lily and Snow Flower in the face of
societal constraints and personal hardship offer a source of inspiration and a reminder of the
enduring human spirit.

The book also prompts reflection on the sacrifices women have historically made, the societal
pressures they have endured, and the quiet ways in which they have found agency and meaning in
their lives. The cultural exploration, particularly of 19th-century China, offers a window into a
complex and often misunderstood period, fostering empathy and understanding. The novel's
enduring popularity speaks to its ability to connect with readers on an emotional level, prompting
discussions about love, loyalty, societal expectations, and the enduring power of female bonds that
often remain unspoken but are deeply felt.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the 'snow flower' in Lisa See's
novel?

The snow flower in the novel symbolizes the deep, enduring, and often secret bond between women,
particularly friends. It represents a love and loyalty that can blossom even in harsh conditions, much
like a delicate flower in winter.

Who are the main protagonists of '‘Snow Flower and the Secret
Fan'?
The main protagonists are Lily and Snow Flower, two girls from Hangzhou, China, in the mid-19th

century who are matched as laotong (sworn sisters) and develop an intensely close, lifelong
friendship.

What historical context is crucial to understanding the lives of
Lily and Snow Flower?

The novel is set in 19th-century China during the late Qing Dynasty, a time characterized by rigid
social structures, foot-binding, arranged marriages, and the limited roles of women, particularly
within the patriarchal society of Hunan province.

What is the purpose of the 'secret fan' in the novel?

The secret fan, a painted fan inscribed with nu shu (a female script), serves as a private medium for
Lily and Snow Flower to communicate their innermost thoughts, feelings, and confessions, bypassing
societal constraints and the watchful eyes of men.



How does the practice of foot-binding impact the lives of the
women in the novel?

Foot-binding is a central and often agonizing theme. It symbolizes women's subjugation and their
confinement to the domestic sphere, restricting their mobility and defining their beauty and
marriageability according to societal norms.

What are the major challenges and conflicts faced by Lily and
Snow Flower in their friendship?

Their friendship faces significant challenges due to societal expectations, arranged marriages, the
separation caused by marriage, misunderstandings, the burden of family obligations, and the
inherent fragility of human connection when faced with external pressures.

How does Lisa See use nu shu to enrich the narrative?

See expertly weaves nu shu into the narrative as a symbol of female solidarity and secret
communication. It allows the women to express emotions and ideas that would otherwise be
suppressed, offering a unique insight into their inner lives and shared experiences.

What is the theme of female empowerment or lack thereof in
'‘Snow Flower and the Secret Fan'?

The novel explores the complex interplay of female empowerment and disempowerment. While
women find ways to create their own spaces and support systems (like laotong relationships and nu
shu), they are largely constrained by a patriarchal society that dictates their destinies.

What is the ultimate fate of Lily and Snow Flower's friendship?

Their friendship endures through immense hardship and separation, but it is also marked by periods
of estrangement and regret. The novel depicts the enduring power of their bond, even as it
acknowledges the compromises and heartbreaks that life imposes.

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles, related to Lisa See's Snow Flower and the Secret Fan, each
incorporating italics, along with a short description:

1. The Last Empress

This historical novel plunges readers into the opulent and treacherous world of the Forbidden City
during the late Qing Dynasty. It chronicles the rise to power of Empress Dowager Cixi, a formidable
woman navigating the complex web of imperial politics, patriarchal expectations, and societal
upheaval. The narrative explores themes of female ambition, survival, and the immense pressure
placed upon women in positions of power within a rigidly defined society.

2. The Joy Luck Club
Amy Tan's seminal work tells the intertwined stories of four Chinese immigrant mothers and their



American-born daughters. Through a series of poignant flashbacks and present-day interactions, the
novel reveals the unspoken burdens, cultural misunderstandings, and enduring love that shape these
matriarchal relationships. It delves into the legacy of tradition, the challenges of assimilation, and
the ways in which mothers impart their experiences, both painful and joyful, to their daughters.

3. Casting the Net Wide

This novel examines the lives of women in early 20th-century China, focusing on the social customs
and traditions that dictated their roles. It highlights the significance of arranged marriages, the
constraints of family obligations, and the subtle ways women exercised influence within their
domestic spheres. The story often explores the resilience and ingenuity of women facing societal
limitations, finding strength and connection in unexpected places.

4. Peach Blossom Pavilion

Set during a period of significant social change in China, this book focuses on a young woman
navigating the complexities of her arranged marriage and the societal expectations surrounding
female virtue. The narrative often delves into the inner lives of women, their desires, and their
struggles for agency within patriarchal structures. It explores themes of reputation, honor, and the
quiet endurance required to find happiness amidst societal pressures.

5. The Lacquer Coach

This sweeping historical saga follows the fortunes of a wealthy family in China across several
decades, with particular attention paid to the experiences of its female members. It details the
intricate social rituals, the rise and fall of fortunes, and the enduring power of familial bonds. The
story often illuminates the subtle but profound ways women shaped their destinies and preserved
their legacies within a rapidly changing world.

6. The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet

While focusing on a Dutch merchant in 18th-century Japan, this novel richly depicts the highly
regulated and insular society of the time, offering a glimpse into how even outsiders navigated strict
social hierarchies and cultural expectations. It showcases the quiet routines, the unspoken rules,
and the limited opportunities for personal freedom within such a closed system. The narrative
highlights the constant negotiation of boundaries and the observation of societal norms.

7. Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China

This memoir, though non-fiction, reads like an epic novel, tracing the lives of three generations of
women in China, from the imperial era through the Cultural Revolution. It offers a powerful and
deeply personal account of survival, resilience, and the enduring spirit of women facing immense
political and social upheaval. The book underscores the profound impact of history on individual
lives and the transmission of personal stories across generations.

8. The Tea Girl of Hummingbird Lane

This story explores the traditional and modern lives of women in Yunnan, China, focusing on the
ancient practice of tea cultivation and its connection to female identity. It delves into the
complexities of family, tradition, and the choices women make as they navigate their own paths. The
narrative highlights the enduring strength of women and their connection to their heritage, even as
they embrace new opportunities.

9. The Pillow Book

While not a narrative novel, Sei Shonagon's classical Japanese work offers intimate glimpses into the
court life of the Heian period. Through a collection of witty essays, observations, and lists, it reveals

the aesthetic sensibilities, social customs, and the inner thoughts of women of that era. It provides a



window into the subjective experiences and emotional landscape of women in a highly structured
and refined society.
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