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The ‘Civilized’ Connotation of Female Wedding Garments in

Late Qing and Early Republic of China

Abstract

Under the influence of the discourse of ‘civilized hierarchy theory’, the concept of
‘civilized marriage’ emerged in Shanghai in the late Qing Dynasty. What is the
relationship between ‘marriage’ and ‘civilization’? After trying to reconstruct the
representation of ‘civilized marriage’ using the news, speeches, pictorials, photographs,
etc. at the late Qing and the early Republic of China, it was found that simplicity is the
most important connotation of ‘civilized marriage’ whatever the elite or lower-class
people.

In view of the instability of the concept, the dissertation cuts through the changes of
female wedding garments and examines its relationship with and the change of
‘civilized marriage’. The Chinese traditional wedding elements known as Red Mantle
412 UH, hong koan hé poe B EE W and Red Dress K4[#@Hk, which people
recognize today, have been rejected by most practitioners of ‘civilized marriage’.
Instead, there is a ‘Shangyixiagun’ |=74X T #£ that is basically unoriented, less
textured and more fitting. These changes of female wedding garments, like the
simplification of wedding ceremony, reflect the characteristic of simplification of
‘civilized marriage’, while also implicitly expounding the changes of female families
and social status.

Until the Revolution of 1911, the market vacancy emerged after the abolition of the
traditional costume system which various groups competed for their benefits. In 1912,
‘Mingguo fuzhi’ EEfF] promulgated by the government of the Republic of China
stipulated that the style of the female ‘Shangyixiaqun’ X N#E was very much in
line with the simplistic character of ‘civilized marriage’. However, judging from the
three photographs in the ‘Funii shibao® #i7ZCH##; that labeled ‘Civilized Marriage’,
the ‘Mingguo fuzhi’ ER[SARH has little effect on the elite. They prefer use Western
element base in ‘Shangyixiaqun® F 15 N # even entirely to the Western-style
wedding dress instead. The ‘cultural patchwork’ of such garments reflects the mentality
that the elite of the upper class were pressing for the visual image of a ‘civilized’ state
at that time. The exemplary role of the elite and the propaganda of the advertisements

inevitably affect the choice of lower-class people for ‘civilized marriage’ costumes.

Keywords: late Qing and early Republic of China, civilized level, civilized marriage,

female wedding garments
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