
the snow flower and the secret fan

The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan is a captivating novel by Lisa See that
delves into the intricacies of female friendship, societal expectations, and
the challenges faced by women in 19th century China. The story unfolds in a
world that is both beautiful and harsh, where the bonds of sisterhood are
tested by cultural norms and personal struggles. This article explores the
key themes, characters, and cultural significance of the novel, providing
readers with a deeper understanding of its narrative and the historical
context in which it is set.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 2005, "The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" is set during the
Qing Dynasty, a period marked by rigid social structures and the practice of
foot-binding. The story is narrated by Lily, who recounts her life and the
unique relationship she shares with her "laotong," or old same, Snow Flower.
Through their secret writing system known as nu shu, the two women
communicate their innermost thoughts and feelings, navigating the
complexities of their lives in a male-dominated society.

Plot Summary

The narrative alternates between the past and the present, allowing readers
to witness the evolution of Lily and Snow Flower's friendship. The novel
begins with the introduction of Lily, who is born into a poor family. As a
child, she experiences the pain of foot-binding, a torturous practice that
symbolizes beauty and status in her culture.

1. Childhood and Foot-Binding:
- Lily’s initial experiences with foot-binding highlight the physical and
emotional suffering women endure for societal acceptance.
- The bond between Lily and Snow Flower begins when their families arrange
their laotong relationship, designed to last a lifetime.

2. The Secret Fan and Nu Shu:
- The use of a fan as a medium for communication signifies their secret
friendship, allowing them to express thoughts that cannot be spoken aloud.
- Nu shu, the women’s writing system, serves as a metaphor for female
empowerment and the preservation of their voices in a society that often
silences them.

3. Challenges and Betrayals:
- As the story progresses, both women face significant personal trials, from
arranged marriages to family pressures.
- Misunderstandings and societal expectations strain their relationship,
leading to moments of betrayal and reconciliation.

4. Conclusion and Reflection:
- The novel culminates in a poignant reflection on the nature of friendship,
sacrifice, and the enduring power of love.
- Lily ultimately comes to terms with her life choices, forging a path
towards personal understanding and acceptance.



Key Themes

"The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" intricately weaves several themes that
resonate with readers, providing insight into the lives of women in a
historical context.

Female Friendship

At its core, the novel is about the deep, emotional bond between women. Lily
and Snow Flower’s relationship exemplifies the power of friendship,
especially in a society that often isolates women. Their shared experiences
of suffering and joy create a tapestry of connection that transcends the
hardships they face. The novel poignantly illustrates how female friendships
can serve as a source of strength, providing emotional support in times of
great adversity.

The Role of Women in Society

The position of women in 19th century China is central to the narrative.
Through Lily and Snow Flower, See explores the societal norms that dictate
women’s lives, including:

- Foot-binding: A painful custom that symbolizes beauty and status,
illustrating the lengths to which women go to conform.
- Marriage and Family: The pressures of arranged marriages and the
expectations placed on women to bear sons reflect the patriarchal structure
of the time.
- Silencing of Women: The novel highlights the ways in which women’s voices
are often suppressed, making their secret communication system all the more
vital.

Tradition vs. Change

The tension between traditional practices and the desire for change is
another significant theme. As Lily navigates her life, she grapples with the
expectations of her culture while yearning for personal freedom. The contrast
between the lives of women in the past and the opportunities available in the
modern world invites readers to reflect on how far society has come and the
work that remains.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" are richly developed,
each contributing to the overall narrative and themes of the novel.

Lily



Lily serves as the primary narrator, providing insight into her thoughts and
feelings. Her journey from a young girl to a woman facing the realities of
her choices is compelling. She embodies both strength and vulnerability, and
her character arc reflects the complexities of female identity.

Snow Flower

Snow Flower represents the ideal of devotion and loyalty. Her character is
marked by her artistic talents and her commitment to her friendship with
Lily. However, her own struggles with societal expectations lead to a tension
that ultimately tests their bond.

Supporting Characters

- Lily's Family: Representing the pressures of familial expectations, Lily's
family dynamics illustrate the broader societal norms.
- Snow Flower's Family: They highlight the contrast between wealth and
poverty, showcasing how different backgrounds impact women’s lives.

Cultural Significance

Lisa See's novel is not just a story about friendship; it also serves as a
cultural artifact that sheds light on a specific time and place in history.
The book delves into the practices, fears, and hopes of women in a
patriarchal society, offering readers a window into the past.

Nu Shu and Its Legacy

The incorporation of nu shu, a writing system used exclusively by women in
rural China, is a powerful element of the novel. It emphasizes the resilience
of women’s voices and the need to create spaces for their stories. By
bringing nu shu to the forefront, See honors the creativity and struggles of
women who sought to carve out their own identities within the constraints of
their culture.

Modern Relevance

"The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" resonates with contemporary readers,
reflecting ongoing discussions about gender, identity, and the importance of
female friendships. The themes of the novel continue to be relevant as women
today navigate their own battles for autonomy and recognition in various
spheres of life.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" is a poignant exploration



of friendship, societal constraints, and the resilience of women. Through the
lives of Lily and Snow Flower, Lisa See captures the essence of female
camaraderie and the struggles that define a woman's journey. The novel not
only transports readers to a different time and place but also encourages
reflection on the enduring power of love and friendship in overcoming
adversity. By emphasizing the unique cultural practices of the time, See
creates a rich tapestry that celebrates the voices of women, both past and
present. The story is a testament to the strength of the human spirit and the
unbreakable bonds of sisterhood, making it a timeless read that continues to
inspire.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Snow Flower and the
Secret Fan'?

The central theme revolves around the deep bond of female friendship, the
struggles of women in a patriarchal society, and the exploration of cultural
traditions.

Who are the main characters in 'The Snow Flower and
the Secret Fan'?

The main characters are Lily and Snow Flower, who share a lifelong friendship
and communicate through a secret writing system known as nu shu.

How does the novel address the concept of foot
binding?

The novel addresses foot binding as a painful and oppressive practice that
symbolizes the societal constraints placed on women in 19th-century China.

What role does the secret fan play in the story?

The secret fan serves as a symbol of the intimate communication between Lily
and Snow Flower, representing their bond and the hidden struggles they face
in a restrictive society.

How does 'The Snow Flower and the Secret Fan' reflect
on the historical context of women’s lives in China?

The novel reflects on the historical context by portraying the limited
opportunities and harsh realities faced by women, highlighting their
resilience and the importance of female solidarity.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Snow
Flower and the Secret Fan'?

The setting in rural 19th-century China is significant as it illustrates the
cultural practices, social hierarchies, and gender norms that shape the
characters' lives and relationships.
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