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Abstract
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I's Suicide anong Rral Vénen in China
a Formof Resistance?:
A Ciritical Review of Western Discourses about Resistance
and the Anthropological Analysis of Suicidal Behavior
in Rural North China

Lee, Hyeon Jung*

Over the past decades, high rates and uniquely gender-related characteritics of
suicide in Ching, such as a suicide epidemic among rurd women, have attracted
much scholarly and public attention. The suicide phenomenon in China has been
studied either from psychiatric or sociologica perspectives, and researchersin socia
sciences have suggested that the high incidence of femae suicides in rurd aress is
closdy related to negative influences of the government’s market reforms since the
1980s.

This paper criticaly reviews two recent articles on suicide in China which draw
respectively on James Scott’s and Michel Foucault’s concepts of resistance and
interpret female suicide in rurd aress as resistance against women's painful life
conditions under market reforms. The two studies highlight the importance of socid,
politicd, culturd and economic obstacles faced by rura women, the obstacles which
have possibly influenced some women's suicida behavior. However, by overly
emphasizing the resstant character which a female suicide victim might have had,
these studiesfail to address the concrete contexts of individud lives and the different

* Research Professor, Korean Women' s Ingtitute, EwhaWomans University
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life processes by which rurd women have chosen suicide as an ultimate solution to
therr different problems. | dso contend that by relying on the Western conceptions of
resistance, the discussions overlook different norms and beliefs about human
relations predominant among the Chinese, which have influenced the decision-
making processes by which rura women have attempted or committed suicide.
Findings in my own ethnographic study in northern Chinese villages are
counterposed to those in the articles. Based on my research, | argue that femae
suicidal behavior in rurd Ching, in fact, is not necessarily motivated by a resstant
character, but rather reved's diverse emotiona experiences and subjective meanings
within the specific contexts in which each woman was Situated before her suicide
attempt. Four cases of femae suicidd behavior in this pgper demondtrate that rura
women in China have tried sdf-killing in the context of different painful Stuations,
including ajob layoff, a quarrel between spouses, domedtic violence, poverty, and a
gate of clinicad depression. Their suicidd behaviors have aso involved different
emotional experiences, such as fedlings of injustice, guilty fedlings, fedings of
betrayd, anger or despair. Based on my ethnographic data, | argue that to interpret
femde suicidein rurd China as an act of resstance is over-generdization and does
not sufficiently reflect the living redlities of suicidd behavior among Chinese rurd

women.



