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Snow Flower and the Secret Fan by Lisa See is a poignant exploration of
friendship, culture, and the struggles of women in 19th-century China. Set
against the backdrop of a richly woven tapestry of historical and social
norms, this novel delves into the lives of two women, Lily and Snow Flower,
whose bond transcends the constraints of their society. The narrative is
deeply rooted in the tradition of nu shu, a secret writing system used by
women in Hunan province, allowing them to communicate in a world dominated by
men. In this article, we will explore the central themes, characters, and
cultural significance of this compelling work.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 2005, "Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" is a historical fiction
novel that immerses readers in the world of foot-binding, arranged marriages,
and the intricate relationships among women. The story unfolds through the
eyes of Lily, a young girl from a peasant family, who reflects on her life
and her deep connection to Snow Flower, her "old same" or best friend.

The narrative is structured around Lily's memories, alternating between her
childhood and her later years as she navigates the challenges of her life,
family, and the societal expectations placed upon her. Through this lens,
Lisa See crafts a vivid portrait of the complexities of female friendship and
the cultural practices that shape their lives.

Characters

The characters in "Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" are rich and multifaceted,
each contributing to the thematic depth of the novel.

Lily

Lily is the protagonist and narrator of the story. As a young girl, she is
subjected to the traditional practices of foot-binding, which symbolizes her
family's desire for social mobility. Throughout the novel, Lily grapples with
her identity and the expectations of her family and society. Her journey
reflects the struggles many women faced, caught between duty and personal
desire.

Snow Flower

Snow Flower is Lily's closest friend and "old same." Their bond is forged
through shared experiences and a deep understanding of each other's
struggles. Snow Flower comes from a wealthy family, and her life is marked by
a different set of challenges. Her character represents the complexities of
female relationships, loyalty, betrayal, and forgiveness.



Other Significant Characters

— Lily's Mother: Represents the traditional values and expectations of women,
often imposing these on Lily.

— Snow Flower's Family: Highlights the differences in societal status and the
impact of wealth on women's lives.

— The Matchmaker: A pivotal figure in the story, she embodies the power
dynamics that govern women's fates in their society.

Themes

"Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" is rich in thematic material, exploring a
variety of issues pertinent to women's lives both in the historical context
of the novel and in contemporary society.

Friendship and Loyalty

The bond between Lily and Snow Flower is central to the narrative. Their
friendship is a source of strength, comfort, and solace. However, it is also
tested by societal pressures, misunderstandings, and personal choices. The
theme of loyalty is explored deeply, particularly when betrayal occurs,
leading to profound consequences for both women.

The Role of Women in Society

The novel provides a stark depiction of the societal constraints placed on
women in 19th-century China. Foot-binding serves as a metaphor for the
physical and emotional constraints that women endure. Lisa See highlights how
these practices affect women's autonomy and self-identity, while also
showcasing their resilience and strength in the face of adversity.

Communication and Language

The use of nu shu, the secret writing system, is a significant element in the
novel. It symbolizes the need for women to create their own means of
expression in a patriarchal society. Through the letters exchanged between
Lily and Snow Flower, readers witness the depth of their emotional connection
and the importance of female solidarity.

Cultural Significance

Lisa See's novel is not just a story of two women but a window into the
cultural practices and beliefs of historical China. The portrayal of foot-
binding, arranged marriages, and the importance of social status reflects the
realities of the time.



Foot-Binding

This practice, which involved tightly binding the feet of young girls to
alter their shape and size, is a focal point in the novel. It represents the
extreme beauty standards imposed on women and the lengths to which families
would go to secure a good marriage. See's depiction of foot-binding serves as
a critique of societal norms that prioritize appearance over well-being.

Nu Shu and Female Solidarity

The introduction of nu shu elevates the narrative, underscoring the
importance of female solidarity in a world where women were often isolated
and powerless. This secret language allowed women to express their thoughts,
feelings, and experiences, creating a community of support and understanding.

Literary Style

Lisa See's writing is characterized by its lyrical prose and vivid imagery,
which transport readers to 19th-century China. She combines rich historical
detail with emotional depth, making the characters' experiences relatable and
poignant. The alternating timelines enhance the narrative, allowing readers
to see the evolution of Lily's character and the impact of her choices over
time.

Conclusion

In "Snow Flower and the Secret Fan," Lisa See masterfully weaves a tale of
friendship, cultural identity, and the struggles of women in a restrictive
society. Through the lens of Lily and Snow Flower's relationship, readers
gain insight into the complexities of female bonds and the societal
expectations that shape their lives. The novel serves as a powerful reminder
of the resilience of women and the importance of solidarity in overcoming
obstacles.

Ultimately, "Snow Flower and the Secret Fan" is not just a historical
narrative but a timeless exploration of love, loyalty, and the quest for
self-identity in a world that often seeks to confine. It remains a
significant work that resonates with readers, encouraging them to reflect on
the past while considering the ongoing challenges faced by women today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Snow Flower and the Secret
Fan'?
The main theme of the novel is the deep bond of female friendship, as well as

the struggles faced by women in 19th century China, including societal
expectations and the practice of foot binding.



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

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

What is nu shu and its significance in the novel?

Nu shu is a secret writing system developed by women in China, allowing them
to express their thoughts and feelings in a patriarchal society. It serves as
a symbol of the friendship and emotional connection between Lily and Snow
Flower.

How does the practice of foot binding affect the
characters in the story?

Foot binding symbolizes the limitations placed on women in society and the
pain they endure for the sake of beauty and social acceptance. It
significantly impacts both Lily and Snow Flower's lives and their outlook on
womanhood.

What role does family play in 'Snow Flower and the
Secret Fan'?

Family plays a crucial role in the novel, influencing the characters' lives
and decisions. The expectations and pressures from their families shape Lily
and Snow Flower's experiences and their friendship.

How does the setting of 19th century China influence
the story?

The setting of 19th century China, marked by strict social hierarchies and
gender roles, creates a backdrop for the characters' struggles and highlights
the limitations placed on women, reinforcing the novel's themes of friendship
and resilience.

What is the significance of the fan in the novel?

The fan represents communication and the secret bond between Lily and Snow
Flower. It is a physical object that carries their messages and emotions,
embodying their shared history and the complexities of their relationship.

How does the relationship between Lily and Snow
Flower evolve throughout the book?

Their relationship evolves from a deep, trusting friendship to one marked by
misunderstandings and betrayal, ultimately leading to personal growth and a
deeper understanding of love and forgiveness.

What message does Lisa See convey about women's roles
in society through her characters?

Lisa See conveys that despite societal constraints, women find ways to



connect, support each other, and assert their identities. The characters
demonstrate resilience, showcasing the strength of female bonds in overcoming
life's challenges.

What impact did 'Snow Flower and the Secret Fan' have
on readers and literature?

'Snow Flower and the Secret Fan' has resonated with readers for its poignant
portrayal of female friendship and the historical context of women's lives in
China, sparking discussions about gender and cultural identity in literature.
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