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The Pigtail-Cutting Turmoil and the Related
Social Attitudes in Early Twentieth-century
China

Shih-ying Chang"
Abstract

Past studies on the late Qing revolutionary history repeatedly regarded the
cutting of pigtails as an important achievement of the Revolution of 1911 for its
being an undoubted expression against a most potent symbol of the Manchurian
rule. But this somewhat simplistic observation has recently been challenged by
Philip A. Kuhn. On the strength of his study of the event of soul-stealing during the
Emperor Chien Lung period, he proposed that the seemingly simple act of pigtail-
cutting actually entailed rather complex social sentiments, as innumerable matters of
historical and cultural significance were behind the very act concerned.

This paper tries to look at the issue from the following viewpoints: (1) the
political and cultural meanings of the traditional hairstyle of the Han people, with
special reference to its explication as found in the Pre-Ch’in Confucianism and in the
views of the common people; (2) the attitudes of the Reformative School of the late
Ch’ing period; (3) the movement of the cutting of pigtails among overseas Chinese;
(4) the reaction of local peoples in China towards the cutting of pigtails during the
late Qing period.

As a matter of fact, those who advocated and performed the plait-cutting often
held a cynical and sarcastic attitude towards the matter, taking it as one of their ways
to challenge the authority on high. Instead of taking a serious frontal approach to
fight against it, they preferred to subvert it by making a caricature of it through the
use of exaggerated and twisted methods in treating their pigtails. In so doing, their
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acts could also be regarded as a revolutionary spirit of the time. Furthermore, the act
of cutting one’s pigtail could mean symbolically being in the “new trend,” which was
no less another way of challenging the hated authority.

To sum up, most studies of the past often overlooked such implicit motivations
as the pursuit of new fashions, the spread of new ideas of beauty, the memory of evil
arts of the past, the subversion or reversion of the roles traditionally assigned to the
two sexes and those of the relationships between social classes. All these motifs were
far more important ingredients in the history of the development of pigtail-cutting.

Keywords: the Revolution of 1911, pigtail-cutting, the change of
clothes fashion, the symbol of anti-Manchurian rule,

social attitudes, the ritual of hairstyles.
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