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METALANGUAGE THEORY:
INTERPRETATION OF ZI-SHU-NV’S MARRIAGE BELIEF

Zhang Suojun, Z.D. Astatyan

The relevance of the study is determined by the necessity to under-
stand the mechanisms of formation within a society of socially significant
ideas, beliefs and behavioral strategies.

The aim is to interpret the notions of marriage that existed in China's
Pearl River Delta region among Zi-Shu-Nv girls who were known for
choosing not to marry.

Materials and methods. The article deals with the semiotic approach to
the analysis of Zi-Shu-Nv marriage belief in Chinese culture. This belief is
interpreted as a cultural text, part of semio-sphere. The method of analysis
was the interpretation of the phenomenon based on deconstruction from the
perspective of metalanguage theory with a focus on contextual metalan-
guage, interpretive competence metalanguage and textual metalanguage.

Results. Each metalanguage is characterized by its own codes and
rules. The article underlines the role of each metalanguage in the origin
and development of Zi-Shu-NVs marriage belief. The authors come to the
conclusion that this belief'is an inevitable outcome under the influence
of social, personal and textual peculiarities of its time.

Practical implications. The results can be used in the interpretation
of social phenomena in modern society.

Keywords: metalanguage, code; Zi-Shu-Nv, marriage belief; inter-
pretation;, meaning

TEOPUSA METASA3BIKA: UHTEPITPETAIIUA
MPEJICTABJEHUM O BPAKE JIEBYHIEK 3H-IIY-HIO

JDican Cooswon, 3./1. Acpamsan

AKmyansHocmb uccied08anus 00yCcilo61eHa HeooX0OUMOCIbIO 0CO3-
HAHUSL MEXAHUZMO8 (POpMUPOBAHUsL 8 0DWeCTNEe COYUATLHO-3HAUUMBIX
npeocmasieHull U N08e0eHYeCKUX Cmpame2utl.
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Llenv cocmoum 6 mom, ymobbl UHMeEPNPEeMUPO8aAmMs npedcmasiie-
Husi 0 bpaxe, cyujecmeogaguiue ¢ Kumaiickom pecuone «/enoma Xem-
YyoICHOU pekuy y oesyuiex 3u-Llly-Hio, komopbie uzgecmusi mem, 4mo
pewanu He 8bIX00UMb 3AMYHC.

Mamepuanvl u memoodwt. B cmamve paccmampugaemcs cemuo-
muyeckull R00Xo0 K anaiuzy opaunvix npeocmasienuil 3u-1lly-Hwo 6
Kumatickoul Kynomype. llpedcmasgnenus mpakmyromcs Kak K)ibmypHolil
mexcm, uacms cemuocepwvl. Memoodom ananusa cmana uHmepnpe-
mayus OAHHO20 ABNIEHUI0 HA OCHO8e 0eKOHCMPYKYULU C MOYKU 3PEHUs
meopuu Memaa3viKa ¢ AKYeHMOoM HA KOHMEKCMYAlbHbIU Memasn3blkK,
Memasi3blK UHMePNPemayuOHHOU KOMNEeMEeHMHOCMU U MEKCIYATbHbll
Memas3vlK.

Pesynomameot. Kasxcowlii memasaszvlk xapakmepuszyemcs c80UMU Ko-
oamu u npagunamu. B cmamve noouepxugaemcs poiv Kaxi#co02o me-
MasA3vlka 6 3apodxcoeHuy U pazeumuu oOpaunsvix npeocmasienuii 3M1-
LIy-Hio. Asmopbi npuxoosm K 81800y, YUMo 3mu y0exHcoenus A6/Aemcs
HeUu30eHCHLIM Pe3Vibmamom noo GIUAHUEM COYUATbHBLX, TUYHOCTIHbIX
U MEKCMONO2ULEeCKUX 0COOEHHOCMET C80e20 8PEeMEHU.

Oébnacms npumenenus pe3yniomamos. Pezynomamor moeym ovimo
UCTIONB308AHDL 8 UHMEPNPEMAYUU COYUAILHBIX ABTIEHUL 8 COBPEMEHHOM
obwecmee.

Knroueswte cnosa: memaszoix, ko0, 3u-Llly-Hio; 6paunoe npedcmas-
JleHue; UHmMepnpemayusi, CMblcl

Introduction

As it was truly admitted by E. Cassirer, people no longer live in a merely
physical universe, they live in a symbolic universe [2, p. 43]. Symbolic
universe is represented by signs and studied within the framework of
semiotics. The expression and reception of any meaning is inseparable
from signs. Thus, Y. Zhao underlined: “# 5 37 ~ & £ X g v 1 &
fe# it > 2 F Z_F ¥ ek i® [‘signs are not only tools and vehicles of
meaning, but also conditions of meaning’] [21, p. 2]. The founders of
semiotics Charles Sanders Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure underlined
that a sign has a double nature: it has a form and meaning.
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Y.M. Lotman defined semiotics as a science about communicative
systems and signs that are used in the course of communication [15, p.
6]. According to Umberto Eco, “every cultural phenomenon may be
studied as communication” [1, p. 55].

Semiotics studies not only linguistic signs but non-linguistic ones as
well. Whether signs are linguistic or non-linguistic to gain their meaning
human beings have to interpret them. The meanings of signs are perceived
only by means of interpretation. This idea has been stressed by Y. Zhao
who admitted: “## 5§ & &FfEf > gV & fER 5 A i DI [signs wait
for interpretation, and meanings do not appear until they have been
interpreted’] [21, p. 46].

Thus, signs are unthinkable without interpretation as well as without
contexts. An interpretation of signs involves some codes and rule that
constitute its metalanguage. There is a deep connection between culture
and a metalanguage, that is, a mirroring image relationship. From this
point of view, as a part of culture, the marriage belief represents textual
meanings of the cultural sign interpreted by the interpreter under the
influence of the metalanguage.

The aim of this article is to conduct a semiotic approach to the analysis
of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief, where Zi-Shu-Nv (p $i-%) is a term
referring to a girl who decides not to get married.

As it was truly admitted by Y. Chunlei and L. Xin Ru: “The inheritance
and innovation of traditional culture is an important issue in the new era”
[4, p. 190]. Even in China itself this cultural phenomenon is not familiar
to many people due to its localization in the Pearl River Delta (Zhijiang)
of China. However, scholars at home and abroad have made some
achievements in related studies. The majority of these researches focus
on cultural studies or anthropology, as, for example, Janice Stockard’s
Daughters of the Canton Delta: marriage patterns and economic strategies
in South China > 1860-1930 (1989).

Materials and Methods
This paper attempts to apply the metalanguage theory to interpret Zi-
Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief in the Pearl River Delta (Zhtjiang) of China,
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focusing on its implications and causes from three dimensions: a contextual
metalanguage, a competent metalanguage and a textual metalanguage.

Metalanguage has been one of important keywords in the study of
humanities and social sciences since the early 20th century. “Meta-"is a
prefix in Greek which means “after” or “later” emphasizing the concept
of order. It was later used by Aristotle, who represented the volume on
philosophy in his works following the volume of natural science and called
it “metaphysics”. After that, the term gradually denoted the meaning of
regularity, principle and origin.

The definition of metalanguage originates in the field of philosophy
and logic. Alfred Tarski, a Polish-born American logician and philosopher,
proposed the definitions of object language and metalanguage as two
languages in discussing the problem of the notion of truth: “The first of
these languages is the language which is ‘talked about’ and which is the
subject matter of the whole discussion; <...> The second is the language in
which we ‘talk about’ the first language, and in terms of which we wish,
in particular, to construct the definition of truth for the first language. We
shall refer to the first language as ‘the object language and to the second
as ‘the meta-language.’” [18, p. 349]. Thus, the object language and the
metalanguage are oppositions: the object language speaks of objects
while the metalanguage speaks of languages.

Language is both an object of philosophy and linguistics, and so is
a metalanguage. In linguistics, many scholars such as Louis Hjelmslev
(1961), Algirdas Judien Greimas (1982), Roman Jacobson (1960) and
many others believe that metalanguage is an important concept in linguistic
research. Louis Hjelmslev (1961) sought to build an ideal meta-semiology
which object would be signs in semiotics. Roman Jacobson schematized
six factors in verbal communication and classified language functions as
“six functions” [11, p. 350-377]. He described metalingual function as
speaking of language and its importance. In addition, he believed that
meta-language is observed not only in the field of scientific researches, but
also is an essential part of human natural language activities. After that,
the concept of metalanguage was introduced into the field of semiotics, in
which it is considered as a collection of codes interpreting the meanings

85—



Russian Studies in Culture and Society, Volume 6, Number 4, 2022
www.csjournal.ru

of signs. Therefore, a metalanguage is essential for understanding any
sign text, and it is also crucial for a comprehension of its meaning. Every
attempt to interpret signs requires the participation of a metalanguage.
Zhao Yiheng, a Chinese semiologist, devotes much attention to
the study of metalanguages. He believes that metalanguages can be
roughly classified as: “4+ 4 < i &) s 5 7% 3 [(social and cultural)
contextual metalanguage], ( At 1) qt 3 7% 3 [(interpreter’s)
competent metalanguage], and (= & A& £ 1) A # =% 3 [textual
metalanguage]” [21, p. 233], and he innovatively defines ideology as “
v it e~ % % [the metalanguage of culture]” [21, p. 242]. He employs
metaphors (metalinguistic conflict, metalinguistic whirlpool) to describe
the relation between metalanguage and a vocabulary when interpreting the
meanings of signs. Different metalanguages lead to different interpretations
since these interpretations originate from different vocabularies. In his
metalanguage theory, he inherited Tarski’s idea that a metalanguage
is hierarchical, that is, the same level of metalanguage cannot explain
itself, and both contradictions and conflicts of a metalanguage could be
solved at the higher level of a metalanguage. Therefore, metaphorical
concepts, such as “~+% % # % [metalinguistic conflict]” [21, p. 236-
238] and “f#$ ¢ % [interpretation whirlpool]” [21, p. 238-242] have
been put forward. It seems that he prefers to employ metaphors or other
figures of speech in defining and interpreting notions, which thus become
concise, clear and easy to understand. Hence the analysis section of this
paper is mainly based on Professor Zhao Yiheng’s metalanguage theory.

Results and Discussion

In ancient Chinese culture they advocated an idea of filial piety. This
very piety was considered one of the main virtues. In the book of The
Classic of Filial Piety it is recorded that “¥ i % 3% » X 2. < * [our
body, hair and skin are what parents give]” [12, p. 2]. Accordingly, in
ancient China the treatment of hair was very special and was paid much
attention to. Men and women never cut their hair except for monks or nuns
who had to shave their hair before converting into Buddhism. Currently,
when a girl grows up or is about to get married, she is expected to comb
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her hair up in a bun. From the semiotic perspective, then, a simple act of
wearing this bun has at least two key meanings, i.e., reaching adulthood
and an acquiescence to marriage.

However, the term “Zi-Shu” refers to “if it — TN 4 p Fix L
5 a4As o g FA A S5 [the ritual of combing one’s hair up to make
a vow never to marry]” [14, p. 1], and “i i3 - #F 2 hN ;> p (7
FyEa B o ug b % 2P R A AR g
[through a certain ritual, a woman who combed up her hair in a bun, as
a sign of celibacy, was called ‘Zi-Shu-Nv’]” [13, p. 36]. This special
custom originates in Shunde in the early 19th century, “J* S FL 4 B $r
Lhd R B RF L AT T RILZ A E R
Lo~ @ &~ 7 E B [since then, with the migration of Zi-Shu-Nvs and
other reasons, this custom has gradually prevailed in Panyu, Zhongshan,
Nanhai, Guangzhou and other places in the Pearl River Delta]” [14, p.
15]. From the end of the 19th century to the time of the republic of China,
it was especially popular. According to The Chronicles of Panyu County,
“>2 (FA%EFE3 L) B4 £70114 [there are 7,011 women in
the whole county (Panyu county, Guangdong province) in 1933]” [19,
p- 896]. The popularity of Zi-Shu-Nv in the late Qing Dynasty attracted
attentions of many chronicles and newspapers in China. In the following
part, we’ll conduct cultural semiotic analysis of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage
belief from the perspective of the metalanguage theory.

Contextual metalanguage

The contextual metalanguage of social culture is “# * & < 5%
T T E AL HERP X koo 3 bad g fehgE s
[pragmatic metalanguage, which refers to the relationship between text
and society, determining the way the culture processes information]” [21,
p. 233]. From this definition it is clear that this kind of metalanguage
focuses on the influence of the social and cultural environment on the
interpretive behavior of sign interpreters. It should be a macro set of
codes and it is characterized by universality within a certain scope. The
famous American cultural anthropologist, Clifford Geertz said, “Not

only ideas, but emotions too, are cultural artifacts in people” [7, p. 81].
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It can be seen that within different social cultures and historical periods,
the same interpreter may interpret the meaning of the same cultural sign
text in different metalanguage rules based on different codes, thus the
interpretations of a sign text may be very different.

If we try to deconstruct the meaning of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief
we should ask the following questions:

1) what a general marriage belief implies;

2) what led Zi-Shu-Nvs to overturn the traditional
marriage belief and decide not to marry;

3) whether Zi-Shu-Nv s’ thoughts and actions are
acceptable to the society?

In modern society, the meaning conveyed by marriage is generally
happiness or love, because the metalanguage held by people is generally
connected with the marriage perspective under the construction of social
stability, legal integrity, economic development and ideological progress.

However, the contextual metalanguage held by Zi-Shu-Nvs is mainly
composed of the following codes: the fear of marriage (brought about
by culture and conventions). At that time, the society was dominated
by the idea of men being superior to women and gender discrimination
was serious, which was manifested in many things: a man might have
more than one wife, but a woman was not free in her economy after
getting married, but also suffered from abuse of her husband’s family,
in addition undertaking heavy housework. As a result, the relationship
between the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law was very rigid, like
amaster and a servant. The Literature and History of Sanshui, a popular
local ballad, contains the following: “»f 2 % » ko % % » a4 g 4
AEES: AN 33&'/;]‘5,’&1‘;:_% P PRpRE T N TR o T ’ﬁ rERF S P
ERXLFOET AL X AEE 0 FALETVEY L [Achicken
has a bent tail, and being a wife is a hard deal; Getting up early she is
condemned to be late, going to the kitchen has her eyes wept. There is a
white gourd in the kitchen. Her father-in-law prefers boiling it, whereas
the mother-in-law loves steaming. No matter how to cook it, neither of
them is satisfied]” [20, p. 54]. It can be seen that it was difficult to be a
daughter-in-law at that time. With such a social culture unmarried women
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interpreted marriage with fears. They feared that they would have a tough
life if they married a poor one, or that their husbands would love others
if they married a rich one. In order to resist marriage, some girls usually
escaped from marriage or even committed suicide. This is the origin of
their marriage belief.

The confidence of non-marriage was formed under the influence of
both economic and social factors). In the Pearl River Delta, especially
after the World War I there started to develop a silk worm industry. The
silk price skyrocketed due to the great shortage of raw material in textile
industry. All the factors led to the prosperity of local silk industry in
1921. At that time, domestic silk workshops were spread all over the
villages, including those which were raised and run on their own and
those which hired laborers. All the procedures were operated by women,
including picking and feeding silkworms. According to The Agricultural
Chronicles of the Pearl River Delta IV, the history of silkworm industry
in the Pearl River Delta, in Shunde County “& i m A& 3= -2 5§
Mo fEn GAR R 2 BB G A0t A 2 - [the mulberry field has an
area of more than 300,000 acres, and the rice field is less than one tenth
of the total cultivated area]” [19, p. 14]. In this economic context, the
silk industry provided women with a large number of job opportunities,
which enabled them to earn their own living and even have a surplus.
Thus, under the influence of economic environment women acquired a
basic confidence for non-marriage.

In addition, some social factors also gave them further confidence for
non-marriage. Collective way of production and life has changed their
traditional ideas on life and mentality. Their previous understanding of
marriage meaning was no longer an essential part in their life. As time
went by, Mg S R E R dRe A T 0 F TSR E - 4R
eE F [it became common for women in Shunde to stay single. It was
considered a contemptible thing for women to get married]” [14, p. 91-
92]. They combed their hair up and even formed an organization so that
they could live as a big family together; help, encourage and supervise
each other. The atmosphere of living was very harmonious. It is also
recorded in a historical book that admits: “3& = * & > | % &t £ 3
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T2 A REF T AR R g BT 0 R R
77 [although the cohabitation of two females cannot take the form of sex
like a man and a woman, it actually has the pleasure of sex by friction
or some tools]” [10, p. 390]. It can be seen that Zi-Shu-Nvs also tried to
get physiological satisfaction from each other, although that might be
only partial satisfaction. “i¥ §## Fle3% 2 7% > ¥ MR KR -k w22
4 12+ g0 R [this kind of family life can meet their psychological and
physiological needs]” [14, p. 77], which reassures their marriage belief
with great support, especially for the next generation. Even after their
death, there was no need to worry about the problem of worship, because
most of Zi-Shu-Nvs could solve these problems when they were old
and even dead with the help of other Zi-Shu-Nvs. There is no doubt that
these psychological and physical satisfaction made their new marriage
belief more confident, which is the necessary condition for Zi-Shu-Nvs’
marriage belief to be inherited. At that time, this marriage belief was
further developed and formed.

Yet in Shunde, there was a traditional idea that a woman who didn’t
marry would bring bad luck to her family. “* R 5 = ¢ =g > g0 &
Y1 3 b gt % [if there are some disasters or difficulties in her mother’s
family, she will be blamed]” [17, p. 104]. In the meanwhile, there appeared
strict rules requiring such women not to die in the village, let alone to die
in their own family. Although the marriage belief that they plan not to
marry had been formed initially, it was impossible for girls who had been
educated in Confucianism since childhood to pursue freedom without
thinking about their families and social comments. Under the influence
of this traditional concept, they could only seek a compromise, which
might both comfort their families and be accepted by the society, namely
the image of a married woman. This compromise might enable them to
achieve celibacy. And this compromise was a fake marriage ceremony
under the influence of traditional ideas. To be a Zi-Shu-Nv was the very
method they could achieve their purpose. There was a ceremony similar
to a wedding ceremony commonly on a fortunate day on which their hair
would be combed up by relatives or close friends. After the ceremony,
the prepared wine, meat and fruit should be brought home to worship
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the ancestors, and rich families would even entertain guests at home.
Guangdong amorous records recorded that “— & § + 2. & % » 74 4
q ¥4 - 2% £ F [like a wedding ceremony, it was a lifetime happy
event]” [3, p. 27]. Although it was a fake marriage, i.c., a formalized
marriage or a sexless marriage, it was generally accepted by the society
at that time. This was the final choice of the formalization process of
Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage. The benefits of a fake marriage are obvious: the
traditional marriage’s misery could be shaken off without any conflict
with conventions and the girls would not be isolated from the society.
Thus, their marriage belief could be further consolidated and implemented.

The textual meanings of the signs summarized above had existed in the
minds of unmarried women for a long time. Under the influence of these
comprehensive social and cultural contexts, their previous marriage belief
had lost its confidence and hadn’t met their expectations any longer, and
more and more often they had a complex state of mind which included
fear, hatred and a desire to avoid marriage. Under such circumstances the
metalanguage held by these unmarried women interpreted the meaning of
marriage as a textual meaning of oppression, non-freedom and despicable
behavior, so that they’d better stay away from men and marriages and
find a new way of life. Women who hold such metalanguage basically
reach a consensus depending on these codes, “ & @ &t 9% {##2 it e3¢ % JF"Z
EAf T AN R e it ALY [any object that can be coded depends on
people’s common cultural conventions]” [5, p. 112]. The authors believe
that the metalanguage of social and cultural context held by Zi-Shu-Nvs
is the main reason for the origin of their marriage belief.

Competent metalanguage

The competent metalanguage of the addressee is regarded by professor
Zhao Yiheng as “k p ﬁi%}_ﬁ gk £ X % B [the social growth
experience of the interpreter|” [21, p. 233], that is to say, competent
metalanguage is the ability of the text addressee to interpret a sign
text based on his/her social experience, personal experience, cultural
accomplishment, etc. This kind of metalanguage should belong to the micro
and individual set of codes of an interpreter, and it should be characterized
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as a certain degree of diversity. People’s lives are different, and so are
their experience and thinking habits. Naturally, the understanding of life
should not be identical, which constructs everyone’s unique competent
metalanguage.

Some women even believe that “% {8 ch< A & 7 F {7 4
[heterosexual intercourse is not saintly]” [14, p. 92], because of some
religious reasons or the influence of superstitious thoughts. These women
swear to God never to have sex with men. For these women such thoughts
serve as the faith itself. Professor Zhao Yiheng clearly stated that “ ( g
Wieztr) 2 8- AV _eh ‘w4’ > afdtmpPpFe d3h
BR R E A v cn%] 4 [(feelings and faiths) are not competence in
a common sense, but effective factors behind reasoning and even at the
subconscious level]” [21, p. 234]. This kind of irrational interpretation
may even surpass the rational thinking which reflects its powerfulness.
Women who hold this metalanguage will be more deeply convinced of
the rationality and necessity of formalized marriages. However, their
interpretation of marriage is different, which not only includes a stronger
desire to non-marriage to consolidate the determination of combing their
hair up, but also includes the shame of sexual intercourse and sexual
behaviors. This metalanguage makes up their marriage belief and sets
up greater confidence for their non-marriage.

The fear of marriage and the belief in anti-marriage can be acquired
from literature, and other people’s speaking gradually on the subject
matter, but there are some people who witnessed pain and suffering of
traditional marriages. For women who have seen all these, it was as if
they got real experience, and thus constructed a competent metalanguage
with stronger desires to non-marriage. There is a legend in Shunde that
there was a family named Hu which had five daughters. The first four
daughters were all married, but they suffered physical and mental torture
of various degrees in their husbands’ families. As a result, the youngest
daughter finally decided to be a Zi-Shu-Nv.

As addressees and interpreters of the sign text, Zi-Shu-Nvs have
different experience and thoughts, that’s why the implications of marriage
belief are to some extent also different. However, through the above made
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analysis it can be seen that women with some kind of religious belief
or superstition and those who have seen the pain of traditional marriage
tend to form a stronger non-marriage belief. Therefore, the competent
metalanguage in their minds is bound to have the effect of strengthening
their marriage belief.

Textual metalanguage

“X* AL EPpart o RE Y AL BEamy o 4 £ 50 fE
Bp EarE & ahaE 3 B & [textis an object of interpretation, but as
a link of communication, a text itself is also involved in constructing the
metalanguage needed for the interpretation]” [21, p. 234]. In the process of
interpretation, not only a text itself, but also additional factors connected
with it, do have meanings. And these additional factors are defined as “
22 A [with-text]” [21, p. 141] by professor Zhao Yiheng. In fact, any
sign text is a combination of a text and with-texts, in which there are many
social and cultural factors. Therefore, the huge cultural system connected
by with-texts is also involved in the construction of the metalanguage.
It can be seen that a textual metalanguage is a metalanguage system
jointly constructed by a text itself and its with-texts. The characteristic
of a textual metalanguage is intertextuality, that is, it can enrich itself by
absorbing relevant components of other texts at any time. Thus, we see
that to comb one’s hair up is a choice in the struggle against marriage.
This part of the article deconstructs Zi-Shu-Nvs’ experiencing various
attempts and exploration in the process of resisting marriage. It explains
why they have such marriage belief.

There are such representative types of anti-marriage as # 7% R_‘never
living with her husband’, & %% ‘marring a dead man’, = |' T ‘paying
for a concubine for her husband’ and i# % #t ‘cursing her husband’.

7 §% F< it belongs to the pre-text of Zi-Shu-Nv, namely the impact of
the previous texts in this text. # j% F. also knownas 7 % % R, refers to
CEIREARRX-EKMPE A e A -AsdE o om AL IO B
AEEGT AR O PR EIME L F T2 fge A g
¥ eh% £ 4 % [a woman who lives with her parents rather than living
with her husband after marriage for a long time. She just occasionally
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meets and lives with her husband and his family on holidays, until the
birth of the first child. The couple can have a normal life of husband
and wife]” [14, p. 48]. This phenomenon has a long history, which was
common in Song and Ming Dynasties. It was an early and successful
attempt for women to resist marriage. As can be seen from the above
definition, 7 j% %dis not really a non-marriage, but initially in the form
of a fake marriage a woman married to the husband’s family, and then
slowly transited to the real life of a husband and a wife. Strictly speaking,
it should be entitled “iZ j% R_[living with her husband later]” [14, p.
50]. It means to go to her husband’s family later and was accepted by
the society and the families of both men and women at that time. The
contextual metalanguage of social culture was gradually formed, which
laid a certain foundation for the production of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage
belief, and became their textual metalanguage.

H 44 that is to marry people who have already died. There are many
specific forms, such as 4! i ‘marring a memorial tablet’, etc., which
are all from superstition. However, for women who hold the belief of non-
marriage, the most important thing is that this form of a fake marriage can
be recognized and accepted by the society. This should also be regarded
as another attempt of women in the process of anti-marriage, which is
the pretext of Zi-Shu-Nv. This construction of a metalanguage also lays
a foundation for their marriage belief, and makes their marriage sign
formalized further.

I ' v and i % % both of them also belong to the pretext of Zi-
Shu-Nv, or they can be considered as the hypotexts of # % %, that is,
the text takes over from the text that came first. The former refers to a
married woman unwilling to live with her husband, preferring to pay
for a concubine for him. It is also a form of a fake marriage, in which
a woman is nominally married but does not have a normal family life
as a husband and wife. It is another attempt by women on the road to
anti-marriage. The latter is a form of superstition in which women ““*
ALAF@AAB S b T I Ad RAF O RER AL
% ¥ % =& [make dolls out of wood or cloth, write their husband’s
birthday on them, and then insert needles all over them]” [14, p. 99]. It
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was said that by cursing their husbands in this way, they could kill their
husbands. According to Guangdong amorous records, “*§.1: % 5 — ¥

+ AATEF 5 2 ;i’,&]ﬁ'%{rp'lﬂf”’?7 F oo RAARA BF 0 WETISH
FEESF 0 B SR AR AR E frmm%’\&ﬁ" MR R 7

L W "‘”EIP&*’HHJF’:*; A A EAT
Pt iF 2 ##” [in Tanshan county, there was a bridegroom suddenly
hearing a voice like weeping or complaining in the night of marriage. His
family went to see the bride dressed in mourning and sacrificing alone
in the corner of the wall. His family members were astonished a lot and
called every man and woman to arrest her. Next morning, she was tied
to the ancestral temple and handed to folks for questioning. Then they
knew she was a believer of iF % #” [3, p. 37]. It was later promoted
and imitated by people, which to some extent increased Zi-Shu-Nvs’
confidence of anti-marriage.

The accompanying text is one of important components of the
production of text meanings. The textual metalanguage represented by
an accompanying text will naturally influence the production of Zi-Shu-
Nvs’ marriage belief. Such metalanguage lays a foundation and plays a
certain promoting role for the ultimate production of their marriage belief.

We mentioned different authors who studied and described the Zi-
Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief. But all these studies analyzed the phenomenon
from the approaches of cultural studies and anthropology. We tried to
conduct a semiotic analysis of it.

The article touches upon various semiotic issues and different
approaches to them. However, it is for the first time when semiotic analysis
is applied to the interpretation of the Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief. More
than that we tried to analyze the phenomenon from the perspective of
the metalanguage theory based on Zhao Yiheng’s differentiation between
contextual, competent and textual metalanguages.

Conclusions

This paper analyzes in detail the contextual, competent and textual
metalanguages in the implications of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage. It also
explains the role of each metalanguage in the origin and development
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of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief. The authors prove that the textual
metalanguage lays the foundation for the production of their marriage
belief, the competent metalanguage further enriches their marriage belief
implication and strengthens it, and the contextual metalanguage is the
main reason for the production of Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief. On the
whole, Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief is the product of social culture at
that time, and a variety of metalanguages held by Zi-Shu-Nvs is the
foundation to construct their marriage belief implication. Additionally,
Zi-Shu-Nvs’ marriage belief is an inevitable product which came into
existence under the influence of the metalanguages.
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