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Man–Woman Relationship in Pearl S. Buck's ‘Pavilion of Women’ 
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Abstract: 

Pearl S. Buck's ‘Pavilion of Women’ (1946) is a remarkable exploration of gender 

relations, individual freedom, marriage, and self-discovery within the framework of 

traditional Chinese society. The novel examines the complex relationship between men and 

women through the experiences of Madame Wu, a wealthy and intelligent woman who 

questions conventional marital roles after forty years of marriage. Buck presents marriage 

not merely as a social institution but as a dynamic relationship shaped by emotional 

understanding, mutual respect, personal identity, and cultural expectations. Through the 

interactions between Madame Wu, Mr. Wu, Brother Andre, Chiuming, and other 

characters, the novel critiques patriarchal traditions while advocating equality, 

compassion, and intellectual companionship.  

This paper analyses the portrayal of man–woman relationships in Pavilion of 

Women from a socio-cultural and feminist perspective. It argues that Buck redefines 

marital relationships by emphasizing emotional fulfilment, personal freedom, and mutual 

respect over social obligations and patriarchal authority. The study adopts a descriptive 

and analytical approach to demonstrate how the novel remains relevant to contemporary 

discussions on gender equality and human relationships. 

Keywords: Pearl S. Buck, Pavilion of Women, Man–Woman Relationship, Marriage, 

Feminism, Gender Equality, Chinese Society, Patriarchy. 

 

Introduction: 

Pearl S. Buck occupies a 

distinguished position in twentieth-

century world literature for her realistic 

portrayal of Chinese society and her 

sensitive understanding of human 

relationships. Having spent much of her 

childhood and early adulthood in China, 

Buck developed an intimate knowledge 

of Chinese culture, customs, and family 

life. Her novels bridge Eastern and 

Western perspectives by presenting 

universal human experiences through 

culturally specific settings. Among her 

significant works, Pavilion of Women 

stands out as a profound psychological 

and social novel that explores marriage, 

gender roles, and the search for 

personal identity. 

Published in 1946, ‘Pavilion of 

Women’ is set in pre-revolutionary 

China and centres on Madame Wu, the 
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respected matriarch of a prosperous 

household. On her fortieth birthday, she 

makes an unconventional decision: she 

withdraws from physical marital life 

and arranges for a young concubine, 

Chiuming, to become her husband's 

companion. This decision initiates a 

series of emotional, intellectual, and 

spiritual transformations that challenge 

traditional assumptions about marriage 

and gender. 

The novel presents the 

relationship between men and women 

as more than a biological or social 

necessity. Buck suggests that a 

successful relationship requires 

emotional intimacy, intellectual 

understanding, mutual respect, and 

personal freedom. Through Madame 

Wu's journey, the novel questions the 

patriarchal belief that women exist 

solely to serve husbands and families. 

Instead, Buck portrays women as 

independent individuals capable of 

rational thought, moral judgement, and 

self-realization. 

The historical context of the 

novel is significant. Traditional Chinese 

society was largely governed by 

Confucian principles that emphasized 

hierarchy, filial obedience, and clearly 

defined gender roles. Women were 

expected to devote themselves to 

domestic responsibilities, while men 

exercised authority over family and 

property. Marriage functioned primarily 

as a social institution designed to 

preserve family lineage rather than 

individual happiness. Buck realistically 

portrays these customs while 

simultaneously exposing their 

limitations, particularly for educated 

and emotionally sensitive women. 

Madame Wu represents a remarkable 

departure from conventional female 

characters. Although she has faithfully 

fulfilled her duties as wife, mother, and 

household manager, she recognizes an 

inner emptiness that material comfort 

cannot satisfy. Her desire for intellectual 

companionship and spiritual fulfilment 

reflects the universal human need for 

self-development beyond social 

expectations. Her relationship with 

Brother Andre, a Christian missionary 

and scholar, introduces a new 

dimension of emotional and intellectual 

connection that contrasts sharply with 

her conventional marriage. 

Mr. Wu represents traditional 

masculinity shaped by patriarchal 

privilege. He accepts his wife's decision 

with surprising ease because the 

arrangement satisfies his personal 

comfort without challenging his 

authority. Yet Buck portrays him 

sympathetically rather than critically, 

suggesting that patriarchal systems 

limit men as well as women by 
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discouraging emotional communication 

and mutual understanding. 

Another important relationship 

is that between Mr. Wu and Chiuming. 

Unlike traditional concubines who are 

often treated merely as possessions, 

Chiuming gradually develops dignity, 

confidence, and emotional maturity. 

Buck thereby demonstrates that 

genuine affection arises from mutual 

care rather than social status. The 

relationship also reveals that women 

deserve respect regardless of their 

social position. 

Brother Andre plays a crucial 

role in expanding the novel's 

understanding of man–woman 

relationships. His friendship with 

Madame Wu is based on intellectual 

equality, spiritual dialogue, and 

emotional trust rather than romantic 

desire. Their conversations encourage 

Madame Wu to examine her own beliefs, 

responsibilities, and aspirations. Buck 

thus suggests that the highest form of 

companionship rests upon mutual 

respect and shared understanding. 

The novel also explores 

generational differences in attitudes 

toward marriage. Younger characters 

question established customs more 

openly than their elders, indicating that 

social change is both necessary and 

inevitable. Buck portrays changing 

gender relations not as a rejection of 

tradition but as an evolution towards 

greater humanity and equality. 

This paper argues that ‘Pavilion 

of Women’ presents marriage as a 

partnership founded on respect, 

communication, and individual dignity 

rather than domination or duty alone. 

Buck's realistic portrayal of family 

relationships continues to resonate with 

modern readers because it addresses 

timeless questions concerning love, 

freedom, identity, and equality. 

 

Marriage as a Social Institution: 

One of the central concerns of 

‘Pavilion of Women’ is the institution of 

marriage. Buck presents marriage not 

merely as a legal or social arrangement 

but as a relationship that requires 

emotional understanding, mutual 

respect, and personal growth. In 

traditional Chinese society, marriage 

was largely based on family interests, 

social status, and the continuation of the 

family line rather than individual choice 

or emotional compatibility. Women 

were expected to obey their husbands 

and devote themselves entirely to 

domestic responsibilities. 

Madame Wu's decision to 

withdraw from her marital duties after 

forty years challenges these 

conventional beliefs. She has fulfilled 

every social expectation as a wife and 

mother, yet she realizes that she has 
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neglected her own intellectual and 

emotional needs. By arranging a 

companion for her husband, she 

attempts to redefine her own identity 

beyond the traditional role of a wife. 

Buck uses this unconventional decision 

to question whether marriage should be 

based solely on duty or whether it 

should also provide emotional 

satisfaction and personal fulfilment. 

The relationship between 

Madame Wu and Mr. Wu demonstrates 

that long marriages may continue 

without genuine communication. 

Although they respect one another, their 

relationship lacks intellectual intimacy. 

Buck suggests that emotional 

companionship is as important as 

physical or social obligations in 

sustaining a meaningful marriage. 

 

Madame Wu: A Symbol of Female 

Identity: 

Madame Wu is one of Pearl 

Buck's most complex female characters. 

She represents intelligence, discipline, 

dignity, and emotional maturity. Unlike 

many traditional heroines, she does not 

openly rebel against society; instead, 

she quietly redefines her own life while 

continuing to fulfil her responsibilities 

toward her family. 

Her search for selfhood reflects the 

broader struggle of women seeking 

recognition beyond domestic roles. She 

realizes that women possess intellectual 

abilities equal to those of men and 

deserve opportunities for personal 

development. Her growing friendship 

with Brother Andre allows her to 

explore philosophical, spiritual, and 

ethical questions that had remained 

suppressed throughout her married life. 

Buck portrays Madame Wu as a 

modern woman living within a 

traditional society. Her transformation 

illustrates that true freedom begins with 

self-awareness rather than social 

rebellion. She becomes a symbol of 

female empowerment achieved through 

wisdom, compassion, and independent 

thinking rather than confrontation. 

 

Patriarchy and Gender Inequality: 

The novel realistically depicts the 

patriarchal structure of traditional 

Chinese society. Men occupy positions 

of authority within the family, while 

women are expected to remain obedient 

and self-sacrificing. Marriage often 

limits women's individuality by defining 

them primarily through their roles as 

wives and mothers. 

Buck neither idealizes nor 

completely condemns this social system. 

Instead, she demonstrates how 

patriarchal traditions affect both men 

and women. Mr. Wu enjoys social 

privilege but lacks emotional depth and 

intellectual companionship. His 
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authority does not necessarily bring 

personal fulfilment. Similarly, women 

who unquestioningly accept traditional 

roles often sacrifice their own 

aspirations. 

Through Chiuming, Buck further 

examines the condition of women with 

limited social status. Initially introduced 

as a concubine, Chiuming gradually 

develops confidence, emotional security, 

and dignity. Buck emphasizes that every 

woman, irrespective of her social 

position, deserves respect and humane 

treatment. By giving Chiuming 

emotional depth, the novelist challenges 

the objectification of women within 

patriarchal society. 

The novel therefore presents 

gender inequality as a product of 

cultural traditions rather than natural 

differences between men and women. 

Buck advocates relationships based on 

equality, compassion, and mutual 

respect instead of domination. 

 

Love, Companionship, and Emotional 

Fulfilment: 

A significant contribution of 

Pavilion of Women lies in its distinction 

between marriage and companionship. 

Buck argues that genuine relationships 

require intellectual communication, 

emotional trust, and mutual 

understanding. Physical attraction or 

social obligation alone cannot sustain a 

fulfilling relationship. 

The friendship between Madame 

Wu and Brother Andre exemplifies this 

ideal. Their relationship is founded 

upon intellectual exchange and spiritual 

understanding rather than romantic 

passion. Brother Andre respects 

Madame Wu's intelligence and 

encourages her independent thinking. 

Their conversations broaden her 

understanding of religion, humanity, 

and personal responsibility. Buck thus 

suggests that companionship based on 

equality enriches both individuals. 

Similarly, the relationship 

between Mr. Wu and Chiuming 

gradually develops from convenience 

into mutual affection. Chiuming's 

kindness and sincerity humanize Mr. 

Wu, while he begins to appreciate her 

emotional qualities rather than merely 

her physical presence. Buck thereby 

illustrates that meaningful relationships 

evolve through empathy and respect. 

Throughout the novel, love is 

presented not as possession but as 

understanding. The healthiest 

relationships are those that recognize 

the individuality and dignity of both 

partners. 

 

Feminist Perspective: 

Although ‘Pavilion of Women’ 

predates the rise of modern feminist 
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literary criticism, it contains many ideas 

associated with feminist thought. Buck 

questions the assumption that women's 

identities should be confined to 

marriage and motherhood. Madame 

Wu's desire for intellectual growth 

challenges patriarchal expectations that 

women remain satisfied with domestic 

responsibilities alone. 

Buck also rejects stereotypes 

portraying women as emotionally weak 

or intellectually inferior. Madame Wu 

demonstrates wisdom, leadership, and 

moral courage throughout the novel. 

She successfully manages a large 

household while making independent 

decisions regarding her own life. Her 

character illustrates that women 

possess the capacity for rational 

judgement equal to that of men. 

At the same time, Buck avoids 

portraying men as enemies of women. 

Instead, she suggests that both genders 

are constrained by rigid social 

expectations. Genuine equality becomes 

possible only when men and women 

recognize each other's humanity and 

individuality. Thus, the novel advocates 

partnership rather than conflict 

between the sexes. 

 

Relevance to Contemporary Society: 

Despite being published in 1946, 

‘Pavilion of Women’ remains highly 

relevant today. Questions concerning 

gender equality, marital compatibility, 

work-life balance, women's autonomy, 

and emotional well-being continue to 

shape contemporary discussions across 

cultures. Modern societies increasingly 

recognize that successful relationships 

require communication, respect, and 

equality rather than rigid adherence to 

traditional gender roles. 

Madame Wu's search for 

personal identity reflects the 

experiences of many contemporary 

women who seek to balance family 

responsibilities with intellectual and 

professional aspirations. Similarly, the 

novel's emphasis on emotional 

companionship anticipates modern 

understandings of healthy relationships 

based on mutual respect and shared 

values. 

Buck's humanistic vision 

transcends cultural boundaries. 

Although rooted in traditional Chinese 

society, the novel addresses universal 

concerns about love, freedom, dignity, 

and self-realization that remain 

meaningful across different cultures and 

historical periods. 

 

Conclusion: 

‘Pavilion of Women’ is a 

profound exploration of the 

complexities of man–woman 

relationships within the framework of 

traditional Chinese society. Through the 
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experiences of Madame Wu, Mr. Wu, 

Brother Andre, and Chiuming, Pearl S. 

Buck examines marriage, patriarchy, 

companionship, and female identity 

with remarkable psychological insight 

and social sensitivity. 

Buck demonstrates that marriage 

should be understood not merely as a 

social obligation but as a relationship 

founded on mutual respect, emotional 

intimacy, intellectual equality, and 

personal freedom. By challenging rigid 

gender roles while preserving human 

compassion, the novel offers a balanced 

critique of patriarchal traditions. 

Madame Wu's journey from dutiful wife 

to self-aware individual symbolizes the 

universal human quest for dignity and 

self-fulfilment. 

The novel ultimately advocates 

equality rather than dominance, 

partnership rather than submission, and 

understanding rather than authority. Its 

realistic portrayal of gender relations 

continues to resonate with modern 

readers because it addresses enduring 

questions concerning love, identity, and 

the shared humanity of men and 

women. Consequently, Pavilion of 

Women remains an important 

contribution to feminist thought, world 

literature, and the study of human 

relationships. 
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