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To the Oak Tree
By Shu Ting

If I love you

Abstract

“To the Oak Tree” is a contemporary poem written by the Chinese poet Shu Ting.
Through the artistic technique of holistic symbolism, the poem uses the inner mon-
ologue of the 'cottonwood' to the 'oak tree' to sing passionately and honestly about
her ideals of personality and her view of love, which requires that they stand shoul-
der to shoulder, independent of each other and in deep love with each other. The
poem's careful arrangement of chapter and verse allows for a natural blend of lyri-
cism and argument, giving the richness and delicacy of feeling a rational gloss. This
paper will analyze “To the Oak Tree” from the perspectives of formalism and fem-
inism, respectively. It further explores the dialectical relationship between form and
content in “To the Oak Tree”, as well as the female subjectivity and view of love
shown in the poem from these two perspectives.
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I will never be a clinging trumpet creeper
Using your high boughs to show off my height

If I love you
I will never be a spoony bird

Repeating a monotonous song for the green shade

Or be a spring

Bringing cool solace all year long

Or be a steep peak

Increasing your stature, reflecting your eminence

Even the sunlight
Even the spring rain
No, all these are not enough

I must be a cottonwood beside you

Be the image of a tree standing together with you
Our roots, entwined underground

Our leaves, touching in the clouds

With each gust of wind
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We greet each other

But nobody

Can understand our words

You'll have your copper branches and iron trunk
Like knives, like swords, like halberds, too
I'll have my crimson flowers

Like heavy sighs

And valiant torches

We'll share cold spells, storms and thunder
We'll share mists, hazes and rainbows
Seemingly always apart

But also forever interdependent

Only this can be great love

The loyalty is here

Love

I love not only your strapping stature

But also your firm stand

The earth beneath you (Shu Ting, 1994, p. 11)

“To the Oak Tree” is one of the most famous and representative poems by the Chinese poet Shu Ting, who was
inspired to write this poem by an old poet who complained to her about not being able to find a perfect girl. Shu Ting
felt that this was a chauvinistic idea and wrote this poem in rebuttal to him, using the oak tree and the cottonwood to
symbolize the personality and relationship between the two parties in love. In the poem, the poet expresses that she
does not want to climb high above the other party, nor does she want to be dependent on the other party, but demands
a love that is equal, independent, and mutually respectful to the other party. This is a rebellion and a challenge to the
traditional view of love in which men are superior to women, men are dominant and women are dominant, and men
are strong and women are weak.

The poem “To the Oak Tree” is an important and influential poem in the history of modern Chinese poetry; it is
also a poem full of formal and content beauty, which uses rich and refined linguistic techniques to express a profound
and unique feminine consciousness, a poem ideally suited for analysis through a formalist and feminist lens, which
demonstrates the dialectical relationship between poetic form and content as well as with the formalist critical ap-
proach feminist critical approach.

1. Formalist Perspective Analysis of “To the Oak Tree”

The formalist perspective is a method of criticism that focuses on the analysis of the inner structure and formal
characteristics of literary works. It considers a literary work to be a self-contained aesthetic object that is not influ-
enced by external factors such as the author, the reader, society, and history. The basic features and advantages of
the formalist approach to criticism are that it can reveal the artistic laws and creativity of literary works, emphasize
the uniqueness and individuality of literary works, highlight the linguistic and symbolic nature of literary works, and
enhance the aesthetic effect and infectiousness of literary works. From a formalist perspective, the poetic form of “To
the Oak Tree” is analyzed, including the poem's linguistic techniques such as meter, rhyme, phonetics, rthythm, cou-
plets, prose, and simile, and how these techniques echo the content of the poem and enhance its expressiveness and
infectiousness. Analyzed from a formalist perspective “To the Oak Tree” is a poem with rich and refined formal
features, which uses a variety of language techniques to express the poet's thoughts and emotions, as well as to provide
an artistic expression of the poem's content.

The poem “To the Oak Tree” is seen from a formalist perspective in the following ways.

1.1 The structure and syntax of a poem

The poem consists of 36 lines and is divided into two parts. The first 13 lines use six negative metaphors to express
the poet's opposition to the traditional view of love. The second 23 lines express the poet's praise of the ideal concept
of love in a positive and lyrical way (Tian Chunyu, 2016). This contrasting structure highlights the themes and ideas
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of the poem (Tian Chunyu, 2016). The poem uses the lyrical style of inner monologue, using the monologue of the
'cottonwood' to the 'oak tree', which gives the poem an intimate and sincere atmosphere. There is no punctuation, but
the syntax is clear, the tone is calm and the rhythm is natural.

1.2 The rhyme and rhythm of poetry

The poem does not use a fixed meter or rhyme scheme, but it has a clear sense of rhythm and rhyme. There are
rn nn

many rhyming and near-rhyming words in the poem, such as 'trumpet creeper’, 'self, 'bird', 'song', "spring", "solace",
"perilous peak", "eminence", "sunlight", "spring rain", etc. (Tian Chunyu, 2016). These rthymes not only add to the
beauty and rhythm of the poem, but also echo the content of the poem, for example, the word 'trumpet creeper'

corresponds to 'oneself', 'spring' to 'solace', and 'perilous peak' to ' eminence’'.
1.3 Poetic emphasis and the use of the language of repeat and comparison

Firstly, the poet uses syllables of different lengths and stresses to regulate the thythm and rhyme of the poem. For
example, 'If I love you -' is a short syllable in which 'T" and 'you' are stressed, and 'if love' is a light tone. "Never like
a climbing trumpet creeper," is a long syllable. Long syllables like these occur several times throughout the poem,
serving as a detailed description or metaphor, and adding to the richness and lyricism of the poem. By contrasting
and varying in this way, the poem takes on a dynamic and varied sound effect (Wang Yaping, 2003).

Secondly, the poet uses repetition and comparison of language to emphasize the themes and emotions of the poem.
For example, in the first thirteen lines, the poet uses six negative metaphors to reject the traditional view of love, all
beginning with 'never be', and all using images of animals or nature as metaphors (Xu Xiuming, 2021). This repetition
and comparison highlight the poet's opposition to and criticism of the traditional view of love. In contrast, in the last
23 lines, the poet writes positively about his ideal view of love, beginning with the subject line 'l must be' or 'we', and
this repetition and contrast highlight the poet's praise and pursuit of the ideal view of love. Through this repetition
and comparison, the poet gives the poem a free and unfettered emotional attitude.

1.4 Rhetoric and imagery of the poem

The poem uses a large number of metaphors, symbols, similes, and other rhetorical devices to create a series of
novel and vivid imagery. For example, "the climbing trumpet creeper”, "the spoony bird", "the spring" (Tian Chunyu,
2016), "the steep peak", "the sunlight" and "the spring rain", " Sunlight" and "spring rain" are all metaphors used to
negate the traditional concept of love. "The 'cottonwood' and 'oak' symbolize the ideal concept of love as a whole.

In short, the poem “To the Oak Tree” demonstrates the poet's superb artistic skills in its form. It does not adhere to
traditional meter and rthyme, but creates a rich and harmonious phonetic effect, employs a large number of rhetorical
techniques such as metaphor, symbolism, and personification, creates a series of novel and vivid imagery, forms a
distinctive contrasting structures, and highlights the theme and ideas of the poem. These formal features echo the
content of the poems and complement each other, enhancing their expressive and infectious power. As Shu Ting
herself says, "I want to use my poetry to express my love for life and my concern for the fate of mankind". “To the
Oak Tree” is a masterpiece in which she uses poetry to express her love for and pursuit of ideal love (Zhou Xiaoyu,
2018).

2. Feminist Perspective Analysis of “To the Oak Tree”

The feminist perspective is a critical approach that focuses on the analysis of female consciousness and female
issues in literary works. It considers literary works as an ideological product that reflects gender relations and gender
differences in society and culture and is influenced by external factors such as authors, readers, society, and history.
(Zhao Hongxia, 2018). The basic features and advantages of the feminist critical approach are that it can reveal gender
bias and gender oppression in literary works, emphasize the subject position and subject consciousness of female
writers and female readers, highlight the creativity and resistance of female writers and female readers, and enhance
the political effectiveness and inspirational power of literary works. Analysed from a feminist perspective, 'To the
Oak Tree' is a poem with a profound and unique content theme, which uses the symbolic relationship between natural
elements and humanistic themes to express the poet's feminine consciousness and women's issues, and also provides
a meaningful content basis for the poem's form.

The poem “To the Oak Tree” is seen from a feminist perspective in the following ways:
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2.1 The social gender relations reflected in the poem

The poem was written in 1977, when China was in the late stages of the Cultural Revolution and there were still
traditional ideas and constraints in society about the role and status of women. By comparing the climbing trumpet
creeper and the independent oak tree, the poet rejects the concept of women's dependence on men, sacrificing them-
selves and giving unconditionally to love, and reflects women's pursuit and desire for freedom, equality, and dignity
(Zhao Wenying, 2019). The poet uses the 'cottonwood' to symbolize herself, expressing her unwillingness to become
a male appendage or plaything, but rather a partner who wants to talk to men as equals, walk side by side, and respect
each other. The poet uses 'oak tree' to symbolize the ideal male in her mind, expressing her expectations and praise
for men, i.e. to have qualities such as strength, courage, integrity and loyalty, rather than shortcomings such as des-
potism, violence, selfishness and hypocrisy. The poem reflects the poet's critique and reconstruction of gender rela-
tions in society, advocating a new type of gender relationship, i.e. an interactive relationship based on equality, re-
spect and understanding.

2.2 The status and rights of women

The poem was written against the background of the rise of the feminist movement in the West and its influence
on China. The poet borrows some of the ideas and propositions put forward by Western feminists, such as "I must
never be like a climbing trumpet creeper”, "I must never be like a spoony bird", "I must be a cottonwood near you",
"Be the image of a tree standing together with you", "I'll have my crimson flowers". "Like heavy sighs", "And valiant
torches", "We'll share cold spells, storms and thunder", 'We share the mist, the hazes, the rainbows'. These lines
express the poet's affirmation and pursuit of women's status and rights. She is not content to passively accept the roles
and destinies assigned to her by men but to actively participate in life and society, sharing resources and opportunities
on an equal footing with men, and realizing her own values and dreams (Tian Chunyu, 2016). This poem reflects the
poet's awakening and declaration of women's status and rights, advocating a new kind of female subject conscious-
ness.

2.3 Female subjectivity and the concept of love

This poem was written after the poet's personal experience of a failed marriage. Through this poem, the poet ex-
presses her rethinking and redefinition of love; she does not subscribe to the traditional male-centered, marriage-
oriented, and sacrificial view of love, but advocates a view of love that is based on the self, the principle of equality,
and the goal of growth. She does not want to hide her feelings and desires, nor does she want to cater to men's
expectations and demands, but rather to reveal her own personality and characteristics and to establish a relationship
of mutual appreciation and understanding with men. The poet uses the 'oak tree' to symbolize her ideal lover, ex-
pressing her respect and trust in love. She does not want to bind men's freedom and choices, nor does she want to
rely on men's protection and approval, but wants to maintain a moderate distance and independence from men, and
face the challenges and difficulties of life together (Tian Chunyu, 2016). This poem reflects the poet's shaping and
advocacy of female subjectivity and love, advocating a new type of love relationship between the two sexes, namely
an interactive relationship based on self, equality and growth.

2.4 Advocating feminine aesthetics (Li Xiuxia, 2020)

In the poem, the poet uses two trees, the cottonwood, and the oak, to symbolise the aesthetic characteristics of both
sides of love, rather than using traditional female imagery such as flowers, birds, fish, and insects to depict them.
This is a critical and innovative approach to the traditional male aesthetic standards and concepts of beauty. In the
poem, the poet presents her own aesthetic characteristics as a woman, i.e. as an individual with figurative features
such as crimson flowers, heavy sighs, and valiant torches, with her own sense of beauty, charm, style, and tempera-
ment. She appreciates not only the masculine beauty of her opponent's copper branches and iron trunk, knives, swords,
and halberds but also the softness of her own cottonwood.

This poem was written after the poet had experienced a failed marriage, a cultural revolution, and a feminist move-
ment, all of which profoundly influenced the poet's thoughts and feelings and values. The poet suffered coldness and
betrayal from her husband in her marriage, causing her to doubt and reflect on the traditional view of love. She was
no longer willing to be a passive, dependent, and sacrificial woman, but rather an active, independent and growing
woman. The political persecution and blows suffered by the poet during the Cultural Revolution made her more
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aware of and rebel against the injustice and inequality that existed in society. She was no longer willing to endure the
oppression and discrimination against women in a male-dominated society, but to fight for the rights and status that
women deserve. The poet was inspired and influenced by Western feminists during the feminist movement, which
gave her a clearer understanding and advocacy of female subjectivity and gender equality. She was no longer willing
to accept a male-centric, marriage-oriented and sacrificial view of love, but wanted to advocate a view of love that
was based on self, on the principle of equality and on the goal of growth. All these experiences have led the poet to
express in this poem her new views and attitudes toward herself, men, society, and love, showing her thoughts and
feelings, and values as a modern woman.

3.In "To the Oak Tree': the relationship between form and content

“To the Oak Tree” is a masterpiece of Shu Ting's poetry, expressing her steadfastness to love and her dedication
to her ideals. From a formalist and feminist perspective, there is a close connection between the form and the content
of this poem.

Formalism emphasises the formal features of poetry, such as language, structure, rhyme, and symbolism, believing
that form determines the content and that form itself has aesthetic value. “To the Oaks takes” the form of free verse,
with no fixed meter or thyme, but with a distinct sense of rhythm and musicality. The poem uses a large number of
rhetorical devices such as metaphor, Oak Tree, and cottonwood, symbolizing the oak tree and women in a profound
way, highlighting the strong, loyal, noble, and natural characteristics of the oak tree, as well as suggesting the wom-
en's outlook on love and their attitude to life. There is also a clear symmetry in the structure of the poem, which is
divided into three sections, each describing the oak tree, the woman, and the relationship between the two, forming
a complete system of imagery. The language of the poem is simple and powerful, not overly emotional, but expressing
subjective emotions through objective descriptions. It can be said that “To the Oaks takes” is a poem of high formal
beauty, its form and content echoing and interpenetrating each other, forming an organic whole.

Feminism is concerned with the status and rights of women in society, culture and politics, and believes that women
should be free from male oppression and bondage and pursue self-realisation and liberation. “To the Oaks takes”
reflects the plight and challenges Shu Ting faced as a female poet in the social environment of her time. She chose
the oak tree as her love trust and ideal symbol because it has masculine qualities, such as strength, courage and
perseverance, which she lacked or longed for. She expresses a spiritual love for the oak tree that transcends carnal
and material desires, and she is willing to live and die with the oak tree, to endure the storm and the sun together. She
also compares herself to a cottonwood and helpless but with tenacity and a desire for a better life. She is unwilling to
succumb to the pressures and constraints of reality, unwilling to passively accept the roles and destinies assigned to
her by men, but rather to actively pursue her own love and ideals. It can be said that “To the Oaks takes” is a poem
with a feminist consciousness, which demonstrates the independence that women show in love and life.

4. Conclusion

Both formalism and feminism are modern literary theories and critical approaches, both are pluralistic and diverse,
both are interactive and complementary, and both can reveal the connotation and value of the poem To the Oak Tree
from different perspectives.

Formalism focuses on the linguistic form and structural organization of poetry itself, emphasizing the aesthetic
function and value of poetry and revealing the inner laws and characteristics of poetry, such as overall symbolism,
rhetorical techniques, free verse forms, and linguistic innovation. The advantage of formalism is that it can objectively,
scientifically, and systematically analyze the artistic level and aesthetic effect of poetry, strengthen the power of
infection and communication between poetry and readers, and promote the innovation and development of poetry.
The limitation of formalism is that it may ignore the social and gender issues reflected in poetry and their relationship
with factors such as the author's life experiences, the context of the times, and his thoughts and feelings.

Feminism focuses on the gender issues reflected in poetry, emphasizing the gender consciousness and gender pol-
itics of poetry, revealing the implicit meanings and values of poetry, such as social gender relations, women's status
and rights, female subjectivity, and the concept of love. The advantage of feminism is that it can subjectively, criti-
cally, and deconstructively analyze gender inequality and gender oppression in poetry, strengthen the expressive
power and influence of women in poetry, and promote women's emancipation and equality in society. The limitation
of feminism is that it may be overly biased towards the female perspective and position, ignoring the role and

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.09.031 1869 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Yuxin Su

contribution of men and the interaction between the sexes.

In summary, both formalist and feminist perspectives have their strengths and limitations when analyzing “To the
Oaks takes”, but they can both offer different perspectives and layers to our understanding and appreciation of “To
the Oaks takes”.

References

Li Xiuxia. The female aesthetic expression of There's a Cloud Made of Rain in the Wind [J]. Movie Literature,
2020(04):100-102.

Shu Ting. Shu Ting's poems [M]. Beijing: People's Literature Publishing House, 1994.P. 11.

Tian Chunyu. Text Interpretation and the Delimitation of Teaching Value of the Ode to the Oak [D]. Inner Mongolia: Inner
Mongolia Normal University. 2016.

Wang Yaping. A Portrait of Female Life and Emotion: A Retrospective of Shu Ting's Poetry [J]. Seeking and Seeking,
2003, No. 1.

Xu Xiuming. Textual Close Reading and Poetics of Reception: The Deep Implications and Historical Context of Shuting's
To the Oak Tree [J]. Journal of Jining College, 2021, 42(06):59-64.

Zhao Hongxia. Research on Chinese Feminist Literary Criticism since the 1980s [D]. Northeast Normal University, 2018.

Zhao Wenying. The Interpretation of Female Consciousness in Shu Ting's To the Oak Tree [J]. Extracurricular language,
2019(15):184-18s5.

Zhou Xiaoyu. A study of 40 years (1977-2017) of textual interpretation of To the Oak Tree [D]. Yangzhou University,
2018.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.09.031 1870 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



