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EXPLANATORY NOTE

Translations of offices and official titles follow those given in Charles O.
Hucker, A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China (Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1985).

Educated Chinese men and women used a variety of given names—
official name (ming), courtesy name (zi), and sobriquets (waihao). Those
that appear in this book are the ones by which that person was commonly
known or with which published works were signed. Often it was the
official name, but courtesy names were also used. In some cases the deci-
sion is arbitrary. Chinese and Japanese names are given in the order of
family name first.

References to age have been converted to the Western count, unless

otherwise noted.
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Introduction

GENDER AND THE POLITICS
OF CHINESE HISTORY

EACHERS of the inner chambers, the heroines of this book, occupied a

world larger than the inner domestic domain. The texts of their lives
and their contexts can be fully illuminated only by using “gender” as a
category of historical analysis. In this Introduction, I first argue that gen-
der becomes a relevant category in Chinese history only when the histo-
rian writes against the May Fourth legacy. I then outline my method of
integrating gender with Chinese history by way of summarizing the main
themes of the book. I conclude that by taking gender into account, we
discover how vital seventeenth-century China was and how our familiar
periodization will have to be modified.

The Victimized Woman in Old China

Fromits inception, the study of Chinese women’s history was integral to
the nationalistic program of China’s modernization.! The first general
history of Chinese women, A New History of Women of the Divine Land
(Shenzhou niizi xinshi), was written by an anti-Manchu revolutionary, Xu
Tianxiao, and published a year after the dynastic order collapsed in 1912.
In his attempt to incite women to be worthy members of the new citizenry,
Xucited the outstanding strength of Western heroines ranging from Queen
Victoria to Madame Roland. In contrast, he lamented that “women in
China lack lofty goals and distinguishing thoughts; they can boast of
neither an independent will nor great enterprises.”? Chinese women, like
China itself, desperately needed to catch up with the West.

The identification of women with backwardness and dependency ac-
quired a new urgency in the May Fourth-New Culture period (191 5~27).
As imperialist aggressions intensified, the victimized woman became the
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symbol of the Chinese nation itself, “raped” and dominated by virile for-
eign powers.’ Women’s enlightenment thus became a prerequisite for the
political liberation of the nation as a whole as well as for China’s entrance
into the modern world. In short, women’s subjugation to the patriarch
epitomized the savageries of old China, the roots of its present-day humili-
ation. The image of the victimized feudal woman was vested with such
powerful nationalist sentiments that it assumed the mantle of unassailable
historical truth.

S$o moving was the suffering of Xianglin’s Wife, the protagonist in a
short story called “The New Year’s Sacrifice” by Lu Xun, the foremost
May Fourth writer, that she remains the quintessential “traditional Chi-
nese woman” in the minds of most Chinese. Xianglin’s Wife, a widow, was
sold by her mother-in-law for re-marriage. After her second husband also
died and their only son was devoured by a wolf, she returned to her former
master to serve as a maid. Stigmatized as impure, Xianglin’s Wife was
barred from preparing food for the New Year's sacrifice. She eventually
went insane and collapsed on the street.* All the traits of the victimized
woman are found in Xianglin’s Wife: she is sold as a commodity, called by
her husband’s name, has no identity of her own, and worst of all, is so
steeped in the ideology of her oppressor that she blames her misfortunes
on herself.

The literary portrait of victimized women was reinforced by documen-
tary evidence presented in the most widely read history of Chinese
women, first published in 1928. In A History of the Lives of Chinese
Women (Zhongguo funii shenghuo shi), Chen Dongyuan thus described
his thesis: “From the beginning of history, our women have been the
wretched ones.” Chen clearly stated his reason for undertaking the work:
“I merely want to elucidate how the concept of ‘superior man—inferior
woman’ [nanzun niibei] emerged, how the destruction of women was
intensified, and how the weight of history is still crushing their backs
today.” He continued, “I now light a torch to shine upon this monstrous
burden, so that all can see in clear relief how mMOonNstrous our 3,000-year
history has been, and then we would know the shape of the new life to

come.”* To Chen, women’s history was worth writing if, and only if, it led
to their emancipation from the yoke of China’s feudal past.

In contemporary China, as in the West, impressions of Chinese women
before the twentieth century are still shaped by the concerns, values, and
lexicon of such writers as Lu Xun and Chen Dongyuan. The May Fourth
image of the miserable traditional woman was reinforced by the political
agenda of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP): to claim credit for the
“liberation” of women, the CCP and its sympathizers perpetuated the
stark view of China’s past as a perennial dark age for women.$

Introduction 3

This a priori assumption of woman as victim has found ready support-
ers among Western readers. Chandra Mqhgnty argues that the prevaleqt
construction of Third World women as victims is part of an ethnpcentnc
feminist discourse that privileges Western women as ‘isecular, Ilbcrated
and in control of their own lives.” Mohanty also points out that this
discourse rests on the shaky assumptions of homogeneity of women across
cultures, the universality of patriarchy, and a dichotomy between tra'dlt'lon
and modernity.” In the case of China, Western ‘femn.ust scholarship is a
mere accomplice to more persuasive Chinese natnonal}st concerns.

So powerful is this coalescence of Western _and Chinese discourses _that
even Chinese scholars critical of the Orientalist Iapfes pf Weste‘r‘n writers
are just as committed to the view of Chinese women’s history as “a hlstOfy
of enslavement.” For example, the highly amc.ula.te scholar Dg Fanggin
repeated the May Fourth rhetoric almost verbgtlm in the a:nclusuon.to her
recent book: “Political authority, clan authority, husband.s authority, re-
ligious authority — these four thick ropes bounq up the minds and bodies
of Chinese women. They bound them up so tightly that thc”ghosts [of
these patriarchal authorities] are still hovering around toda:y.“ The pas-
sionate phrase “four thick ropes” derives fr.om Mao Zedong’s 8Report on
an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hune.m“ of 1927. i} _

In short, the invention of an ahistorical “Chinese tradition” that is
feudal, patriarchal, and oppressive was the resp!t of a rare confluence of
three divergent ideological and political traditions —the May Fourth‘—
New Culture movement, the Communist revolutipn, and Westcrn femi-
nist scholarship. Although these traditions envision vastl)_' dxffe'rept f9rms
for modernity and the place of women in it, they concur in their mdngn?-
tion over the cloistered, crippled, and subservient existence of women in
old China. ' .

With the demise of Maoist radicalism in 1976, scholars in Chma and
the West began to question the success of the socia!ist revol}ltlon in elcvat;
ing women to an equal economic and psychological footing with men.
This revisionism regarding contemporary women, however, made the en-
trenched image of women in perpetual bondage even hatdcr”to resist.
Since “new China” appears to be littered with “feudal remnants, the May
Fourth legacy acquires renewed relevance. Write‘rs cor:’tmue :o sp_ez}k of

“patriarchy in traditional China” as if both “patriarchy” and “traditional
China” were monolithic, unchanging entities. L

It is my contention that the deep-seated image of the_ vxcnmlzc(.i feu-
dal” women has arisen in part from an analytical confuann that mistakes
normative prescriptions for experienced rf:alides, a cc’mﬁxsxon.cxacex;bate_d
by a lack of historical studies that examine women’s own views o their
worlds. My disagreement with the May Fourth formulations is not so
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much that they are not “true,” but that May Fourth iconoclasm is itself a
political and ideological construct that tells us more about the definition
of twentieth-century Chinese modernity than the nature of “traditional
society.” Although not without its grain of truth, the overwhelming popu-
larity of the image of victimized women has obscured the dynamics not
only of relationships between men and women but also of the functioning
of Chinese society as a whole. To dispel the ahistorical bias and revise the
image, historical studies of Chinese women must take greater account of
specific periods and locales, as well as of the different social and class
backgrounds of the women in question. Above all, women’s history must
be more deeply anchored in general Chinese history.

Only with this “bifocal” historical perspective can we come to under-
stand that neither the “woman as victim” hypothesis nor its “woman as
agent” antithesis can sufficiently convey the range of constraints and op-
portunities that women in sevénteenth-century China faced.!' Both the
restrictions and the freedoms were most clearly manifested among a priv-
ileged group of educated women from the most urbanized region of the
empire, the “teachers of the inner chambers.” When the term first ap-
peared in seventeenth-century China, it referred to a class of itinerant
female teachers. In this book, I give it a more general and figurative usage.
All the women who appear in this book, whether wives, daughters, or
widows, taught each other about the vicissitudes of life through their
writings. By transmitting a literate women’s culture across generations,
they effectively transcended the inner chambers temporally, just as the
itinerant teachers defied the same boundaries spatially. Although the lives,
thoughts, and circumstances of these poets, teachers, artists, writers, and
readers may not have been shared by the majority of the population, they
are most instructive to us for the way they highlight the possibilities for
fulfillment and a meaningful existence even within the confines the Confu-
cian system imposed upon women. Thus this book examines the lives of
these women while asking them to instruct us on the historical time and
space they inhabited.

As such, this book focuses narrowly on women not to highlight their
isolation but to seek their reintegration into Chinese history. My twin
concerns —women’s history and the history of seventeenth-century
China — are analytically inseparable. Born out of a curiosity about how
women actually lived, this book in the end proposes a new way to concep-
tualize China’s past. This reconception of history rests on the premise that
by understanding how women lived, we better grasp the dynamics of
gender relations; by comprehending gender relations, we gain a more
realistic and complete knowledge of the values of Chinese culture, the
functioning of its society, and the nature of historical changes.

b ]
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This integration of gender and Chinese history cqtail§ the use of t'ermi-
nologies outside the established nomenclatu're_ of socrfal ‘hlstonan.s of impe-
rial China. Hence it is best to begin by outlining my ldl()syncratlg and ec-
lectic approach by discussing the key concepts that structure thls book:
gender, class, women’s culture, communities of women, Confucian tradi-

tion.

Working Definitions: Gender and Class

The most important concepts for my argument are the differences be-
tween gender and sex and the intersection.s between gender and class. Th‘e
concept of gender is central to both pairs. According to tl.le‘Wo.men.s
Studies Encyclopedia, “gender is a cultural construct: ‘thfe distinction in
roles, behaviors, and mental and emotional characteristics bfftween fe-
males and males developed by a society.” As such, “gender” is concep-
tually distinct from “sex,” although the two have often been us;d inter-
changeably: “Sex is a term that encompasses the morphological and

* physiological differences on the basis of which humans (and other life

forms) are categorized as male and female. It should be used' onl){ in
relation to characteristics and behaviors that arise directly from bloFoglcal
differences between men and women.”'? Although sexuality is an impor-
tant subject of historical inquiry, this book is primarily concerned with
gender, especially the female gender, as a cultural construct. - _

In the course of establishing gender as a category of historical analy51§,
Joan Scott has furnished a more precise definition: “The core of the deﬁm-
tion rests on an integral connection between two propositions: gf:nder isa
constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived dlf.ferem':es
between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signi.f)fing .relanonshlps
of power.” She then further delineates the first proposition into four. ele-
ments: symbolic representations, normative concepts, sgcnal institutions,
and subjective identity.!* My goal is to elucidate the relatlopshnps between
the last three of these. In particular, I emphasize normative concepts of
gender gleaned from the Confucian classics and precepts, th.e key roles
played by such social institutions as kinship and ed.u'canon in the con-
struction of gender, and the subjective gender ic?entmes of seventeenth-
century elite women as revealed in their own writings. ’

By highlighting in her second proposition the connections between
gender and power as well as how they construct.each other, Scott has
called attention to the integral links between gender and other formula-
tions of equality and hierarchy. This notion of .connectcdness between
gender and politics is particularly relevant to China, where the husband-
wife bond had served as a metaphor for ruler-subject ties and a model for



6 Introduction

all political authority since the Warring States period (fifth century to 221
B.C.).!* In other words, we cannot conceive of the history of gender in
isolation from political history, and vice versa. In this book, I speak of one
aspect of this connectedness as the intersection between gender and class.
My usage of “class” refers loosely to occupational groups and social sta-
tions differentiated by access to wealth, political power, cultural capital,
and subjective perceptions and does not connote the Marxist meaning of
economic determination.

Gender and class constituted the two primary axes against which each
individual Chinese woman was to be defined in society. The Confucian
dictum “Thrice Following” (sancong, often rendered “Three Obedi-
ences”) represents an attempt to signify a woman by the occupational
“class” of the paterfamilias in each stage of her life cycle: father, husband,
son. Together with the admonition to demarcate the inner from the outer,
which I analyze below in terms of a doctrine of separate spheres, Thrice
Following is one of the twin pillars of Confucian gender ethics.

The meaning of Thrice Following is explicated in the Book of Rites,
part of the classical canon. As translated by James Legge: “The woman
follows (and obeys) the man: —in her youth, she follows her father and
elder brother; when married, she follows her husband; when her husband
is dead, she follows her son.”!s The same demands were reiterated in some
of the most popular books of precepts, including Instructions for the
Inner Chambers (Neixun), attributed to the Ming empress Renxiaowen,

and Lii Kun’s Exemplars in the Female Quarters (Guifan).'¢ As insinuated
by Legge’s use of both “follows” and “obeys,” however, the exact meaning
of cong, or the nature of female submission prescribed in the idealized
norms, is by no means clear-cut.

Twentieth-century scholars have often interpreted cong as uncondi-
tional obedience of the wife to the whims of the husband and bemoaned
her “total dependence on him bodily and psychologically.”'” Whatever the
philological origins of the word or the intent of Confucius, [ argue that
this interpretation oversimplifies the workings of gender relations and the
Confucian ethical system, which I will refer to as the gender system. This

distortion conveys the impression that the Chinese gender system was
built upon coercion and brute oppression, which, in my view, ascribes to it
at once too much and too little power. The strength and resilience of the
gender system —as it unfolded in history, not on the pages of codes of
conduct —should be attributed to the considerable range of flexibilities
that women from various classes, regions, and age groups enjoyed in
practice. These flexibilities, in turn, ensued from a number of built-in
tensions and contradictions in the gender system, the most important of
which is that between gender and class.
My contention is that in practice sancong deprived a woman of her
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function so wel} ;uaa lques:non —How did the gender system manage to
In this bok lor so long? — was never asked, let alone answered.
duction of e ,e mz;ttempt to explain both the functioning and the repro-
By implicatin gw er system by focusing on women’s vested interests in it.
interests fromgwit(l):'nenhas e [ anetivering to further their perceived
der relations, the b""l:i' N SYbStem, I see therp as architects of concrete gen-
tem was contruet ‘:il l"\g locks from which the overarching gender sys-
processes of eon et . _nsteaddof outr_xgl?t resistance or silencing, I describe
not only to us he's 3‘{0: al;l negotiation, whose meaning is ambivalent
Above all in I In ‘Sflgh t but also to men and women at the time.
sive Patriarci) Iuau of the May Fou.rth c}ncho}omous model of an oppres-
lives of Chine:; wpl'0pose a dynamic tripartite model that construes the
ities: theory o e olmen as the summation of three levels of shifting real-
that follon, wi| Sha nor;)ns, practice, and self-perceptions. As the chapters
other times at odd ‘?‘Y’ these t.hree levels were at times in harmony and at
gulfs, and oy o s; in so}:n.e instances .they were separated by formidable
Fourth moda] d:r-ca;e; their overlappmg was seamless. Whereas the May
are compelled tOnve argely from' static description of ideal norms, we
tory territorjes thatt e %ver appings bf:rween these three elements, transi-
The specific ins arle y br;ature shifting and multifarious in meaning.
life varied nor o lefP 3{1 ctween these tl}ree constituents of a woman’s
locales of the v : y with time but also wntl} the social and geographical
urban centery tl'lartnfan co:;lccmed. For _the elite women from the Jiangnan
and dictums traps qrm(; N b‘;lk of this study, through didactic literature
were Supposed & mnt[:e orally, they_ were taught the ideal norms they
Four Virtues (sia'e)e;n race;the. Thrice Following and its corollary, the
nally, being boun d' b" tl?Vcry ay llfe_, most adhered to these dictums nomi-
tered life. Although y law and social custom to lead a domestically cen-
cheir lives, th women could not rewrite the rules that structured
» they were extremely creative in crafting a space from within the
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prevailing gender system that gave them meaning, solace, and dignity.
Their impressive array of tactics, as we will see, ranges from reinterpreting
the dicta through writing, revamping the meaning of such dicta in prac-
tice, to boring through the cracks between the morally laudable and the
permissible both in writing and in practice.

In so doing, these women opened up arenas of freedom for themselves
without directly challenging the ideal norms promulgated by the official
ideology. Thus in their self-representations —gleaned from poetry and
other genres of writing — there is a conspicuous absence of overt attacks
on the system. Indeed, the most educated members of the female popula-
tion were inclined more to celebrate their role as guardians of Confucian
morality than to repudiate it. In this case, the ideal norms prescribed by
the official ideology and women’s self-perceptions are in apparent agree-
ment. This agreement, however, masks the complex processes of negotia-
tion and the variegated mosaic of women’s everyday life, which often
defied the official norms.

This book is my attempt to reconstruct this mosaic, the context in
which educated women from seventeenth-century China could speak to
us about their frustrations, pleasures, and aspirations. In repudiating the
simplistic May Fourth construction of the victimized women in old China,

my intention is not to defend patriarchy or write an apology for the Con-
fucian tradition. Rather, I insist that a realistic understanding of the
strength and longevity of the Confucian gender system serves the agendas
of the historian, the revolutionary, and women equally well.

Indeed, the distinction between “what should be” and “whatis” isa key
to understanding the Janus-faced nature of seventeenth-century Chinese
society, which appears to be the best of times and the worst of times for
women. If legal statutes and moral instruction books were accurate guides,
the late Ming (1573-1644) and early Qing (1644-1722) periods would
indeed be a dark age of tightening restrictions. Whereas elite women en-
joyed a degree of inheritance rights and were relatively free to remarry

during the Song dynasty (960-1279), by the seventeenth century they had
lost their property rights and were subjected to increasingly strict sexual
mores, most notably the cult of chastity.2? Moreover, massive lists of chaste
women in local gazetteers suggest that both elite and commoner women
subscribed to the chastity cult.2! Scholars have described these changes in
terms of a “decline in the status of women,” a decline allegedly caused by 2
hardening of Neo-Confucian philosophy and by the development of a
market economy that commoditized women.?

Even a cursory look at descriptions of seventeenth-century urban life in
local histories, private writings, and fiction suggests a contrasting picture
of the vitality of women’s domestic and social lives, as well as the degree of
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leave the appearance of power, that is, its official manifestation, to the
men.”?” Here, too, the appearance of kinship hierarchy and formal struc-
tures of power mask the realities of the exercise of power.

Foucault’s notion of “power without the king” and Bourdieu’s “domi-
nated power” suggest that even in a society as thoroughly patriarchal as
China, kinship systems and family relations may not have been the work-
ings of men alone. The nature and degree of power that a woman could
exercise depended not only on her social position and the task at hand but
also on such factors as her personal skills and her position in the life cycle.
This vision of kinship and power relations allows the historian to study
women’s lives as they themselves saw them without having to judge at the
outset whether certain institutions or practices are “oppressive.” Ques-
tions of judgment are important, but they can be broached only on the
basis of concrete knowledge of how men and women lived, how they
viewed their lives, as well as the manifold ways in which prevailing ide-
ologies impinged upon their lives and perceptions. For seventeenth-cen-
tury China, the present state of our knowledge on such matters is pitifully
incomplete.

A realistic understanding of gender and power relations has to begin
with the family, the basic social universe of Chinese men and women. In a
historical overview, Patricia Ebrey discusses three sets of ideas and prac-
tices that characterized the early development of the Chinese family: patri-
lineality, filial piety, and patriarchy. These attributes, firmly established by
Song times, showed remarkable resilience through time and universality
across class and regional boundaries.?® The particular expressions of pat-
rilineality, filial piety, and patriarchy, however, were historical occur-
rences that varied with time, place, and the social background of the men
and women concerned.

The domestic lives of gentry men and women studied in this book
suggest that even if the assumptions of patriarchy were not being chal-
lenged outright in the seventeenth century, in practice they were being
constantly mitigated. Although men still claimed legal rights over family
property and fathers enjoyed authority over women and children, the
housewife as de facto household manager, mother, and educator of chil-
dren had ample opportunities to influence family affairs. In the context of
everyday life, women were hardly outsiders to the family system.

More damaging to the myth of an omnipotent patriarchy was the
growing availability and acceptance of women’s education, which, by the
seventeenth century, created a visible cohort of gentrywomen with a liter-
ary and classical education. Their very existence, and the fact that educa-
tion increased their cachet as wives, called into question the foundation of
patriarchal values—women as inferior moral and intellectual beings.
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The Inner and Outer: Negotiated Boundaries
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ical constructs that break down the dichotomy of domestic versus public
spheres. Bourdieu’s articulation of concepts of “habitus” and “embodi-
ment” attributes the reproduction of distinctions in society at large, espe-
cially that of male/female, to the structuring of body movements and
domestic spatial arrangements. Thus linking social hierarchies with pri-
vate and domestic dispositions, the concept of habitus transcends “the
usual antinomies . . . of determinism and freedom . . . or the individual and
society.”*! In a related attempt to construct a unitary theoretical vision,
anthropologists Jane Collier and Sylvia Yanagisako have taken the entire
ethnographic tradition to task for treating kinship and gender as distinct
domains. No historian would disagree with their argument that binaries
such as “domestic/public,” “nature/culture,” and “reproduction/produc-
tion” are inadequate because they assume an opposition as a historical
given instead of explaining its existence in the first place.’?

Following the insights of these scholars, the organizational scheme of
this book rests on a continuum of inner (nes) and outer (wai) domains as
fields of action that women inhabited. Although often rendered in English
as “domestic” and “public,” “inner” and “outer” in their Chinese contexts
are always relative and relational terms. The inner/outer construct does
not demarcate mutually exclusive social and symbolic spaces; instead, the
two define and constitute each other according to shifting contexts and
perspectives. In the eyes of the Qing monarchy, for example, the family is
the very site where public morality can be exemplified. Hence when I use
the term public in this book, 1 do not mean a realm that excludes the
domestic; rather, I am referring to relationships and writings in the public
eye.

Building on the Chinese concept of an inner-outer continuum, I situate
the lives of women studied in this book in a series of nested circles orig-
inating in the private domain of the inner chambers and extending to the
social realms of kinship, neighborhood, and to the heart of the so-called
public spheres of print culture, litigation, and loyalist activities. Women’s
social lives in these various fields of action constitute the two major
themes of the book. First, I investigate the forging and emotional content
of their friendship ties with other women. Second, I portray women’s
interactions with the men in their life— father, husband, sons, relatives,
teachers, authors, and, in the case of courtesans, clients and lovers.

These two kinds of intimacies constituted the weft and warp of a wom-
an’s emotive, intellectual, and religious lives. The rich tradition that seven-
teenth-century literate women created and celebrated was largely separate
from the world of men, although it was by no means separatist. In fact,
while shared concerns, routines, rituals, and emotions distinguished the
female world from the male, the very construction of such routines and



