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Preface


This book covers the history of gender—both femininities and masculinities, but with a greater emphasis on women—in the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese cultural and political realms. Beginning with an overview of the ancient and medieval eras, the book treats the history of gender in both national and transnational contexts in the early modern and modern eras by examining the dynamic histories of sexuality; gender ideology, discourse, and legal construction; marriage and the family; and the gendering of work, society, culture, and power.


The dual approach of locating gender history within a society’s national history as well as describing its role in an integrated regional history of East Asia is novel in the field of women’s and gender history. In addition, this book examines the global context of historical changes in the three countries and, where appropriate, highlights cross-cultural themes that transcend national boundaries within and outside the region. We discuss themes and concepts such as writing and language, the body, feminism, immigration and diasporas, and Confucianism as part of an integrated history. The proximity of these three countries (now five, including Taiwan and North Korea) has long permitted the flow of ideas, people, materials, and texts throughout the region. (This flow has extended significantly beyond East Asia in the past 150 years.) At the same time, the authors are conscious of the potential problem of seeming to lump East Asian gender issues into a monolithic (and therefore incorrect) whole, and thus stress the historical contexts of both differences and similarities wherever they occur in the three countries.


An integrated history borrows much from the growing field of transnational history, which also focuses on the movements of people and material and ideas, as well as on issues of war, peace, imperialism, and economics. In this book, key issues highlight this integrative transnational approach. They include such topics as Confucian texts for men and women, gender performance, the role of the state in gender construction, nationalism, sexuality and prostitution, New Women and Modern Girls, feminisms, “comfort” women, imperialism and empire, and Japanese (and later East Asian) neologisms based on Western concepts but using the shared Chinese-based writing system to express them. Other transnational approaches are comparative, such as an examination of differing notions of the “family” and a study of the impact of Christianity on feminist movements and gender history in each of the three countries.


Structure of the book


Gender in Modern East Asia contains eleven chapters that treat each country’s gender history in a separate section thematically linked to the sections dedicated to the other two countries. Years of teaching courses on women’s and gender history have persuaded the authors that chronology must undergird a thematic approach, both to enhance students’ comprehension of the material and to emphasize the contemporaneous and integrated experiences of the countries studied. In addition, each chapter opens with a brief examination of global context. We ask what is happening elsewhere in the world that drives the region’s history and discuss how the cultural, economic, and social developments discussed in each chapter are approached in studies of Europe, the Americas, and Africa during the same years. East Asia does not exist in a vacuum, and we hope students will be able to see appropriate regional and global similarities and dissimilarities.


During the early modern and modern eras, the three countries alternated in exerting greater regional influence. This alternation is reflected in the organization of each chapter. Until the nineteenth century the flow of culture and ideas, although always multidirectional, originated most often in China, and thus discussion of China leads off in those chapters. From the late nineteenth century through World War II, that flow shifted and Japan became most influential. The direction of the flow of culture shifted again in the postwar era, and thus Korea joins Japan as leading off in the latter chapters of the book. Regardless of which country is discussed first in each chapter, coverage of all three is balanced throughout the book.


This volume is the first book-length work that focuses on gender in modern East Asia from both a transnational perspective at the macro level and an intersectional perspective at the level of the individual. There are numerous historical monographs and articles as well as translations of literary and other forms of artistic culture for each of these East Asian societies. Other works link East Asian gender practice and discourse with global movements of ideas, images, artifacts, and capital. But no single text has brought all these topics together in a comprehensive way accessible to undergraduates. This volume is intended as a response to changing approaches to teaching and research in the histories of gender and of East Asia by offering an integrated analysis of the region through the lens of gender.


Hyaeweol Choi would like to thank Dan Devitt, Sun Joo Kim, Ksenia Chizhova, Suzy Kim, and Robert Eskildsen for their helpful feedback on early drafts of her contributions to the volume. She would also like to acknowledge a generous grant from the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2011-BAA-2106), which afforded her teaching release that was of great help in securing time for writing. She is also grateful to Routledge for granting permission to reprint “Declaration of the Establishment of Kŭnuhoe,” which originally appeared in Hyaeweol Choi, New Women in Colonial Korea: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 199–200.


When one undertakes a project of this scope, unforeseen events almost inevitably interfere with plans. We would like to thank the editorial staff at Westview for their indulgence and understanding in accommodating delays that occurred in our original schedule.
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Gender in Ancient and Medieval East Asia Before 1600


GLOBAL CONTEXT


Gender and sexuality in East Asian societies, as elsewhere throughout the world, have varied over time and among societies. They have been framed in the varying historical contexts of secular and religious ideas, the evolution of economic activities, bureaucratization and governance, the increasing complexities of social life, and war and peace. The mobility of people and cultures has meant that no society has been so isolated from others that it developed unique and unchanging ways of defining gender and sexuality.


The movement of ideas and people before 1600 was much livelier and more deliberate between neighboring societies than between distant societies. So it is no surprise that what are now the modern nations of China, Korea, and Japan, all located in Northeast Asia, can be seen as an integrated region because of the flow of cultures and people over time. Until the nineteenth century, the movement of ideas, cultures, and religions tended to be from west to east—from China to Korea to Japan—while trade and human migration were more multidirectional. One of the key mediators that facilitated such movement was the Chinese writing system. From late antiquity on, the Chinese writing system came to be used by the elites and ruling classes in all three areas. As a result, it was seen until the late nineteenth century as a “truth language,” much as Latin was in Western Europe before the rise of vernacular writing in the Renaissance. This allowed Chinese ideas, including gender norms, to be influential throughout the region for hundreds of years. But it would be a mistake to assume that intraregional mobility of ideas and people erased all local differences in the construction of gender and the performance of sexuality. Each society had its own history and thus its own historically inflected notions of gender.


People in modern societies generally think of sex (male/female) and gender (masculine/feminine) as binary, that is, as being divided into two categories. Recently this binary divide has been challenged by the increasingly accepted view that both sex and gender exist on a continuum, without a rigid division into just two categories. To be sure, the concept of gender as a way of categorizing people is itself fairly recent. Less than thirty years ago, it was typical to divide society into two immutable sexes, rather than into genders that were historically and socially constructed and, therefore, open to reconstruction. Although societies’ laws and customs were created in the past as if sex was an unchanging characteristic with which people were born, the notion that gender was constructed has been much more consistent with historians’ view that things change over time. It was a tremendous scholarly breakthrough to add women and gender to the study of history, so viewing gender as a “useful category of historical analysis” was revolutionary (Scott 1986). Scholars will not go back to the days of ignoring sex and gender. For that reason, we need to find the origins and development of these categories.


Sex and gender have not always been more important social and legal categories than other ways of classifying people. Marital status, family or clan membership, social class (especially the relationship to the ruling class), occupation, caste, and other categories were at times more important. Unlike gender, sexual practice has long been acknowledged as taking many different forms, although the concept of sexual identity (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer) and its linkage with one’s choice of sexual partners has a much more recent history. Sexuality includes not just sexual practice but also intimate relations, family formation, commodification (sale) of sex, marriage rituals, and reproduction, all of which must be considered in their historical contexts.


When and why did gender become so central to social organization?


One way to look at the development of gender in societies is economic. Prehistoric people needed food, shelter, and protection from predators, and formed small communities to deliver those necessities. Some members hunted animals, some gathered plants to eat. These roles were not initially gendered, but over time, in many places, it became more likely for men to hunt and women to gather. So gender could be defined by labor choices, a pattern that became increasingly important as societies and economies developed. Gender hierarchy was not evident in most hunter-gatherer societies. With the advent of agricultural development, however, gender dynamics began to shift toward more male-dominant structures and practices.


Later, gender was also defined by religion, including belief in the supernatural. As societies came to see themselves as entities distinct from neighboring groups, many created myths to explain where they came from. In most of these creation stories, nonhumans or gods interacted with humans, and those humans or their descendants went on to found one’s country or civilization. In all of these cases, some sort of familial relationship played a part: Adam and Eve in the Judeo-Christian Bible, the Greek and Roman gods’ sexual bonding with humans, the foundation of Old Chosŏn (Korea) by a descendant of the son of the Heavenly King and a woman transformed from a bear, the founding of Japan by descendants of the sun goddess Amaterasu, the large variety of Native American creation stories, and so on. The family and family relationships were thus at the center of the ways most human societies explained their origins as organized communities or states. In many cases, both men and women played significant roles in these myths. Later, more structured religions created rituals, doctrines, and belief systems, and many of these came to define men and women as different and often unequal.


Religion-based inequality often paralleled social inequality, but which came first is not clear. In any case, a civilization’s level of complexity seems to have played a part in creating gender differences. The more complex a society was—with planned cities, bureaucracies, organized government, and culture—the more likely it was that people’s status was classified by their sex (that is, male and female). In some cases, constructed notions of gender placed individuals in the classes of empowered and disempowered. But similar stages of social complexity did not always lead to similar levels of equality. Four thousand years ago, in ancient West Asia (Mesopotamia, Israel, and other civilizations), men and women did not have equal legal status. Around the same time, in ancient Egypt, sex did not define legal status; rather, whether one was free or a slave was more important.


In increasingly sophisticated civilizations, religion and philosophy came to create more specifically defined binary sex/gender divisions. These divisions were, in turn, used to create governments that were based on sex/gender differences. Athens’s “democracy” was crafted by Solon, known as “the lawgiver,” in the sixth century BCE as a way to arrange the disorganized Greek matrimonial system of his day in a patriarchal (male-dominated) manner. This created a government by free men only, so stipulating who was male and who was female was necessary. The esteemed Athenian philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE) claimed that men were intellectually and physically superior to women; perfecting masculinity was the basis of democracy. In fact, as the historian Thucydides (c. 460–c. 395 BCE) noted, the good woman was the one who was “least talked about among the men, whether for good or for bad” (quoted in Halsall 2004, 290). In Rome a few hundred years later, patriarchal dominance was embedded in the rule that fathers had complete control over their families. Medieval European Christianity also gendered society and placed men over women. But all of these societies were characterized by slavery and serfdom as well, so there were multiple forms of inequality. Religion and philosophy played a significant role in constructing gender and other inequalities in East Asia in antiquity and the medieval era too, as we shall see in this chapter.


Sexuality has varied over time and place. Ancient and medieval governments tended to care little about one’s sex partners (and often valued same-sex relations, as in ancient Greece), but they did care about marriage. Marriage was linked to power and to inheritance, and messing with marriage could disrupt society. Formal marriage rituals and divorce procedures were developed. Some focused on matrilocal residence and inheritance (as in Korea and Japan in antiquity and the early medieval era), but many stressed the dominance of the husband’s family in residence and inheritance (as in China). Some marriages involved more than two people. In some areas of Tibet, one bride could have several husbands, while under Islam, a man could marry up to four wives if he could care for them all equally. The Catholic Church claimed the right to regulate marriages of the elite and of clergy in the fourth century CE (Catholic clergy could marry until the eleventh century) and began to regulate commoners’ marriages in the thirteenth century. In Southern and Eastern Europe from 1000 to 1500 CE, grooms tended to be much older than their brides, and the couple often lived with one set of parents until she matured. Northern European couples at that time usually married when both partners were much older, setting up their own households right away. In some societies religious rites were required; in others all that was required was an exchange of wine cups or a contract written by a hired scribe. In some West African areas, marriages were gendered, but female “husbands” could marry female “wives.” Marriages took many different forms throughout the ancient and medieval world. As this chapter will show, these forms, which were linked to notions of gender, varied throughout East Asia as well.


CHINA


Dynasties in China


Zhou (c. 1000–256 BCE)


Qin–Han (221 BCE–220 CE)


Sui–Tang (581–907)


Song (960–1279)


Yuan (1260–1368)


Ming (1368–1644)


Qing (1644–1911)


The earliest evidence of gender systems in East Asia comes from the territory of what is today China. Increasingly rich archaeological evidence from Neolithic cultures (c. 5000–1766 BCE) depicts the fragmented emergence of complex societies in different regions demonstrating striking variety in material culture. Yet despite this regional diversity, Neolithic cultures appear to have shared key elements of later Chinese gender order: the linkage of status to kinship roles, the great significance of mortuary rituals in expressing kinship relations, the lower status of women compared to men of the same rank, and the large difference in gender roles of elites and non-elites. In excavated burials there are many fewer women than men, women are commonly buried with fewer grave goods, and there are gender distinctions in body positioning and grave goods assemblages, with women getting spindle whorls and domestic items and men getting weapons and ritual items. There is some mortuary evidence of women being buried with their natal families, which suggests that while gender hierarchies and divisions of labor were well established, patrilineal patterns of family organization may not have been universal (Linduff and Sun 2004).


The clear dominance of patrilineal principles accompanied the development of state structures in the Yellow River valley of the north in the Shang period (c. 1766–1045 BCE). The Shang royal ancestral cult focused on the male line of succession and made the king’s family matters essential affairs of state. Ideas about gender difference and patrilineal descent were integral to expressions of state power and legitimacy. The earliest extant Chinese texts were oracle bones used by the Shang rulers for divination rituals querying royal ancestors about important matters. They depict the royal consorts of the polygynous Shang kings engaging in ritual sacrifices and military affairs, show the importance placed on their health, childbirths, and dreams, and indicate that sacrifices were made to honor them as ancestors in dedicated temples. The royal consort Fu Hao (c. 1250 BCE) led armies of more than ten thousand troops in battle and was honored in death with one of the most sumptuous Shang tombs yet discovered, including hundreds of elaborate bronze vessels, weapons, and ritual objects, hundreds of objects in jade, bone, stone, and shell, and sixteen human sacrifice victims including men, women, and children. Yet Fu Hao’s exceptional power and wealth, like those of the other documented consorts, derived from her marriage to the king, and she was clearly subordinate to him. The oracle bone texts show that the Shang ancestor cult focused more on men than on women: fewer women were venerated (and then only if they had borne sons for the king), women received fewer rituals than men, and women had smaller tombs (Linduff and Sun 2004).


The Emergence of a Confucian Gender Orthodoxy


The Shang were conquered and succeeded by a rival polity, the Zhou (1045–221 BCE), whose rulers extended their power by bestowing titles on loyal nobles who then acknowledged their ongoing fealty through elaborate rituals. Strategic marriages between the Zhou royal family and noble lineages and among nobles were a key mechanism for securing political alliances. In a context where political relations were highly ritualized and intertwined with kinship bonds, the first codification of norms of gender and family hierarchy took the form of ritual rules (li) governing behavior. To understand gender roles, the most salient of these codifications is the Li Ji (Book of Rites), compiled in its current version in the Han period (206 BCE–220 CE), based on content developed in the Zhou period. Reflecting the fact that the Zhou political system was based on kinship relations, this text articulated the paradigm of the family as an analogy for the state and presented prescriptions for the conduct of family and state affairs that were the foundation for the ethical system promoted by Confucius (c. 551–479 BCE) and his followers. By the third century BCE, the lineage system of the Zhou was being replaced by state bureaucracies staffed by officials who were not related to the ruler by blood or marriage. As the Qin (221–206 BCE) and Han (206 BCE–220 CE) dynasties unified China under a centralized bureaucratic state, they promoted homogenization of customs that expressed an emerging state orthodoxy based on what came to be called Confucian norms. The Han state promoted Confucian education among literate male elites across the empire to create a pool of potential officials that shared its values and political vision. The Han law code enforced Confucian family principles of gender and generational hierarchy and filial piety, that is, the reverence and obedience that children, especially sons, owed to their parents. But although such core patrilineal principles and beliefs about death and the afterlife that inspired Confucian ancestral rituals were part of a common Chinese culture shared across social classes, marriage, funerary, and other rituals varied widely, as did practice of gender norms such as sex segregation. Despite its pretension to social regulation, the state did not have much influence in everyday family life. The household was the key economic and social unit in a largely agrarian society, and the lives of most men and women were regulated through kin groups (Hinsch 2010).


The Book of Rites explicates the core elements of the family system that informed Han law and set an ideal standard for the population. The family was defined by patrilineal principles of descent from a common male ancestor and structured by age and gender hierarchies. Under the rubric of filial piety, men and women were all supposed to be subservient first to their living parents and grandparents, in addition to performing ongoing respect for previous generations of elders through ancestral rituals. Marriage was patrilocal. The husband’s parents chose a bride to bring into the family as a strategy to ensure the success and perpetuation of the patriline. Women were additionally subordinate to men according to the rubric of the Three Obediences, which prescribed subservience to their fathers before marriage, to their husbands in marriage, and to their sons in widowhood. In a state system where loyalty to the ruler was cemented through marriage ties with powerful elite families, which were then able to exercise power through daughters married into the court, political bonds and sexual bonds were conflated: a wife’s loyalty to her husband was equivalent to a court minister’s loyalty to his ruler. The resulting tension between an inner court dominated by the ruler’s consorts and their natal families and an outer court controlled by male officials became a central feature of the political system as China entered its imperial period.


To deal with this tension, the Book of Rites provided an elaborate template for orderly gender relations based on two binary pairs: the cosmological concepts of yin and yang and the notion of inner (nei) and outer (wai) realms. The polarity of yin and yang was a rubric for describing the dynamism of the natural and human worlds in terms of the shifting relationship between complementary opposites. When the concepts first appeared in texts of the Zhou period, they were not necessarily hierarchical, nor did they correlate with female and male. But in the middle of the Han dynasty in the first century BCE, when scholars solidified a Confucian orthodoxy that saw the human body, the family, the state, and the cosmos as analogous and mutually reinforcing, yin and yang came to be hierarchically correlated with earth and heaven and with female and male. The hierarchical interpretation would prevail in later gender discourse with the important exception of medical theories that typically described men and women’s bodies as fundamentally identical, made up of the same yin-yang polarities.






 






BOX 1.1


Confucianism


There is no single Chinese term for the philosophical system that we, in English, call Confucianism. The term refers to the ethical ideals and practices expressed in a canon of Chinese classical texts. Five ancient texts that Confucius was said to have compiled, based on earlier precedents, made up the core of this canon: the Book of Rites (a manual of rituals guiding everyday life), the Book of Poetry (a collection of the earliest extant poems and songs), the Book of Changes (a divination manual), the Book of History, and the Spring and Autumn Annals (the latter two chronicle the history of China’s earliest kingdoms). Interpretations of these texts varied over the many centuries that Confucian thought represented the dominant ideological framework in China.


The ultimate goal of Confucian ethics is to establish a harmonious and hierarchical social and political order by cultivating a spirit of filial piety originating in the family and emanating outward to the realm. According to the Book of Filial Piety, a primer for children, “Filial piety is the root of virtue and the source of civilization. . . . [It] begins with serving our parents, continues with serving the ruler, and is completed by establishing one’s character.” The Book of Filial Piety for Women, authored by a Miss Zheng, probably in the mid-Tang dynasty, explained the application of this core virtue for women and girls, emphasizing their critical role as moral exemplars for all members of their families. Structured as a conversation between Ban Zhao (discussed later) and a group of women and enlivened with sample stories from the Han period, Admonitions for Women became one of the most popular didactic texts for girls in the later Ming and Qing dynasties. Highlighting reciprocity in marital relations, the text demonstrates the nuances of Confucian notions of gender hierarchy. Here is a sampling of its teachings:


                   With regard to a woman’s service to her parents-in-law, she is as reverent as to her own father, as loving as to her own mother. . . . In the winter she checks that [her parents-in-law] are warm enough, in the summer cool enough. In the evening she checks that they are settled, in the morning that they are getting up.


                   The husband is heaven. . . . In antiquity, when a woman went to be married, she was said to be going home. She transfers her heaven to serve her husband. . . . When women follow the nature of heaven and earth . . . then they can bring success to their families. On this basis, a wife acts first to extend love broadly, then her husband will not forget to be filial to his parents. She sets an example of rectitude and virtue and her husband enthusiastically copies it. She takes the initiative in being reverent and yielding, and her husband is not competitive. . . . If she indicates the difference between good and evil, her husband will know restraint.


                   The women said, “May we ask if a wife who obeys her husband’s orders can be called worthy?” Lady Ban replied, “What kind of talk is this? . . . If [the ruler] had ministers to point out his errors to him, he would not lose his empire, even if he were imperfect. . . . If a gentleman had a friend to point out his errors to him, he would not lose his good name. If a father had a son to point out his errors to him, he would not fall into doing wrong. And if a husband had a wife to point out his errors to him, then he would not slip into incorrect ways. . . . Thus, when a husband might do something wrong, a wife warns against it. How can following a husband’s orders be considered wise?” (Translated in Mann and Cheng 2001, pp. 47–69)












The binary of inner and outer realms expressed the hierarchical formulation of yin and yang in social practice. The activities of women and men were to be distinct but complementary, and rigorously separated spatially and socially to avoid casual contact even among family members. Women were to be confined in the inner quarters of the household, occupied with the domestic matters of providing food and clothing and attending to children and elders. Men were to focus on the affairs of the outside world. In sum, “outside affairs should not be talked of inside the threshold [of the women’s apartments], nor inside affairs outside it” (cited in Raphals 1998, 224).


Instructional texts for women interpreted the gender paradigm established in the Book of Rites for succeeding generations. The first of these was Admonitions for Women, written by Ban Zhao (c. 45–115 CE), a highly erudite woman from a prominent family of court scholars. Using the hierarchical language of yin and yang, she argued that gender differences are essential: “Yin and yang have different natures; men and women have different conduct. Yang is deemed powerful by virtue of hardness; yin is deemed useful by virtue of flexibility. Men are deemed honorable by virtue of their strength; women are deemed beautiful by virtue of their frailty” (cited in Raphals 1998, 242). Invoking Han cosmology correlating human actions with the workings of heaven, she advocated that women be subordinate to their husbands, because a husband is a woman’s heaven. Herself a widow, she cited ancient precepts in advocating that widows not remarry since “it is said of husbands as of Heaven that as certainly as people cannot run away from Heaven, so surely a wife cannot leave [a husband’s home]” (Swann 2001, 78). She prescribed ideals of female conduct in four categories, womanly virtue, womanly words, womanly bearing, and womanly work, emphasizing that women need not have “brilliant talents” but should be humble, yielding, modest, chaste, and industrious at domestic work.


Although the text appears at many points to be a codification of a rigid gender hierarchy, Ban Zhao embodied the contradictions built into the Confucian gender order from its inception. Ironically, despite her rhetoric on containing women within the inner quarters and limiting their speech, she was herself a court scholar and tutor who had received the highest level of education available to anyone, male or female, and she staunchly advocated education for women equivalent to that of men. There are many theories about the meaning of the mixed messages sent by this foundational text. Perhaps she was promoting Confucian orthodoxy for a broader audience for whom literacy was not essential but wanted to emphasize that it was permissible. Perhaps she was couching a strong argument for women’s education in the guise of conservative norms to make it more palatable to the Confucian elite. Perhaps she was offering advice primarily to aristocratic women like her and her relatives in the inner court, for whom humility, yielding, wifely loyalty, obedience to parents-in-law, and literacy were all essential survival skills. Later writers would use Ban Zhao as a model for different norms of womanhood: as a chaste widow, as the model for Confucian gender orthodoxy, and as an exemplar of female scholarly talent.


Gender in Social Practice


Evidence of the lives of women at various social levels in this early period shows that the prescriptive norms of elite texts like these did not describe the daily practices of most people. Although women’s core activities in this predominantly agricultural society centered on production of food and textiles to support the household economy and family rituals, there are many accounts from the Zhou and Han periods of women participating in political and intellectual life, advising rulers and husbands, and deploying expertise in agriculture, archery, astronomy, navigation, ritual, law, medicine, crafts, music, and dancing outside the home, at court, and in aristocratic and commoner society. Although married women joined their husbands’ families and took their name and rank from their husbands, there is plenty of evidence that women of all ranks, from commoners to imperial consorts whose families accessed political power through their daughters’ royal marriages, maintained close ties with their natal families.


As mothers (especially of sons), mothers-in-law, and widows, women exercised considerable power within the family. Indeed, contrary to the dictates of the Three Obediences, the requirement that sons show respect to their parents led sons to be obedient to their mothers. Despite Ban Zhao’s eloquent arguments for widow chastity, remarriage was the widely accepted norm for widows and for divorced women, both of whom typically returned to their natal families to make the new match. While husband and wife were both supposed to prioritize obedience to his parents over their marital bond, accounts of conflict between daughters- and mothers-in-law and of tension between marital devotion and filial duty were common in historical and fictional sources. Yet another challenge to the marital bond was the practice of concubinage, a form of polygyny that was very common among wealthy elites. According to law and ritual regulation, men were allowed to have only one legal wife, but the filial mandate to produce sons justified “marriage” to additional women. Concubines were legally and ritually inferior to wives and were not allowed to succeed to the wife’s position even if she died. But concubines’ children were full heirs who were to recognize the legal wife as their mother and were entitled to the same property rights and ritual status as the legal wife’s own children. Tension between wives and concubines would become a commonplace of Chinese family life, posing continual challenges to marital hierarchy and loyalty (Hinsch 2010).


Buddhism and Daoism in China’s Middle Period


The Han imperial order collapsed in the third century CE, and for the next three centuries China was politically divided into varying configurations of rival kingdoms. Many of those based in the north were multiethnic polities governed by non-Chinese rulers with strong cultural and economic ties to the Inner Asian polities along the Silk Road trade routes. Political fragmentation, weak governments, warfare, and increasing social inequality that resulted from the unchecked growth of aristocratic power at the local level caused widespread disillusion with the Confucian worldview, the ultimate goal of which was stable secular governance and which revered rulers and officials as models of virtue. Amid this ideological crisis, Buddhism was filtering into China from the Indian subcontinent, spread by missionary monks and Silk Road merchants. Buddhism introduced the new notion of reincarnation through cycles of rebirth governed by individual karma, the accumulated effects of good and bad deeds during one’s life. The ultimate spiritual goal was release from the recurring cycles of rebirth into a world characterized by suffering through attainment of enlightenment or salvation (also called nirvana). The path to enlightenment required living an ethical life focused on spiritual cultivation to overcome the attachments and desires that cause despair and human strife. As Buddhism was adopted across China, Chinese believers adapted the traditional Confucian-based family values of filiality and loyalty to the patriline to fit with new Buddhist values and institutions. This required some adjustment; we shall see below that new ideas such as Buddhism required adaptations in Korea and Japan as well. Buddhism valorized celibacy for men and women, in direct conflict with the Confucian mandate to produce sons to carry on ancestral rituals. It created alternative social roles and paths to literacy and authority outside the family and the state for women as nuns, for men as monks, and for both as Buddhist laypeople who gained religious merit and social recognition for patronage of monasteries and nunneries.


In response to the moral challenges of the era and the model of Buddhist institutions and cosmology, Daoism, China’s third important school of thought in addition to Confucianism and Buddhism, also became an organized religion in its own right, with elaborate notions of sin; heaven and hell; a scriptural canon; male and female clergy; and ritual practices inspired by localized folk religion. Descended from the ancient philosophy of the Zhou period, it focused on attainment of longevity and perfection through various techniques including breath and diet control, meditation, and sexual practices designed to unify yin and yang forces to achieve harmony with the Dao. Within Daoist cosmology women embody the cosmic force of yin, the essential complement to the male yang, and the Dao itself is often described as a universal mother. Goddesses and female immortals, like the Queen Mother of the West, are prominent in the Daoist pantheon (Cahill 1995). Like Buddhism, Daoism provided new opportunities for women to seek literacy and spiritual authority, but because its practitioners married, it did not pose a challenge to patrilineal family norms (Despeux and Kohn 2005).


To address the social and ideological tensions created by the integration of Buddhism into Chinese society, sutras (scriptures) and morality tales created exemplary sons and daughters who demonstrated a Buddhist form of filial piety by helping their parents attain salvation. The story of Mulian tells of a bodhisattva (an enlightened being who refrains from full attainment of nirvana so as to be able to help other beings on their spiritual journey) who rescues his sinful mother from the tortures of hell and, through the power of his faith in the Buddha and his filial devotion, manages to get her reborn into heaven. This tale is framed as an explanation of the origins of the ghost festival, an annual celebration during which families made food offerings to feed the hungry ghosts of ancestors languishing in the underworld. The twelfth-century tale of the Princess Miaoshan identified a real woman as an incarnation of the bodhisattva Guanyin (Sanskrit: Avalokitesvara; Japanese: Kannon; Korean: Kwanŭm) and dramatized the conflict between filial obedience and Buddhist piety for women. Miaoshan defied her father’s wishes and refused to marry so that she could devote herself to Buddhist spiritual cultivation. Her angry father expelled her from the family, killed her and her entire community of nuns, and for his sins was stricken with a horrible sickness. Restored to life by the gods, Miaoshan offered her eyes and arms to cure him and, through her great compassion, converted him to Buddhism. In the end, she was apotheosized at the Great Compassionate Guanyin of the Thousand Arms and Eyes (Mann and Cheng 2001, pp. 31–44).


Buddhism and Daoism reached the peak of their political influence and cultural prestige during the Sui (581–617) and Tang dynasties (618–907), which reunited China into the medieval world’s most powerful and prosperous empire. It was in the Tang period that Chinese political institutions, law, arts and letters, and cultural values would become a model for Korea and Japan. With large parts of the Silk Road under Tang control, foreigners and their ideas and products streamed into China. Chang’an, the Tang dynasty’s cosmopolitan capital, had large communities of merchants, envoys, and Buddhist pilgrims from Central Asia, India, Japan, Korea, and Tibet. Foreign fashions in clothing, hairstyles, music, dance, decorative arts, and furnishings pervaded the city’s lively entertainment quarters and daily life. To extend the power of the state to local areas controlled by strong local elites, the Sui and Tang developed a system of examinations to test would-be officials’ literary abilities and knowledge of the classical Confucian scholarly canon. While aristocratic families still dominated the upper ranks of government, talented men from less prominent families could now aspire to official positions. Literary accomplishment and cultural refinement became essential components of idealized masculinity alongside the martial skills of horsemanship and archery that had long been hallmarks of aristocratic manhood. In a new genre of short stories, male authors romanticized effete young male scholars and explored the dangers of love through tales of their affairs with courtesans, prostitutes, and occasionally young women of respectable families, who distracted them from their studies. In fiction and in biographical literature, Tang courtesans and upper-class women embodied idealized notions of femininity, literary refinement, and beauty.


The anomalous figure of the empress Wu Zetian (624–705) is often used to symbolize the potential for power and danger that women represented in the Tang. She entered the palace as a concubine of the emperor Gaozong, who shunted aside his first empress in favor of his concubine in flagrant violation of protocol. Wu systematically eliminated rivals to her power, including her sons, and after the emperor’s death in 663 took over as ruler, declaring herself emperor of a new dynasty in 690, the only woman in Chinese history to take this male title. Though ruthless, she was highly educated and very effective as a ruler, extending the boundaries of the empire in the northwest, expanding the scope of the examination system, suppressing rebellions, and effectively promoting Buddhism to legitimate her rule. However capable and, indeed, manly in the ruthless exercise of power, no woman could be a truly legitimate ruler according to Chinese patrilineal principles of succession, and Empress Wu was viewed by later commentators as a usurper who exemplified the evils of women’s influence in politics and thus the need for strict separation between the inner realms of the court, where women resided, and the outer rooms, where men conducted government business (Rothschild 2015).


Below the level of the court, legal texts and other documents from oasis trading cities in the far northwest such as Dunhuang and Turfan confirm the ongoing divergence between Confucian gender ideals and women’s actual lives. These documents show the importance of filial respect toward parents-in-law, female subordination, and seclusion as ideals, especially for elite women. Conversely, they also depict women engaging actively outside the home in a wide variety of economic activities, including trading, weaving, and pawning, and religious activities, such as organizing worship and charity. These activities allowed women to control considerable amounts of money and to enter into legal contracts of all sorts, often as household managers or heads of household with taxpaying responsibilities in their own right (Deng 1999).


Neo-Confucian Revival in the Song, Yuan, and Ming Dynasties


The transition from the Tang to the Song dynasty in the tenth century was marked by major political and economic transformations—chiefly commercialization of the economy and institutionalization of the examination system—that had huge effects on family life and gender order. By expanding the examination system based on Confucian texts as the dominant mechanism for recruiting government officials, the Song dynasty (960–1279) curtailed hereditary access to office, rank, and their privileges, bringing the old aristocracy to an end and creating an expanding class of upwardly mobile families. The new elite comprised officials and scholars who dedicated years of their lives to passing the rigorous series of state-run examinations upon which family status and success were now based. They promoted a revitalized Neo-Confucianism that was highly critical of the pervasive influence of Buddhism on Chinese society. With a metaphysical theory of the workings of morality in the cosmos, Song Neo-Confucians advocated social reform centered in the family and local communities to reestablish core Confucian principles of family ethics: gender differentiation, generational hierarchy, and diligence in the service of family interests. In this competitive new sociopolitical order, standards of masculinity and femininity shifted away from the martial and artistic markers of prestige in the Tang and toward the education, diligence, and frugality that were required for family success. Song-era men needed literate, capable wives who could manage their households and finances while they studied or pursued government careers, and who could provide early education for sons as a foundation for later examination success. Inspired by a new dedication to Neo-Confucian ethics and political philosophy that emphasized the family as the foundation of harmonious and ethical social order, this new scholar-official elite valorized a model of womanhood very different from the Tang beauty. The ideal Song woman of the elite was a wife who was industrious and serious-minded, literate enough to provide primary education for her sons and manage family accounts, and devoted to her husband’s family. Song men recognized that their success depended on wives being dependable partners. But their respect for women’s accomplishments in this regard came along with a heightened focus on women’s loyalty to a husband’s patriline (Ebrey 1993).


Commercialization of the economy and expansion of cities created new roles for women and changed the significance of their labor. Women’s weaving, sericulture, and food production were no longer just for household use and tax payments, but for the market as well. Picking tea and selling cloth, thread, fish, vegetables, and fruit brought in cash income for their families. Women assisted in family businesses such as inns, restaurants, and shops, and some widows served as proprietors. The ranks of female entertainers in urban centers expanded to serve a widened audience of officials and merchants, who purchased female servants to work in their large extended family compounds as well as household courtesans trained in music, singing, and dancing to assist with the entertainment of male friends and colleagues, an activity deemed essential for the maintenance of social and professional networks. Prior to the Song, women entertainers were usually from families with hereditary debased status, but with the increasing fluidity of economic and political order, household courtesans were likely to be contractual labor and might even come from formerly elite families that had fallen on hard times. Such women often became concubines, and if they bore sons, they could elevate their status and secure their position within elite families. As a consequence of the incorporation of courtesan entertainers into elite households, the practice of footbinding, which apparently started among Tang-era dancers to enhance the beauty of their feet, spread to elite women, who, perhaps feeling a sense of competition with alluring young entertainers in their households, adopted the dancers’ fashions. After its establishment as a sign of respectability and upper-class style, footbinding became a nearly universal practice among Chinese commoner women in subsequent dynasties. Ironically, Neo-Confucian moralists associated the practice with eroticism, and although it restricted women’s mobility in ways that supported the moralists’ renewed emphasis on distinctions of inner and outer realms, they did not promote it. Indeed, in the competitive and fractious political environment of the Song, the presence of courtesans in elite households provided fodder for accusations of decadence and excess among politically divided male elites (Bossler 2013).
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       This painting attributed to Song Emperor Huizong (1082–1135) depicts the annual palace sericulture ritual in which the empress led palace ladies through all stages of silk production from silkworm processing to sewing dresses to show the importance of textile work for women of all statuses.


       COURT LADIES PREPARING NEWLY WOVEN SILK (DETAIL) PHOTO © 2016 MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON


The Song were in a constant state of military crisis: the northern half of the empire was conquered by the Jurchen Jin dynasty in 1126, and the rest of the empire was taken in 1279 by the Mongols. As a result, political loyalty became the preeminent political virtue in an increasingly toxic political discourse infused with Neo-Confucian moral fervor. In the late Song a wife’s loyalty to her husband became a potent metaphor for male political virtue. A growing number of men began to advocate that widows remain chaste, refraining from remarrying in order to continue service to a husband’s patriline. Prior to this, widow chastity had occasionally been praised as exemplary, most notably by Ban Zhao during the Han dynasty, but it was rarely practiced. Amid the violence of the Mongol conquest, female chastity acquired new salience, as many women committed suicide to avoid being raped by soldiers. Their heroism was heralded as a model for men enjoined to fight to the death against the invaders.


As the Mongols completed their conquest of the Song empire and established their own Chinese-style dynasty, which they named the Yuan (1260–1368), female chastity and widow loyalty became the preeminent markers of ideal femininity for Han Chinese families and critical expressions of the survival of Han Chinese values under alien Mongol rule. Although the Mongols marginalized Han elites and abrogated many elements of Confucian political culture, such as the examination system, they were eager to consolidate their authority among the majority Han population. Thus, under advice from Neo-Confucian scholars, the Mongols established a state system for canonizing chaste widows as exemplars of Confucian morality, offering them awards and tax remission. The Yuan also discouraged widow remarriage through law, forbidding widows from taking their dowry property into a new marriage and dictating that if they did remarry, their first husband’s parents were legally entitled to negotiate the match. This was a major change to law and practice, even among Song Neo-Confucian elites. Until the Yuan, if a woman was widowed or divorced, she typically returned to her natal family with her dowry and often with her children as well, so that her own parents could arrange a new marriage. According to the Mongol custom of the levirate, in contrast, a widow was supposed to remarry one of her husband’s relatives so that she and her dowry remained with his family. Although the Chinese considered such marriages incestuous, the legal promotion of widow chastity reflected, in part, a convenient convergence between Neo-Confucian patrilineal principles and Mongol custom, amounting to a compromise that kept women and their property in the husband’s family but prevented incestuous remarriage. This was the origin of a so-called cult of female chastity that made chaste widows exemplars of the highest and purest form of femininity and female virtue. It emerged out of the complex cultural politics of an alien dynasty and represented not simply a fulfillment of Neo-Confucian gender ideals but the encounter between those ideals and the gender norms of Mongolian steppe culture (Birge 2010).


As China began its late imperial period in 1368 with the founding of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the state placed unprecedented emphasis on promotion of orthodox family values and gender norms as a tool for social and political stability and a mechanism for reinvigorating a Chinese civilization that the Ming founder considered tainted by Mongol influences. The examination system vetting scholars for bureaucratic office was fully restored, with the curriculum focused on Song Neo-Confucian philosophy and political thought. An upwardly mobile class of scholar elites aspiring to get their sons into government office again saw the importance of harnessing women’s labor and dowries for the success of the patriline. The Ming kept the Yuan statutes on widow property and expanded the system for canonizing chaste widows and chastity martyrs. Among the literati, female chastity continued to be a potent metaphor for self-sacrifice and political loyalty and also became a hallmark of family respectability. Male literati enhanced their own reputation and that of their families by commemorating chaste widows in hagiographies that circulated through the vibrant publishing market (Carlitz 1997). Promoted and rewarded by the state and extolled by male writers, the practice of widow chastity spread across the empire and to all social classes during the Ming dynasty. Poor women who resisted remarriage even though it would have improved their economic circumstances were upheld by elite men as particularly poignant exemplars of female virtue. The numbers of women formally honored by the state and local elites for their chastity skyrocketed, with local histories documenting them in their thousands. As the numbers grew, so too did the extremes of their chaste behavior. Increasing numbers of widows demonstrated their loyalty to their husbands by committing suicide to “follow their husband in death.” Tales of their heroic deaths often depicted staunch and gruesome resistance to the attempts of family elders to keep them alive.
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Foundation Myths and the Emergence of Gender Hierarchy


Archaeological evidence from the Neolithic period suggests that the inhabitants of the Korean peninsula were organized in consanguineous groups that maintained communal economic activities, held shamanistic and ancestor worship rituals, practiced exogamy, followed matrilineal practices, and worshiped female deities. While there is evidence of a certain division of labor between men as hunters and women as gatherers, that division was not marked by a hierarchy at this point in history. Women’s labor in weaving, making pottery, and gathering food must have been indispensable in the livelihoods of individual families as well as in the economies of the broader communities.


However, during the Bronze Age (from approximately the ninth to the fourth century BCE), with the emergence of enhanced economic productivity through agriculture and a rise in warring conflicts between communities, gender dynamics began to shift toward more male-dominant structures and practices. One of the signs that the society had stratified and a ruling class had emerged was the appearance of gigantic dolmen tombs for the interment of rulers. Some of these monuments had capstones as long as thirty feet and weighed as much as seventy tons; thus, it is quite clear that the construction of these tombs required the power and authority to deploy a large number of laborers and command economic resources. It is likely that tribal chieftains and their successors were buried in the dolmen tombs, along with bronze ornaments and tools that symbolized their power and wealth. The stratified societies of the Bronze Age eventually developed into the early form of state structure.


Old Chosŏn (2333 BCE–194 BCE) was one of the most advanced political structures to come out of the Bronze Age. The seat of the original state was located in the Taedong River basin at P’yŏngyang, the capital of present-day North Korea. It eventually developed into a large confederation by uniting other walled-town states scattered throughout the region between the Taedong and Liao Rivers. According to the foundation myth of Old Chosŏn, the Korean nation came into existence when Hwan’ung, son of the Heavenly King, descended from heaven to Mount T’aebaek. He brought with him three thousand loyal subjects as well as the ministers of the wind, the rain, and the clouds, delivering knowledge of agriculture, medicine, punishment, morality, and virtue. A bear and a tiger conveyed to Hwan’ung their desire to become human. Hwan’ung gave them garlic and bitter mugwort, and he told them that if they lived on these foods in an unlighted cave for one hundred days, they would be transformed. After twenty-one days the tiger succumbed to the conditions and left the cave, but the bear endured the test for the full length of the challenge and was transformed into a woman. The bear-woman then prayed for a husband, and Hwan’ung took the form of a man, lay with her, and begat a son, Tan’gun Wanggŏm, the mythical founder of Old Chosŏn.


There is no clear historical or archaeological evidence that will allow us to pinpoint the year that the Korean state was founded; however, some archaeological evidence and ancient histories of China and Central Asia help us infer that those who established Old Chosŏn came from a region that stretched from the Shandong peninsula and southern Manchuria. They are imagined to have brought with them a superior bronze culture that enabled them to gain power and authority over the native people on the Korean peninsula, who still adhered to a Neolithic material culture and totemic beliefs related to the bear and the tiger. The foundation myth is also indicative of the growing gender hierarchies and clear division of labor, with men taking up the public role and women in the private role. Tan’gun Wanggŏm, the mythical founder of Old Chosŏn, brings together the sacred, heavenly bloodline of his father, Hwan’ung, and the secular, earthly bloodline of his mother, the bear-woman. The creation myth implies that it is the role of men to rule a nation by virtue of their knowledge and morality, while it is women’s role to endure hardships by virtue of their patience, as demonstrated in the mythic achievement of the she-bear. This type of gender-specific talent and the hierarchical order of men and women in society and the family came to be increasingly visible in the construction of more complex state structures shaped by the ongoing influence of Chinese political and cultural doctrines.


Continuity and Rupture in Confederated Kingdoms


The first major influence from China came in 108 BCE when Han China established the Four Commanderies on the Korean peninsula in the area north of the Han River. The Chinese colonial administration deployed labor services and commanded some level of control over the Korean population, but it also tended to allow the local population to exercise a degree of political freedom. Under Chinese colonial rule, Chinese culture made significant inroads on the Korean peninsula. In particular, Lo-lang, the commandery located near P’yŏngyang, served as a principal gateway for Chinese thought, culture, and material into the region through Chinese officials, merchants, and others. Through this dynamic flow, the earlier Bronze Age culture was gradually replaced by Iron Age culture. The metal cultures that had developed in the Taedong River basin spread in all directions and eventually contributed to the rise of the Yayoi culture in Japan.


The period of the Four Commanderies coincided with the establishment of several confederated kingdoms—most representatively Koguryŏ (37 BCE–668 CE), Paekche (18 BCE–660 CE), and Silla (57 BCE–935 CE). This era in Korean history is commonly referred to as the Three Kingdoms period. It was during this period that political and religious thought from China gained increasing prominence in Korea and had a far-reaching impact on Korea’s subsequent history. By the fourth century, the establishment of institutions of Confucian teaching, such as T’aehak in Koguryŏ, had begun. Within a few decades, scholars affiliated with these institutions were transmitting Chinese ideas to Japan, thereby continuing the eastward spread of continental culture. According to Japanese historical accounts from the early eighth century, Wang In, a Confucian scholar of Paekche, was said to have brought Chinese writing and Confucian texts to Japan by the early fifth century. Confucianism enjoyed a burgeoning popularity among scholars and the ruling elite in Korea, who advocated it as a set of philosophical principles that provided good guidance for governing the country. When the Three Kingdoms were unified under Silla in 668, Confucian philosophy took on even greater significance as it came to be more fully adopted in order to strengthen the power of state rulers and reform government structures.


The adoption and growing influence of Confucianism had enormous implications for women. Over time the philosophy accelerated movement toward a male-centered political and social structure that promoted an idealized notion of labor divided along gender lines, with men taking on tasks in the public sphere and women assigned to the domestic sphere. Confucian philosophy prescribed certain gender norms, such as the Three Obediences (samjong) of a woman (to her father, husband, and son), which led to the emergence of new social attitudes about the proper behavior of men and women. Women’s interference in public matters came to be frowned upon. Preference for sons became increasingly visible, and it began to shape new family dynamics. During the Silla kingdom a pattern of household succession in which sons succeeded their fathers as the heads of families took root.
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       Clay Figurine of a Woman in Childbirth. Silla Kingdom.


       NATIONAL MUSEUM OF KOREA


Despite the steadily growing influence of Confucian norms and regulations, indigenous traditions continued to be important in the areas of marriage and family, religion, and even politics. One prominent area in which powerful indigenous traditions were still evident was marriage customs. (As we shall see in the case of Japan later in this chapter, indigenous traditions in marriage and intimate relations continued for hundreds of years after Confucian ideas arrived there as well.) While the royal family and the ruling class in Korea began to adopt Confucian ways of marriage, diverse marital customs from the earlier period continued to be practiced during the Three Kingdoms period. In the Koguryŏ kingdom people followed the precept of the “son-in-law chamber” (sŏok), a practice in which the groom would move into the home of the bride’s family upon marriage and stay until the couple’s children were grown. This marriage custom continued through the Silla kingdom, through the Koryŏ dynasty (918–1392), and even into the early Chosŏn dynasty (1392–1910). The tradition of a married couple taking up residence in the home of the bride’s family is suggestive of a matrilineal tradition. Matriliny is also implied by the fact that sons and daughters were relatively equal with regard to the inheritance of property and slaves from their natal family.


In the upper classes marriage was not seen simply as the union of a couple. Rather, marriage was strategically used to create political alliances. To cope with the southward aggression of the Koguryŏ kingdom, ruling families in the Paekche and Silla kingdoms allied themselves through marriage. Marital partners were also chosen for purposes of maintaining or enhancing family status. In general, people selected partners from similar social strata. This was especially true among royal and aristocratic families. Silla kings and queens recorded both paternal and maternal lineages, which suggests that marriage was seen as a partnership and that social status was of central importance.


Although strategic marriages were notable in this early period, love and marriage during the Three Kingdoms period were rather free in form, often taking place without a formal ceremony or ritual. In Records of the Three Kingdoms, a Chinese historical text from the third century, Chen Shou describes some aspects of Korean folk life at that time, including marital practices, and the description there suggests that marriage was based on romance rather than parental arrangement. Men and women freely associated in public, engaging with each other in such activities as singing and dancing. However, one can also detect the growing influence of Confucian propriety in shaping the practice of romance and marriage.


From that time there is the legendary love story of Ch’unch’u, who became King Muyŏl of Silla (r. 654–661), and Munhŭi, a woman from an aristocratic family. In the story, while participating in a sporting event with Ch’unch’u, Munhŭi’s brother Yusin inadvertently steps on a ribbon trailing from Ch’unch’u’s jacket. Feeling guilty for damaging his friend’s garment, Yusin brings Ch’unch’u to his home, where he asks his sister, Munhŭi, to mend it. Ch’unch’u is immediately smitten with the girl, and he begins to frequent her house. When it is discovered that she has become pregnant through her relationship with Ch’unch’u, her brother, furious at her “immoral” behavior, decides that she must be immolated to restore the honor of the family. However, Queen Sŏndŏk, the aunt of Ch’unch’u, intervenes to rescue the young woman. A few days later, Munhŭi and Ch’unch’u are formally married. This episode reflects the reality that there was open romance in Silla. However, it also illustrates the growing power of Confucian ethics, which instructed women to be “proper” and “chaste” before marriage. It is apparent that marital practices such as love marriage saw significant retrenchment once Confucianism had become thoroughly instituted in later periods.


While Confucianism from China helped to shape political structures during the Three Kingdoms period, both indigenous religions and Buddhism, newly introduced on the peninsula, dominated spiritual and cultural life. The term “indigenous religions” refers to a spectrum of belief systems that prevailed on the Korean peninsula, including the worship of mountain spirits, dragon kings, heavenly gods, and ghosts. What is broadly referred to as “shamanism” is the most protracted, most influential religious tradition in Korea. The role of the shaman was to mediate between heaven and earth, drive away bad spirits, and bring good fortune. There are very few historical records that present a clear picture of the role women played in religious practices; however, the historical records that do exist suggest that local deities and mountain spirits were frequently embodied in female form. In addition, participants at seasonal festivals would worship goddesses or the mother of the founder of the state. Indeed, some religious rituals appear to have required women to preside over them. One of the best-known woman priests of the Silla kingdom was Aro, the daughter of the founder of Silla and the sister of King Namhae (r. 4–24). According to Samguk sagi (History of the Three Kingdoms), the oldest extant Korean history book, authored by Kim Pusik (1075–1151), Aro presided over ancestor worship rituals, especially in memory of her father. The fact that she took on the role of the highest religious leader, separate and distinct from her brother’s political leadership, may indicate the existence of a division of labor beginning in the first millennium, with men in control of the state in the political arena and women in charge of the religious domain.


Buddhism was introduced into Korea via China in the fourth century and had become firmly established by the sixth century. Koguryŏ and Paekche accepted the religion without any major disturbance, but there was considerable resistance in the case of Silla, where Buddhism was not formally accepted until 527. The first woman to become a Buddhist in Silla was known only by her last name, Sa. She and her brother assisted a monk who had come from Koguryŏ on a mission to spread Buddhism in Silla nearly a century before the religion was officially accepted during the reign of Pŏphŭng (r. 514–540). After that, women of the upper class and royal families became major patrons of the religion, and some of them, especially widows, chose to become nuns.


Women were key in the spread of Buddhism, not only across Korea but also in Japan. Korean Buddhist nuns of the Paekche kingdom are particularly noteworthy. Paekche was responsible for transmitting the Chinese writing system, the technology for making iron weapons, and other significant advances to Japan. Buddhism was another prominent influence on Japanese culture that came through Paekche. According to the eighth-century classic history of Japan, Nihon shoki (The Chronicles of Japan), King Widŏk of Paekche dispatched several missions to the Japanese ruling family in the second half of the sixth century. These missions included Buddhist monks, nuns, and artisans. Widŏk also sent a variety of gifts, the most significant of which were Buddhist texts and statuary. Some members of Japan’s ruling family were deeply impressed with this new religion, while others held firmly to the indigenous religious beliefs of Japan. This engendered conflict, which was resolved in favor of the supporters of Buddhism in 587. In the following year, Widŏk sent “an embassy bringing both gifts of Buddhist relics and a second, and even larger, contingent of Buddhist clerics and artisans for presentation to the Japanese throne” (Best 2006, 155–156). In addition, there are also records that indicate three Japanese nuns came to Paekche in 588 to receive novice precepts; they were ordained in 590. These three nuns became “the first members of the Japanese sangha [Buddhist monastic community] to receive training abroad” (Best 2006, 156–157; see also Cho 2011, 17–18). Women of status and wealth were also prominent patrons in establishing temples. Thus in a variety of ways, we see that women were vital in the introduction and spread of Buddhism on the peninsula and beyond it.


Women’s contribution to the economy during the Three Kingdoms period is also evident. They were indispensable participants in agriculture, weaving, pottery making, and a number of other crafts. It was typically men who were primarily responsible for working the land to cultivate food, but women provided various forms of labor in the gathering and processing of grains. When wars were waged during the Three Kingdoms period and men were drafted into the military, it would fall to the women to take care of agricultural work. As in both China and Japan, one of the most significant areas of work for women was weaving and making clothes. States promoted the production of textiles as women’s work. Even queens and women of the aristocratic class devoted some time to weaving. In Silla, the government employed skilled women workers to gather the raw materials for textiles, weave and dye the textiles produced, and then turn them into clothing. Women were a dominant force in the marketplace as well, selling and buying products. There are also examples of upper-class women from Silla who engaged in the import of raw materials such as wool from Tang China and the export of products to Japan.






 






BOX 1.2


Women Rulers in the Silla Kingdom


In the political arena, the most remarkable feature of the Three Kingdoms period is that there were three female rulers, all of whom reigned during the Silla kingdom (57 BCE–935 CE). After that no other woman ruled on the Korean peninsula until 2012, when Park Geun-hye was elected president of South Korea. One important sociopolitical feature that enabled women to ascend to the throne during Silla was the strict application of the so-called bone-rank system (kolp’umje), which governed aristocratic society. The top rank in the bone-rank system was “hallowed-bone” status (sŏnggol), followed by “true-bone” status (chin’gol), then “six-head,” “five-head,” and “four-head” statuses. Those who came from hallowed-bone and true-bone ranks constituted the ruling class in Silla. Hallowed-bone rank was held by a relatively small number of people. This was the class from which the rulers came. The first two queens, Sŏndŏk (r. 632–647) and Chindŏk (r. 647–654), came from the hallowed-bone rank. That rank, in effect, ceased to exist around the time Silla unified the Three Kingdoms in 668. At that time those who came from the true-bone rank were elevated and became eligible to take the throne. The last queen, Chinsŏng (r. 887–897), was from the true-bone rank.


The accomplishments and the failures of the three queens are recorded in Samguk sagi (The History of the Three Kingdoms), compiled in 1145, and Samguk yusa (Memorabilia of the Three Kingdoms), compiled in 1281. When Queen Sŏndŏk and Queen Chindŏk came to power, intense conflicts among the Three Kingdoms shaped the political dynamics, leading to shifting alliances. Both Queen Sŏndŏk and Queen Chindŏk had to bring in mediators from the Tang dynasty in order to quell Paekche. Queen Sŏndŏk, the most renowned of the three, is well regarded for her exceptional intelligence, wisdom, and compassion for the poor, which she displayed in her policies, her promotion of Buddhism, and her diplomatic skills in dealing with the Tang dynasty. In her last year as queen, Sŏndŏk found her authority as the head of state challenged by Lord Pidam, who led a revolt, claiming she did not have the leadership skills needed to govern the country.


Upon Sŏndŏk’s death, her cousin Chindŏk ascended to the throne. At the time Silla was still engaged in a long and difficult conflict with Paekche. Taking the advice of her closest advisors, she sought military assistance from the Tang dynasty, and while her proactive collaboration with Tang laid the foundation for the unification of the Three Kingdoms, her reliance on foreign power has been criticized by historians. The court of the third queen, Chinsŏng (r. 887–897), has been described as corrupt and immoral, and it is said that this court “brought the kingdom to the brink of ruin” (Ilyon 1972, 128). However, it is not clear that Chinsŏng should bear total responsibility for the waning of the kingdom. By the time she came to the throne, Silla had already fallen into a rapid decline for a number of reasons: an extreme power struggle among aristocratic families, incessant peasant rebellions, and the growing power of local gentries who had built not only monetary wealth through private trading activities but also private military forces.


It comes as no surprise that the growing influence of Confucian philosophical and political thought toward the end of the Three Kingdoms period resulted in disapproval of the female rulers of Silla. Kim Pusik, author of The History of the Three Kingdoms and a Confucian scholar and statesman during the Koryŏ dynasty, expressed his discontent with the Silla practices that sanctioned women ascending the throne. He quite explicitly stated that “according to the cosmological principles, yang is strong and yin is gentle and thus men should be revered, and women should be despised. How can an old woman confined to the inner chamber [i.e., the queen] possibly govern the country? Silla granted women the capacity to rule the country, and the result was chaos. It was only pure luck that kept the country from ruin under female rulers” (Samguk sagi, Silla pon’gi 5: Queen Sŏndŏk). We can assume that his dismissive assessment of female governance came out of a Confucian worldview that presumed a clear division of labor in which the conduct of political and public affairs was exclusively in the realm of men.












Consolidation of Gender Hierarchy in Medieval Korea


When Wang Gŏn established the Koryŏ dynasty (918–1392), he was very deliberate in placating the former royal families of Silla and influential families of the gentry. He conferred land grants on those who contributed to the founding of the dynasty. He also strategically used marriage to establish alliances with powerful local landlords that would strengthen the dynasty by integrating various groups of regional elites. (Wang Gŏn himself had twenty-nine wives.)


Koryŏ was an aristocratic society with a government built on the foundation of Confucianism. By the eleventh century the state had succeeded in creating a centralized bureaucratic system for law, administration, and education, following the model of Tang and Song China. In particular, it instituted civil service examinations in the tenth century as a device for selecting government officials on the basis of their intelligence rather than family background. Although the civil service examinations did help to bring well-educated, thoughtful individuals into government service, they did not eliminate legacy appointments. The policy of protected appointments (ŭmsŏ) for the sons, cousins, and sons-in-law of aristocrats continued. Family background and a close-knit kinship network—both maternal and paternal—was still a more reliable asset in securing political power and material wealth than individual talent. And at the heart of this family network was marriage.


Arguably, the strategic use of marriage and kinship for consolidation and enhancement of political, economic, and cultural power reached its peak during the Koryŏ dynasty. (As we shall see below, what historians have called “marriage politics” similarly dominated the political and economic system in Japan in the ninth through eleventh centuries.) As indicated earlier in this section, maternal as well as paternal family lines were important in Koryŏ families. For instance, great accomplishments in a wife’s family accrued to her husband and benefited his status. By the same logic, any misfortune or bad behavior in the wife’s family negatively affected her husband. Rules for the inheritance of property also were more inclusive, recognizing family linkages created through marriage. A son-in-law could inherit the property of his wife’s parents, and the son of a daughter was deemed a legitimate heir of property from his maternal grandparents. In this way, both paternal and maternal family networks were at the heart of political and economic power. Marriage could also be a vehicle for social mobility. This stands in stark contrast with the situation that had evolved in Silla, where the rigid “bone-rank” system made social mobility through marriage practically impossible, or in Chosŏn, where strict patrilineality was privileged over maternal family lines.


Koryŏ society was organized by distinct social classes. The ruling class was composed of civil service and military elites, collectively called yangban. Below them were commoners (sangmin), who were largely farmers. In the bottom stratum were the lowborn (ch’ŏnmin), which included slaves, artisans, peddlers, entertainers, shamans, butchers, and others. This social organization was based on a kinship unit that incorporated five generations, all of whom usually lived in the same village. The order of family succession was typically the eldest legitimate son, followed by the eldest legitimate grandson, the second legitimate son, any illegitimate son, the second legitimate grandson, any illegitimate grandson, and finally any female child. While daughters were not considered to be equal candidates for family succession, family registries from that time include both sons and daughters in the order of their birth rather than other alternatives, such as listing sons before daughters, irrespective of their birth order, or sons exclusively. Historical evidence also shows that women were sometimes allowed to head families. For instance, under certain circumstances when the head of the family died, his wife became head of the family even when there was an adult son.


Furthermore, with regard to the inheritance of property, women had rights that were fairly equal to those of men. Women could inherit land, houses, slaves, and other valuable commodities such as rice or jewelry. This relatively equal distribution of family wealth to sons and daughters is a result of the fact that daughters and sons shared responsibilities for ancestor worship equally. In Koryŏ, sons and daughters alternated the financing of ancestor worship rituals held at Buddhist temples. This Koryŏ tradition contrasts with the practice that was adopted during the Chosŏn dynasty (1392–1910), in which the eldest son was exclusively responsible for ancestor worship and thus inherited most of the family wealth. It is also notable that the status of sons-in-law was equal to that of sons in terms of property inheritance and family-related responsibilities. The deep integration of the son-in-law into his wife’s family might have stemmed from an earlier marriage custom in which the future son-in-law moved into the home of his bride’s family and continued to live there after marriage. Under these circumstances, the daughter was able to maintain a close relationship with her family and was equal to a son in matters of family inheritance.


These practices of equal inheritance and residential arrangement for married couples did not always benefit women. If a woman’s family was poor and did not have the means to provide material resources for her marriage, she could not marry. Having no marital prospects, those women sometimes chose to become Buddhist nuns. Furthermore, since marriage was a crucial opportunity for men to gain wealth and status, there were a number of cases in which a husband abandoned his wife to enter into marriage with another woman whose family held more wealth and prestige. The state rarely punished men for such behavior. However, unlike later during the Chosŏn dynasty, there was no stigma in or prohibition against remarriage, so women who were abandoned or divorced weren’t condemned to a solitary life. The fact that remarriage was an option did not necessarily mean that a woman had the power or freedom to choose her own life. Since marriage was often calculated as a political or social strategy, her parents were more than likely the ones making the calculations in seeking out a potential husband.


Confucian ethics and Buddhist ideas of salvation created conditions and attitudes that had a significant impact on the lives of women. The late Koryŏ dynasty saw more rigorous regulations placed on women’s bodies and life choices. At this time Buddhism was under increasing scrutiny and Neo-Confucianism, introduced from China via the Yuan dynasty (1260–1368), was promoted by the emerging literati class of Confucian scholars and politicians who came to hold the central power in the new Chosŏn dynasty (1392–1910). The women of aristocratic families would have had direct exposure to Confucian ideals, having been educated using Confucian texts in Chinese that instructed them on appropriate behavior for women. Other segments of society were much more influenced by Buddhist ethics and practices. Significantly, Buddhist teachings during the Koryŏ dynasty did not contradict the state-sanctioned Confucian precepts; rather, in both Buddhist and Confucian teachings, the role of women was largely confined to domestic matters. They were socialized and instructed to comply with the expectations to cook, sew, manage the household, raise the children, and serve their husbands and parents-in-law. In particular, womanly virtues such as filial piety and chastity were promoted and celebrated through public recognition of exemplary women. Women were expected to keep their bodies pure and remain chaste while married. The implications of these expectations were most obvious in the reactions to adultery. In cases in which men were unfaithful to their wives, there were no serious sanctions against such behavior. In contrast, if a woman was discovered to have had an adulterous liaison, she would receive severe punishment.


In spite of these points of consensus, one can also see some major differences between Confucian and Buddhist teachings for women in the matters of marriage, remarriage, chastity, and filial piety. In Buddhism, marriage was a private matter and thus was the choice of individuals. It was completely acceptable for an unmarried woman to devote herself to serving her aging parents. Chastity was important, but after her spouse had passed away, a woman was free to remarry. Daughters, whether single or married, contributed to ancestor worship for the salvation of their parents. In contrast, in Confucianism, marriage was an essential process in life in order to produce sons and carry out one’s duty to serve one’s parents and perform ancestor worship.


That women’s primary duties were in the domestic arena did not mean that they were excluded from economic activities. Women of all classes actively participated in the family economy in various ways. In the case of the upper classes, the woman, as the manager of the family, oversaw a wide range of household matters, including supervising the slaves who worked in the home and on family farmlands. Some women showed exceptional talent in commercial and trading activities, earning profits for their families. The Yuan empire built an extensive trading route that connected Asia with Europe, and some Koreans took advantage of new commercial opportunities by trading Korean ginseng, ramie, and other native agricultural products for products from around the world.


Koryŏ was repeatedly invaded by the Mongols between 1231 and 1270, and a subsequent peace treaty between Koryŏ and the Mongols had a substantial impact on Korean politics as well as Korean culture and family structure. One significant change was intermarriage between Koryŏ kings and Yuan princesses, which turned Koryŏ into the “son-in-law nation” of Yuan. The first such case was King Ch’ungyŏl (r. 1274–1308), who married Princess Chegukdaejang, the daughter of Kublai Khan. In addition to the marital union of two royal families, Koryŏ was obliged to send women and artisans to Yuan to serve as ladies-in-waiting, eunuchs, or slaves.


One prominent example of a Koryŏ woman sent to Yuan was Lady Ki. As a young girl she attracted the attention of Emperor Shun while she was serving tea at his palace, and she became his favored consort. In 1365, despite extreme jealousy and strong opposition from Yuan’s ruling elites, she ascended to the role of empress, the highest status possible. The ascendance of a foreign woman to such a position of prominence and authority is a remarkable story. However, Lady Ki is also a controversial figure in Korean history. Her family in Koryŏ abused their power and mistreated people in amassing their wealth. In addition, as Koryŏ began to adopt anti-Yuan policies under King Kongmin (r. 1351–1374), Empress Ki continued to be firmly pro-Yuan, placing her own interests above those of a nation full of Koreans. In other words, despite her renown, Lady Ki was an exception. For the vast majority of Korean women forced to leave their families and lead lives of subordination in a foreign country, the experience was a terrible ordeal. To avoid subjecting their daughters to such a fate, many parents arranged early marriages (chohon).


JAPAN


Historic Time Periods in Japan


Yayoi c. 300 BCE–c. 250 CE


Kofun c. 250–538


Asuka 538–710


Nara 710–784


Heian 794–1185


Kamakura 1185–1333


Muromachi 1336–1573


Warring States 1467–1600


Edo (Tokugawa) 1600–1868


Until the end of the last ice age, around twelve thousand years ago, what are now the islands of Japan were the easternmost edge of continental Eurasia. Rising sea levels after that time made migration of people and culture more difficult, although not impossible. Modern archaeologists’ studies of gravesites in the western reaches of Japan show that a large number of people arrived from the Korean peninsula around 300 BCE, bringing with them crop agriculture and animal domestication. Gradually, the skills and techniques brought by these new settlers diffused to the fertile Kansai plain, the area around modern Kyoto and Osaka. Agriculture produced sufficient wealth to give rise to rulers and the communities that supported them.


The rise of these communities and rulers was not initially accompanied by a diffusion of continental religions, ideologies, or ideas about gender relations and sexualities. This began to change in the sixth century CE, when the Korean kingdom of Paekche sent Buddhist clerics, texts, and relics to Japan, and it accelerated in the seventh and eighth centuries, when Japanese rulers adopted Confucian-based legal codes from Tang China to centralize their monarchical authority. Even then, however, Chinese and Korean legal practices were adapted to existing Japanese culture in many ways.


The earliest historical records mentioning Japan were late third-century CE Chinese chronicles. The chronicles describe two female rulers, Himiko and Iyo, whose successful reigns were separated by the chaotic reign of a male ruler. Ancient rulers, both female and male, were expected to carry out spiritual functions such as communicating with deities that were associated with their clan—the Yamato family of Himiko and Iyo worshiped the sun goddess, Amaterasu, as their family’s ancestor—as well as administrative functions such as ruling their community and carrying out diplomatic relations. Himiko’s and Iyo’s communications with China’s Wei and Western Jin dynasties indicate that Chinese rulers recognized female rule in Wa (“Wa” was an ancient name for Japan). A Wei dynasty emperor gave Himiko a medallion and referred to her as “king of Wa, friendly to Wei” (Tonomura 2009, 353). Women continued to carry out spiritual and administrative rule for several more centuries, accounting for eight of the sixteen imperial reigns from 592 to 770. Rulership was not identified primarily with male gender until the end of the eighth century.


As in the case of Korea, sexuality and marriage practices in ancient Japanese society differed from Chinese practices. Unlike the information about women rulers’ role in diplomacy and administration gathered by Chinese observers in the third century, information about sexual practices comes to us from much later Japanese writers. These eighth-century writers were often provincial officials charged with collecting detailed information about culture and agricultural productivity in their regions for the imperial court. From their records, we learn that boys and girls engaged in songfests where they exchanged poems and songs as a way to select sexual partners. Sexual relations did not require a contractual agreement of marriage, and premarital relations were not morally censured. Families generally consisted of mothers and their children, with husbands more loosely connected to the family through sexual relations with the mother that could end at any time. Marriages were centered in women’s homes; husbands visited their wives’ homes for varying lengths of time. Some of these marriage practices paralleled marriage customs in Korea during the same period. As we shall see later in this section, Japanese marriages continued to be located primarily in wives’ homes until the fourteenth century, long after the introduction of Confucian-based legal codes.


Early Medieval Laws and Practices in Japan


Continuing waves of Korean immigrants in the fifth and sixth centuries brought arts, culture, techniques of organizing the state, and the Buddhist religion to the Yamato rulers. Over time, these institutions helped the Yamato family consolidate its power as the leading royal family (this family came to be called the imperial family). At the beginning of the seventh century, the head of the immigrant Soga family, Prince Shōtoku, together with his aunt, Empress Suiko (r. 592–628), established diplomatic relations with China’s Sui dynasty. Suiko and Shōtoku’s actions ushered in a flood of deliberate borrowing from the Sui and Tang dynasties. This showed few signs of abating for more than two hundred years, even after the Soga were pushed aside in 645 by another family, the Fujiwara, as the leading advisors to the imperial family. Chinese influences were evident in new official legal codes called the ritsuryō system (ritsu is criminal law; ryō is administrative law), new patterns of land ownership and taxation, and new ways of organizing government.


Sexuality, marriage, and construction of gender changed more slowly than the official codes, however, as continental ideas and practices were modified to blend with indigenous culture. In the imperial family, unlike most others, continental influences did make some inroads. Although before the thirteenth century most heterosexual marriages and other intimate relationships outside the imperial family were located in the woman’s home and not the man’s, by the end of the eighth century it had become the norm that male emperors’ wives and lovers lived with the emperor in his residential palace. Emperors’ wives, especially if their sons became heirs to the throne, eventually gained more influence than daughters of emperors. One aristocratic family in particular, the Fujiwara family, maintained power within the imperial system over a two-hundred-year period through its daughters becoming mothers of imperial heirs from the ninth to the eleventh centuries. These heirs, following Japanese custom, were born in their mothers’ homes and were raised for several years by their (Fujiwara) maternal grandparents, even after their mothers returned to the imperial palace. By the time the children joined their mother and father in the palace, they had developed loyalty to their maternal lineage. Historians call this custom “marriage politics,” a practice whereby some of the daughters of major aristocratic families came to be more valued than their brothers because of their ability to link their family to the throne through sexuality and marriage.


Chinese models were also at the heart of new ways of organizing society and economy in the seventh and eighth centuries, although these models were modified due to persisting gender norms. The official ritsuryō legal codes established a landholding system that placed all arable land under the emperor’s ownership. The emperor’s officials would then redistribute the land to the farmers, with allocations based on each family’s composition as listed in the family registry. But the registry system—also newly created at this time—used a Confucian-style definition of the family, which assumed a male head of household, patrilineal inheritance and marital location, formal rites to designate marriage, and laws against premarital sex and wives’ adultery. This Confucian-style model was alien to Japanese practices at the time and had little effect on how families were formed or lived their lives, except when it came to land allocation.


Because the family registry was used to redistribute land, families made adjustments to best serve their needs. Under ritsuryō law around the year 700, each able-bodied adult male listed in the family’s registry received two tan (a unit of land measurement) of land, and each woman received two-thirds of the man’s allotment. But women were exempt from three onerous taxes that men had to pay: the labor service tax, the military service tax, and the head tax (the head tax was often paid with cloth made by the family’s women, although it was levied on the men). Because men’s taxes were higher, many men registered as women, giving up some land to avoid paying those taxes. Over time, the throne’s ownership of land eroded, and the allotment system itself faded away within a century. Private ownership of land began to take its place, and title deeds show both male and female ownership of land, with husbands and wives often having separate holdings. The military service tax was also soon abandoned by the government. The fact that masculinity had been identified with military service in the eighth century would, however, contribute in later centuries to a gender structure in which women were disadvantaged when a class of economically and politically empowered warriors called samurai arose.


Much of our information about gender and sexuality in the early medieval period derives from the extensive literary output by women of the Heian court and aristocracy. The Heian period (794–1185) is named for the location of the imperial capital at Heian-kyō (meaning “Capital of Peace and Tranquility”), the modern city of Kyoto. Because literacy in Japan, as elsewhere in the medieval era, was limited to the upper classes, we know much more about courtly and aristocratic society (about twenty thousand people at that time) than about commoners (six to seven million people). Occupations, residency (urban or rural), and status were as significant in the defining of social rank as gender.


Servants and officials of the court came from the aristocratic classes, and unlike the case in some other courts around the world at that time, a large proportion of these were women. Although many of the more prestigious bureaucratic positions at court were occupied by men in the early eighth century, women officials also carried out important functions in the inner palace, such as sending out imperial announcements and assisting with ceremonies. By the end of the ninth century, male officials, noting the importance of these jobs carried out by women, began to take over many of them, and by the end of the tenth century, a large number of the court’s women were limited to household duties such as lamplighting and cleaning. A few had coveted jobs as ladies-in-waiting to empresses, and two of these ladies, Sei Shōnagon and Murasaki Shikibu, were among the greatest writers of the early eleventh century. We shall return to them later in this section.


In addition to losing their ability to rule as emperors and perform as important officials at court, women lost status within religious practice as well. Women continued to occupy leading roles in Shinto, the ancient religion of the early rulers and their clans, serving as heads of convents and as shamans, but they lost much of their earlier status in Buddhism by the ninth century. Buddhism arrived in Japan from the Korean kingdom of Paekche in the sixth century, and, according to the Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan, completed in 720), the first Japanese to be ordained as Buddhist clergy were the nun Zenshin’ni and two other nuns. Many monasteries and convents were established in the seventh and eighth centuries, and numerous men and women were ordained as monks, priests, and nuns. Nuns performed Buddhist ceremonies at the imperial court until 772, when new regulations stipulated that ten male clerics would carry out those functions. In 806, rules for ordination inaugurated by the acclaimed monk Saichō (767–822) on his return from studies in China further limited women’s roles in Buddhism. Nunneries were abandoned as nuns died off, and some convents were taken over by monks. The number of women lay practitioners of Buddhism continued to grow during the Heian period, however. Women produced Buddhist paintings and writings, and increasing numbers of women became “lay nuns,” who cut their hair and retreated into a life of prayer and contemplation without being formally ordained.


Aristocratic men and women were prolific writers. It was customary for men to use both classical Chinese and vernacular Japanese writing for their works, while women wrote mostly in Japanese. Japanese vernacular script (kana) had been invented in the early ninth century, supplementing the more awkward ways of expressing the Japanese language with Chinese characters that had been the style for three hundred years before that time. While men continued to write administrative and legal documents using Chinese characters—the official language of government until the late nineteenth century—both sexes wrote poetry and prose in Japanese. Ki no Tsurayuki, an esteemed literary critic, government official, and poet, when tasked by the court to edit a collection of Japanese poetry in 905, collected more than a thousand works by both male and female poets. His high regard for women writers was apparent when he wrote the travelogue Tosa Nikki (The Tosa Diary) in 940, claiming he was a woman author. In the preface, he wrote: “It is generally a man who writes what is called a Diary, now a woman will see what she can do” (Ki no Tsurayuki 1981, 13). Ki no Tsurayuki was being ironic, as women were already among the greatest writers of the day. Although the distribution of their works was limited to courtly and aristocratic readers, many have now been translated into modern Japanese and dozens of world languages.


None of these writers has left a greater legacy than the contemporaries Sei Shōnagon (c. 966–1017/1025) and Murasaki Shikibu (978–1014/1025). Each of these women served in one of the courts of the two rival wives of the emperor around the year 1000, and they wrote scathingly of each other as snobbish or unskilled. Sei Shōnagon’s most famous work, a witty collection of essays called The Pillow Book, included instructions for proper and tasteful lovemaking, showed her attitudes toward beauty and refinement, expressed snobbishness toward country folk and commoners, and offered dozens of intimate portraits of the Heian-period elite.


Young men and women from puberty on were expected to enjoy romantic liaisons, and society looked askance at those who avoided sex altogether. They were trained to choose their partners carefully and to conduct their trysts under cover of night until the young lady and her family accepted as a husband the young man who visited her. (First marriages were often among young teens.) When the couple was considered “married,” the young man could come and go freely during the day. He lived at his wife’s house, was outfitted for court by her family, and often adopted the name of her house as his own; a head of the powerful Fujiwara family of the early eleventh century noted that “a man’s career depends on his wife’s family” (Nickerson 1993, 452). Although children inherited membership in their father’s clan, their residency, as well as their father’s, was with their mother. Daughters usually inherited the houses they lived in.






 






BOX 1.3


Sei Shōnagon: A Lover Should Know How to Make His Departure


In this witty passage, Sei Shōnagon suggests that sexuality was freely practiced and that lovers abided by strict rules of taste.


                   A lover should know how to make his departure. . . . One likes him to behave in such a way that one is sure he is unhappy at going. . . . He should not pull on his trousers the moment he is up, but should first of all come close to one’s ear and in a whisper finish off whatever was left half-said in the course of the night. . . . Then he should raise the shutters, and both lovers should go out together at the double doors. . . . [A]fter he has slipped away, she can stand gazing after him, with charming recollections of those last moments. . . . If he springs to his feet with a jerk and at once begins fussing round, tightening in the waistband of his breeches, or adjusting the sleeves of his court coat, hunting jacket, or what not, collecting a thousand odds and ends, and thrusting them into the folds of his dress . . . one begins to hate him. (Sei Shōnagon 1955, 138–139)












The aristocratic marriage pattern of the Heian period was quite different from the Confucian-style pattern stipulated in the ritsuryō codes. In the Heian period, virginity was not a virtue, and boys and girls were permitted multiple sex partners until they made a primary marriage. While married, men continued to have latitude in sexual relations, including making secondary marriages and other liaisons, although women did not. Marriages could end easily and both partners could remarry without stigma. Husbands usually lived with and were supported by their wives’ families, but a husband did not lose his patrilineal descent group identity upon marriage, although he was often known to society by his wife’s house name. And finally, daughters, rather than sons, usually inherited the family residence. Thus, marriage and inheritance practices in Heian Japan, while not gender-neutral, did not overwhelmingly favor sons and husbands, as they would in later centuries.


Murasaki Shikibu’s Tale of Genji, one of the world’s greatest early novels, deals with the life, loves, and sorrows of the sensitive and talented Prince Genji, depicted as a paragon of male virtue, as well as those of Genji’s male friends and his wife, Murasaki. From The Tale of Genji, we learn of the importance of male friendship—for example, Genji’s brother-in-law and best friend, Tō no Chūjo, visits Genji, at great political risk to himself, when Genji is in exile due to a misdeed—as well as the power of romantic love, both male-female and male-male. While most of the sexual liaisons in The Tale of Genji and other Heian literature involved men and women, tales of men’s same-sex love were neither infrequent nor seen as secondary to heterosexual love. In Genji we learn that weeping was the most heartfelt expression of both manly and womanly compassion and sentimentality. Murasaki Shikibu also shows the power of beauty and refinement. Lack of skill at poetry, calligraphy, and playing musical instruments would doom a potential love match for both men and women, and Murasaki’s prose novel is replete with the beautiful poems she had her characters write to prove their love for each other.


Women were courted by men who observed them wearing perfectly matched garments—up to twelve layers of robes in winter—because cultivated beauty, which showed refinement and training, was as highly valued as physical beauty. But it was not only aristocratic women who were judged by the beauty of their clothes. Both sexes wore loose clothing that could be worn by either gender; lovers often exchanged under and outer garments as a token of intimacy. Gender was highlighted in fewer ways than we are accustomed to, with women’s floor-length hair and men’s very tall hats being two of the few ways of unmistakably distinguishing men’s and women’s dress. As far as professional clothing was concerned, male courtiers wore loose pants called hakama starting in the sixth century (they adopted from China’s Sui and Tang dynasties the practice of wearing trousers for court duty), and women courtiers began wearing the same hakama for professional duties from the eighth century on. Men and women used drawstrings of different colors to tie their trousers, but men and women generally wore similar clothes, their appearance differing mainly in women’s long hairstyles and men’s headgear.
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       The Tale of Genji described tasteful courtship among refined ladies wearing multiple layers of gowns and men with hats called eboshi. The lady waits behind her screen for her lover.


       ANDO HIROSHIGE, GENJI MONOGATARI 54, 1852. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, LC-USZC4-10706


The fact that men and women could wear one another’s clothes made tales of gender-bending believable to Heian-period aristocrats. Torikaebaya (The Changelings) was one of a number of stories written in the late Heian period that show the flexibility of gender. The protagonists were a brother and sister who served at the highest ranks in the court, dressing and behaving as their sibling’s sex. The (biological) sister’s pregnancy eventually led the two to quietly swap their assumed identities and resume their birth sexes, but the exchangeability of clothing had permitted the two to pretend they were their sibling’s sex for years.


Changes in Gender Practices in Late Medieval Japan


By the end of the twelfth century, private owners, rather than the imperial throne, controlled over half the arable land of Japan. The form of ownership was complex, with multiple layers of local officials and aristocrats in the capital having claims, called shiki, to income from the land. These property rights were held by men and women alike, and late twelfth- and thirteenth-century records of legal cases over disputes about ownership rights show that both sexes were allowed to subdivide their property among their heirs. Some women’s inherited property rights were limited to their own lifetimes, however, and they had to give their inheritance back to their birth family (possibly to a brother’s family) on their death. This reflected the fact that children at that time usually—although not always—inherited their father’s family membership even if they inherited property from their mother’s side of the family. Many parents of daughters were reluctant to allow their family property to pass to another family through a son-in-law’s children. A legal dispute might arise if a woman with limited inheritance rights wished to name her own heirs and resisted the demand that she return her land to her family, or one might arise if her husband’s family tried to claim her land. Legal disputes also arose in cases where the wife held unconditional rights and her husband tried to distribute the land without her required permission. These kinds of cases show that women still held rights to shiki, although male ownership was increasingly common by the thirteenth century.


Private landowners—who emerged after the land distribution system stipulated in the ritsuryō codes began to fall apart—needed to protect their holdings. As we have seen, the government ceased to require military service by the ninth century, leaving the countryside undefended, so private armed guards, called samurai, began to appear. The number of samurai grew enormously over the next three centuries. When disputes over imperial succession at the capital broke out in the 1180s, massive bands of these samurai warriors were called on to join contending military supporters of the feuding royal factions. The winning side in these battles, led by Minamoto Yoritomo, set up a new system of military-dominated rule. Minamoto Yoritomo and his successors continued to recognize the prestige of the imperial court in Heian, which was increasingly called Kyoto (meaning “capital city”). He needed the court to legitimize his actual assumption of power, so he got the court to designate him “shogun,” a term of military authority that would be applied to the military rulers of Japan for the next seven hundred years. Emperors continued to sit on the throne, and on several occasions during those seven centuries an emperor would attempt to assert his right to rule against a military overlord. But these attempts did not succeed. In addition, the aristocrats of Heian society no longer set the standards or reflected the patterns of male-female relationships. As the samurai- and shogun-led political order became dominant, the relationships in samurai families set new gender standards in Japan.


The Minamoto shogun offered land rights, called jitō-shiki, to men and sometimes widows of men who performed meritorious service in the wars that led to the shogun’s assumption of power. These rights came with responsibilities of guard duty or other military service, regardless of gender, and they could be subdivided and bequeathed to one’s heirs. Throughout the thirteenth century, however, the process of divided inheritance and the need for heirs to perform military service ran up against a new imperative to consolidate family resources. This was made evident at the time of the Mongol invasions in 1274 and 1281, when the shogun called on samurai families to send their (male) warriors to the battlefield, well equipped with expensive armor and weapons that could be bought only if the soldier’s family had sufficient resources. These costs militated against subdividing inheritances. A small number of women were praised in thirteenth-century war chronicles, but they were described as exceptions to the common practice that warriors were men. From the time of the Mongol invasions, women’s ability to inherit—as well as that of sons other than a single primary heir—rapidly declined. Thus, as in China and Korea, the coming of the Mongols had a significant impact on gender relations in Japan.


Parallel to the decline in property rights, women also lost status within marriage in the late thirteenth century. Court cases show that many women were simultaneously owners of property and treated as property themselves. For example, sexual violence against a married woman was ruled a violation of her husband’s rights. Rape of a married woman led to punishment of the rapist; fortunately, the victim was not punished herself. But, sad to say, this would change by the fifteenth century, when harsh punishments, including a possible death penalty, could be meted out against a rape victim. Another example of the declining status of women in marriage was the ritsuryō assumption, increasingly common after the Mongol invasions, that a woman would marry into her husband’s family rather than the converse, which had been the norm in earlier centuries. Interestingly, the beginnings and endings of marriages were not yet marked by formal ceremonies, nor was remarriage after divorce or a husband’s death uncommon or disdained.


The shogunal government established by Minamoto in the late twelfth century and maintained by the family and allies of his powerful and politically active widow, Hōjō Masako, lasted until the 1330s, when another civil war brought in a new shogunal government under different leaders. The tales of this fourteenth-century war give us a glimpse into that era’s view of masculinity: men’s war injuries were recorded as a mark of their loyalty and were duly rewarded. When the even longer-lasting Warring States period began in 1467, decentralized bands of warriors struggled against their neighbors to claim control of territories, villages, and military manpower. In that period of endemic warfare, which lasted until 1600, women of the samurai class had little power.


Whatever power samurai women had was in their service to their husband’s family. There they educated the children, handled ceremonial matters, and carefully maintained proper etiquette to avoid offending allied or rival families and thereby possibly triggering a war. But in other ways, their status could be abysmally low. The greatest of the warlords of the Warring States period used their female family members as pawns in political linkages with other families. Both a woman’s natal family and her married family expected utmost loyalty, and when political alliances changed precipitously, as they often did in this era, the wife was left in an unsustainable position between the two families, trusted by neither. Some of the great warlords forced their female family members to marry and divorce frequently as their alliances shifted.


Gender relations outside the top ranks of the samurai class also underwent changes, although the decline in non-samurai women’s status was less steep. Written records documenting peasants’ lives and economic conditions from the Warring States era show that men, women, and children all participated in communal village activities such as dancing and singing at religious festivals. Young men and young women engaged in intimate activities, which sometimes led to marriage. As in the case of the samurai, marriage, divorce, and remarriage were acceptable in Japanese farming communities. Some villages had women’s community halls, where women could relax with other women or prepare food for festivals or survival. In addition, women were often responsible for spring rice planting and fall threshing. Many sold farm products at local markets. In short, the medieval household required the gendered work of both men and women, and families valued the economic contributions of both sexes. This does not mean that the genders were equally empowered in the village, however. As the village became increasingly important as a unit of autonomous governance in the Warring States era, men were far more likely than women to participate in the religious and governing associations that determined prestige and authority in the village. In most cases, women could participate in these organizations on behalf of their family only in the absence of a male family member.


The arts and culture began to spread among farming folk as well as the elite from the fourteenth through the sixteenth centuries, and both men and women took part in the production and consumption of this culture. Itinerant storytellers, many originally Buddhist monks and nuns, traveled the byways of Japan to bring their presentations, which included songs, instrumental performance, puppets, and illustrations, to wealthy mansions and poor villages alike. Traveling throughout the country, these men and women helped to create and disseminate a national culture to a politically fragmented society. In time, some of these individual itinerant artists formed larger performing groups, and some towns and villages built theaters for their performances. Although women were forbidden from performing on the stage beginning in the seventeenth century, throughout the sixteenth they continued to present plays and dances, often claiming to be nuns to avoid being taken for prostitutes—which, despite their protestations, many of them in fact were.


CONNECTIONS


To understand gender in modern East Asia, we begin this book by describing and analyzing the similarities and dissimilarities in gender and sexuality in China, Korea, and Japan from antiquity until the beginning of the early modern period. The movements of people and ideas, particularly the philosophy of Confucianism, the religion of Buddhism, and arts and culture, could be said to be an early form of transnationalism—that is, a form that existed before the nation-state came into being in East Asia in the late nineteenth century. These “transnational” movements from west to east affected constructions of gender and intimate relations, although, as we have seen in this chapter, marriage and sexuality retained their indigenous character many centuries after government institutions in Korea and Japan were first influenced by Chinese notions of the state and social relations. Most important were the philosophies developed by Confucius (sixth century BCE) and his followers and the significant modifications called Neo-Confucianism in the eleventh century CE of these philosophies. Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism were complex, broad in scope, and highly esteemed over the centuries by the ruling classes in all three countries, but as far as gender was concerned, they insisted on binary sex divisions in society, and stipulated that the female was subordinate to the male.


Other areas of similarity in the history of gender in all three countries were the impact of the Buddhist religion and the role of women in its transmission; different types of “marriage politics” in the three countries; and the significant impact on gender relations of the Mongols, who set up a government in China in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and invaded Korea and Japan in the thirteenth century. But differences in the construction of gender and the gendered body for both men and women in these societies continued in the medieval and early modern periods despite the dominance of ideas of Chinese origin.
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Gender and Sexuality in Early Modern East Asia


GLOBAL CONTEXT


Multicultural empires were the dominant form of government in much of the world before the seventeenth century. In West Africa, a series of empires rose and fell, including the empires of Ghana (eighth to eleventh century) and Mali (thirteenth and fourteenth centuries). The empires of the Aztecs and Incas dominated the Americas until they were defeated by Europeans and their diseases in the sixteenth century. Eurasia was under the rule of five powerful empires at the dawn of the early modern era: in the north, Russia; in the south (India), the Mughals; in Persia, the Safavids; in West Asia and Eastern Europe, the Ottomans; and in the east, the Ming dynasty. Following wars and revolutions, none of these empires would exist by the first decades of the twentieth century. But they were already being supplanted in some areas by new state formations in the seventeenth century.


On the Eurasian periphery, in Western Europe and in Korea, monarchies were steadily consolidating their control of smaller regions into “nations”—that is, linguistic and ethnically cohesive realms. Japan would join that group as a separate and relatively unified realm in the seventeenth century. The creation of this new type of state, which initially took the form of an absolute monarchy, had profound effects on gender and sexuality. Although it was one of the great multiethnic empires, China’s Ming (and later Qing) dynasty shared certain characteristics with European monarchical nation-states, particularly the use of ideology about gender, the family, and sexuality in framing the state. As we will see in this chapter, Neo-Confucianism was employed as the basis for creating the Qing, Chosŏn, and Tokugawa states, and it linked those states’ polities with gendered laws, regulations, and customs.


Sexuality was increasingly controlled by the state in the late medieval and early modern periods. Marriage was defined in the law and came to be viewed by states as a way of restraining social disorder (adultery and extramarital sex were often punishable by death). Throughout Europe and North America until the eighteenth century, marriage was most often seen as a way of promoting family continuity, through both production and reproduction. To be sure, family members loved one another, but marriages were generally not contracted for love. Love-based marriages emerged after improved medicine and public health began to allow more spouses and children to survive and when the notion of the individual and individual happiness became accepted in European and North American thought in the eighteenth century.


In European, Ottoman, and Chinese law, the family included a patriarch who had legal control of the family’s women and children; early modern states codified in law religious and customary patriarchal practices. In addition, codification of inheritance laws in Europe and North America often stripped away women’s abilities to control their own property and to inherit. In essence, by codifying some customary practices as law in order to regulate society, the early modern state was based on a gender structure that eroded the position of women. Women’s loss of inheritance and other rights in the family occurred somewhat earlier in East Asia, as the codification of Neo-Confucian marriage rules in Korea and the Japanese shogun’s response to the Mongol invasions (as we saw in Chapter 1) led to a more rigid and male-centered definition of marriage.


The early modern European state was constructed on a basis of political theory in which gender played a significant role. The British case is an informative example. Confronting notions that women rulers “defiled, polluted and profaned the throne of God,” as John Knox stated in 1558 (Hardwick 2004, 354), Queen Elizabeth I downplayed her femininity, dressing androgynously when she was a young woman and never marrying. A century later, as pro-monarchy and pro-Parliament forces struggled for political domination in the English Civil War, political theorist Robert Filmer articulated the view, taken as natural by the royalists, that the king’s rule over his subjects paralleled the husband’s unquestioned rule over his wife. Just as the wife could not terminate her marriage, the people could not break their contract with the king. But his was not the only view at the time. John Locke theorized that the state was based on a voluntary social contract among individuals, and marriages were, too. Thus both could be dissolved if necessary. It would take several centuries before these ideas of the state and individual rights would be expanded upon and used for both political and gender rights around the world, including East Asia. Mary Astell wrote presciently in 1706, “If all men are born free, how is it that all women are born slaves?” (Hardwick 2004, 356).


Early modern economic developments also strengthened the gendering of society. As Europe became more urban, craft guilds, many of which excluded women by the mid-fifteenth century, played a larger role in the economy. Guilds of skilled craftsmen became quite powerful, and merchants sought cheaper production methods with less skilled labor. They developed ties to small rural producers, many of them women, in a “putting-out system.” That is, merchants might bring wool to a farm woman, who would spin it into yarn; then the merchants would take that yarn to a weaver (often a man), then market the cloth. Each producer would be paid for his or her work, although the women’s work was often seen as an extension of her household duties. The existence of urban skilled workers and rural unskilled workers increased the gendering of the work force. Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europeans were so accustomed to this gender division that they were surprised to see that women and not men wove cloth in Central America, a practice paralleled throughout East Asia.


CHINA


Early Modern Commerce, Urban Culture, and Gender in the Ming Period, 1368–1644


Establishing a new dynasty after the decades of disorder that accompanied the collapse of the Mongol empire, early Ming rulers set about reinstating the components of Chinese political order, most importantly the system of regular civil service examinations. However, the dynastic founder Ming Taizu, also known as the Hongwu emperor, an uneducated peasant who rose to power as a ruthless rebel commander, was deeply distrustful of literati and merchants. He envisioned the empire as a society of self-sufficient villages living harmoniously and virtuously according to Confucian ideals of social and gender order that the emperor proclaimed routinely through hortatory edicts. Enacting policies to centralize political control and enhance the authority of the emperor, Taizu eliminated the post of prime minister, used his palace guard as a secret police force to spy on officials, and carried out political purges that took tens of thousands of lives. The political marginalization of the literati resulted in the rise of a shadow palace bureaucracy of eunuchs, much to the chagrin of scholar-officials, who saw eunuchs as illegitimate political players that violated Confucian norms by choosing castration—thereby rejecting the filial act of continuing the family line—to pursue wealth and power. The late Ming was consumed with factional conflict among literati as well as between literati and the emperor and eunuchs at court.


These political fights became entangled in philosophical debates, framed as conflicts between those who stood for the revival of orthodox ethics propagated through instruction by Confucian teachers and others who advocated a more liberal, egalitarian understanding of Confucianism that assumed moral knowledge to be innate to everyone and focused on individualized paths to self-cultivation. For embattled male literati, the tragically self-sacrificing figure of the female chastity martyr, who committed suicide upon the death of her husband, became an exemplar of moral purity and the noblest form of loyalty to rightful authority. Literati men expressed their frustrations with what they considered the moral turpitude of their day through promotion of the chastity cult. They enhanced their own reputations by publishing biographies of chaste women of their own families and communities, building shrines to honor them, and promoting their canonization by the state. Responding to the dramatic surge in numbers of chaste widows and chastity martyrs, the Ming state expanded the categories recognized for canonization, tightened eligibility criteria, and systematized award procedures, but the real impetus for the explosion of widow suicides and the widespread exaltation of chastity as the core element of virtuous femininity was the work of local literati.


Despite the despotism of imperial rule, the Ming state did not, in fact, exercise the systematic control over society that its founder, Taizu, envisioned. As the dynasty progressed, developments in the economy began to undermine the orthodox hierarchies he promoted, challenging in particular the status and identity of male literati and norms of gender propriety. The stability created by the new regime fostered developments in the agricultural sector and expansion of domestic and foreign trade that together radically transformed Chinese society. Since the Ming did not control the Inner Asian trade routes that linked China to markets farther west, the dynastic shift from Yuan to Ming in the fourteenth century entailed a major shift in the geographic focus of China’s foreign trade from the overland routes to the sea routes off the southeast coast. Ship transport enabled much greater volume of trade, and with the opening up of new trade routes across the Pacific via Manila in the sixteenth century, China’s exports of silk, porcelain, tea, and other products greatly increased. The most obvious indicator of this expansion of trade was the influx of Japanese and Mexican silver used to purchase Chinese products. As the economy became increasingly monetized, the Ming state was forced to monetize its own operations in a series of reforms that commuted taxes and payments from grain and silk to silver.


At the same time, there was a dramatic expansion in domestic markets fueled by the commercialization of agriculture in core regions linked to domestic and foreign trade routes: North China along the Grand Canal, the Lower Yangzi delta (Jiangnan), and the southeast coast of Fujian and Guangdong. In these regions farmers turned in large numbers to production of cash crops such as sugar, cotton, silk, tea, and handicrafts. They came to rely on networks of rural markets to sell their produce for money to pay land rents and taxes and to purchase staple items that they no longer grew for themselves. As peasant families engaged more deeply with the market, women’s production of cotton and silk thread and woven cloth for sale became a vital part of household income that fueled China’s economic development.


With the commercialization of the economy came greater prosperity, population growth, and greater access to education. This meant that the ranks of elite families and thus the number of men competing in the civil service examinations increased. As the number of successful candidates remained constant, an individual’s odds of passing declined steadily. In a late Ming population that numbered approximately two hundred million people, there were approximately a hundred thousand students who had passed the lowest level of examinations. At most, 10 percent of these would pass the next level, becoming eligible for a government post. At any given time there were only between two thousand and four thousand men who had passed the next, highest level of the exams.


At the same time merchants grew in number, wealth, and status. The traditional distinction between merchants and literati whose wealth was based in land blurred and in some cases disappeared as the two groups intermarried. Expanding markets created opportunities for literati families to make money in the land market. Growing numbers of literati families in rich regions such as Jiangnan became absentee landlords and moved to cities. In some regions, such as Huizhou in Anhui Province, rural literati families took up long-distance trade as a core occupation, sending male family members to sojourn for months and years at a time in cities across the empire.


Like cities in seventeenth-century Japan, China’s cities also grew in number, size, and complexity during this period, functioning not only as administrative seats for the state but also as centers of commerce and culture, full of merchants, literati, artisans, and entertainers. The last included courtesans (elite sex workers, many of whom were versed in literary and performing arts) and cross-dressing male opera performers, who provided companionship, sex, and cultural capital for literati and merchant patrons sojourning far from home. The commercial publishing industry expanded tremendously, churning out mass quantities of books of all sorts and prices: Confucian classics, exam preparation materials, Buddhist and Daoist religious tracts, practical manuals, and vernacular fiction and plays that catered to the tastes and sensibilities of a growing urban reading public. The short stories written and edited by Feng Menglong (1574–c. 1645) captured the social fluidity and moral ambiguity of the late Ming “floating world,” which paralleled that of Tokugawa Japan, discussed later in this chapter. Exploring the emotional lives and moral conundrums of ordinary women and men, these stories valorized the notion of qing (“sentiment” or “love”) over orthodox ritual propriety and complicated normative assumptions about the relationship between social status and morality, for example, by depicting courtesans who killed themselves when a patron died or abandoned them as chastity martyrs who exemplified the highest form of female virtue. The playwright Tang Xianzu’s 1598 masterpiece, The Peony Pavilion, a love story featuring the cloistered daughter of an official and an aspiring young scholar whose eroticized passion was powerful enough to overcome the constraints of orthodox morality and even death, generated an enthusiastic following among elite women, growing numbers of whom were literate.
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