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Abstract

The connections between Confucianism and the lives of women have been a subject of interest since
the turn of the 19th century, taken up, first, by missionaries and travelers as part of their
anthropological observations of the “natives”; then by the Reform Movement and the May Fourth
Movement, culminating in the Cultural Revolution as part of the nationalistic discourse; and lastly by
the contemporary feminists as part of their “outreach” effort to form a global sisterhood. In all these
three approaches, Confucianism is portrayed as a negative force in the lives of women. Up to the mid-
1990s, the notion of universal victimhood of women overshadowed the notion of female agency in
Chinese gender studies. Now with the rise of the field of comparative feminist philosophy exploring
positive feminist space within Confucianism, the theoretical construction of Confucian feminism
emerges as the latest attempt to reconceptualize the complex connections between Confucianism and
the lives of women.
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A systematic examination of gender relations is primarily a product of the feminist movement in the late
19th and early 20th century. Prior to the rise of feminism, historical writings on gender usually were used to
serve larger didactic, religious, or political purposes. This is true in Chinese historical records as well. Even
though China probably has the earliest written record devoted entirely to women’s lives in human history—
Liu Xiang’s (77— 6 BCE) Exemplary Women’s Biographies (Lienii zhuan %2z{&)—its purpose is not to raise a
gender-based consciousness. Instead, it forms part of the Confucian didactic tradition of self-cultivation
aimed at women." The tradition of lienii biography from the Han (206 BCE—220 CE) onward constitutes part
of the dynastic historical records till the last dynasty of Qing (1644—1912 CE). Combining the tradition of
lienii biography with the literary genre of didactic texts written of, for, and by women, which was
inaugurated by Ban Zhao’s (ca. 45—117 CE) Admonitions for Women (Niijie 2Z##), China has a great well of
historical records of women’s lives compared to other civilizations with written records.” In addition, China
has a long tradition of advocating for women’s education in basic literacy and ritual learning.’ Judging from
the proliferation and popularity of didactic texts for women, the literacy rate for women, at least among the
gentry class, is comparable to any flourishing civilization in the premodern era.’ But from the late 18th
century onward with the steady rise of the western colonial power, China, along with the rest of the non-
western world, is also increasingly subject to the western gaze that scrutinizes and redefines China’s own
self-understanding of what constitutes civility and proper gender relations.’
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Coloniality, Nationalism, and Universal Patriarchy

In the genre of colonial literature, the “status of women” is a familiar trope used to contrast the civility of
the western colonial power with the barbaric “natives.” Because of its prominent status in Chinese
civilization, Confucianism is usually linked to the historical understanding of the ills and gains of the
Chinese people, including gender relations. The western representation of Confucianism from the emblem
of high culture and civility in the 16th/17th century to superstition and backwardness by the late 18th
century is itself an interesting construction of cross-cultural representations.6 Missionaries’ and travelers’
observations of the impact of Confucianism on the lives of women generally reflect this oscillating
evaluation of Confucianism from civility to barbarity. The practice of footbinding, in particular, has become
emblematic of the misery of Chinese women from the mid-19th century onward.’

Confronted with countless defeats and humiliations at the hands of the new imperial power of Japan as well
as the west, literati of the Reform Movement in the late Qing and in the May Fourth Movement of the early
Republic also capitalized on the inferiority and the unspoken misery of Chinese women as part of the
emerging nationalistic discourse focused on the ills of Old China. In the early Republic, anti-Confucian
sentiments ran high; a total purge of Confucianism was completed during the Cultural Revolution in the
early 1970s. Both the May Fourth Movement and the Cultural Revolution radically rejected Confucianism,
seeing it as the root of Old China’s malaise, and that, in turn, laid the foundation for the contemporary
feminists’ representation of Confucianism as the root of women’s oppression.

Beginning in the early 1970s, there was a surge of interest in the study of gender in China among western
scholars.® The surge of publications on the conditions of Chinese women formed part of the grand feminist
movement toward constructing a global history of women, intending to provide a validation for feminists’
defiance of patriarchal social structures as well as the social constructs of gender. By going beyond the west,
feminists intended to provide empirical proof of the urgency and the ubiquity of gender oppression while
expanding their sphere of concern to include their less fortunate sisters in the “Third World.”
Confucianism, through the lens of universal patriarchy, is often portrayed as the cause of Chinese women’s
oppression historically and presently; Confucianism is then seen as a backwater ideology of a bygone era, a
philosophical system that women are better off leaving behind.’

“Third World” Women, Female Agency, and Feminist Theorizing

In cross-cultural studies, feminist or otherwise, the status of “Third World” women is usually measured on
a sliding scale of universal victimhood with western women being  the most liberated, the most gender-
conscious, and the most self -determined.'® Western feminists see the gender-based oppression faced by
non-western women as “similar but much worse,” treating non-western cultures and traditions as
worsening factors aggravating the suffering of “Third World” women. A multicultural approach to gender
studies is said to be bad for “Third World” women, since, unlike the west, non-western cultures and
traditions are said to be deeply entrenched in their patriarchal past, and unlike western feminists, “Third
World” women with their “false consciousness” have no agency of their own."!

Up to the mid-1990s, there was hardly any scholarship on the lives of Chinese women that explored the
notion of female agency in the process of enculturation and genderization.12 In the western imagination,
footbinding remains the favorite example demonstrating the depth of Chinese patriarchy and moral
depravity. Scholarship in this area mostly focus on the erotic nature of footbinding in service of men’s
perverted sexual appetites.13 This, however, is not the whole story; there is a complex history involved in the
practice of footbinding, going well beyond the conventional reading of an exotic, barbaric, and highly
sexualized practice of the “oriental.”** In many ways, the practice of footbinding, especially from the late
Ming onward, signifies as much about ethnic identity as about gender, demarcating the ethnic Han from the
Manchurian through women’s own work." However, taking the notorious practice of footbinding as
denoting any sort of female agency might sound like a revisionist reading of history, or worse yet, might
make one seem apologetic for a patriarchal past that should have been left behind for good.

As brutal as footbinding was, however, the persistence of the practice cannot be explained solely by men’s
sexual perversion. In order to understand its complex cultural, symbolic meanings, female agency must be
taken into account. A woman is as much an enculturated being as a man; hence she is also an active
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participant in the culture-making process. And yet, in feminist theorizing, female agency is usually treated
as an exclusive privilege of the west, whereas non-western women are seen as incapable of exercising any
sort of appropriation, subversion, or transformation within their own culture, historically or presently.
Consequently, the only solution to universal patriarchy is a wholesale importation of western theories and
ways of life.

In the theoretical space, feminist consciousness and westernization are de facto synonymous. Feminist
theorizing, by and large, is reliant on western thought; non-western intellectual traditions are only
included as a token of western inclusivity or as an example of moral depravity to demonstrate the plights of
“Third World” women. This is evident in feminist engagement with Confucianism, which has mostly been a
one-sided affair, with feminists criticizing the victimization of women by Confucianism."® Feminist
criticism of Confucianism ranges from textual misogyny to attributing causal connections between
Confucianism and certain social practices such as footbinding, female infanticide, widow chastity,
concubinage, and so on. For this reason the incorporation of Confucianism into feminist theorizing has
usually been rejected right out of hand. However, western canonical texts are also littered with misogynist
and racist writings, with canonical philosophers involved in morally reprehensible practices, yet feminists
find no great difficulty in incorporating the western canon into feminist theorizing.17 This theoretical
disparity is indicative of the kind of collaborative potential awaiting the sino-feminist communities.

Care Ethics, “Indigenous” Feminism, and Comparative Feminist
Philosophy

Pushbacks from the sino-comparative communities against the prevalent sentiment that Confucianism was
incompatible with feminist theorizing began in the mid-1990s, centering on the positive comparison
between care ethics and Confucian ren{=.'* Since then there has been a rigorous debate regarding the issue
of compatibility, but most of the effort has come from the sino-comparative communities; few care
ethicists have gone beyond a simple rejection of the collaborative effort between Confucianism and
feminism."

Some care ethicists have voiced specific concerns regarding the incorporation of non-western intellectual
traditions into feminism in that the distinctive “feminist” as well as “feminine” character in feminist
theorizing is being adulterated by such incorporation. Non-western intellectual traditions are labeled as at
best non-feminist, if not anti-feminist, and hence their incorporation into feminist theorizing immediately
arouses suspicions. “Indigenous” feminism that frames traditions in a progressive idiom is dismissed as a
“cultural recovery” project, seen as easily coopted and swept away by the nationalistic efforts. The
development of “indigenous” feminism is, hence, framed by some as a Trojan horse from the conservative
right that would only lead to further oppression of women on the ground.20 Curiously, no such out-pouring
worries are voiced when western intellectual traditions or canonical thinkers are incorporated into
contemporary feminist theorizing.

Despite the lack of positive engagement from the feminist communities with Confucianism, the sino-
comparative communities persisted nevertheless. Around the mid-2010s, the sino-comparative
communities began to go beyond the issue of compatibility and took a step to articulate possible Confucian
approaches to address women’s concerns, issues, and experiences in the contemporary world. These
concerns included critical topics such as abortion, same-sex marriage, mothering, ecofeminism, domestic
violence, elder care, and more.” The field of comparative feminist philosophy exploring the feminist
potential in Confucianism is the latest attempt to reconceptualize the complex connections between
Confucianism and the lives of women, going beyond the historical studies of Chinese women and laying the
foundation for an inclusive, transnational feminist theory.
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Confucian Feminism

Since the field of comparative feminist studies on Confucianism is still in its early stage, there is not yet a
consensus on what form a Confucian application to women’s issues, concerns, and experiences should look
like, or on whether a full-fledged feminist theory L. based on Confucian terms, methods, and concerns is
even possible. In the following section, we will look at a possible theoretical construction of a hybrid theory
of Confucian feminism by using characteristic Confucian terms to account for Chinese sexism, on one hand,
and on the other to provide conceptual alternatives to address women’s issues, concerns, and experiences in
the contemporary world.

Chinese Sexism and the Case of Ban Zhao

Sexism is undeniably a shared human experience in most human societies. Different intellectual traditions
might have framed the degree and the ways in which women are lesser differently, whether lesser in
intellect, will, or sphere of influence; regardless of tradition, it is plain that women’s status is lesser.
Women in Confucianism are lesser, first and foremost, in their sphere of influence; the womanly sphere of
the inner (nei /), even though it is indispensable to the expansive, outer realm (wai 4}), is restrictive and
mostly concerned with the functional aspects of household management.*” Confucius’s famous saying that
one does not need to leave home to get involved in state governance is true to a certain extent, but part of
the process of self-cultivation to achieve moral perfectibility is to expand one’s sphere of influence from
family, state, to the world at large.23 As it is well known, Confucius spent a decade of his life leaving his wife
and children behind to travel to different states to spread sagely wisdom, all in an effort to moralize the
world around him. Unlike Confucius, women are unable to attempt to expand their sphere of influence
physically beyond the nei.

Some talented women do reach out to the world of culture and politics beyond the nei, but that effort at
outreach must be first mediated by the men of their kin. Ritually speaking, no woman has direct access to
the leadership position in the wai regardless of her actual ability; her social mobility can only be a derivative
from the gender roles of daughter, wife, and mother. This is not to say that these gender roles have no
cultural or moral values in Confucianism. On the contrary, Confucianism bestows high accolades on
especially the role of mother; the iconic maternal model of Mengmu (mother of Mencius) celebrated in
countless didactic texts is a case in point. Furthermore, the persistent Confucian reference to the ruler as
“the father and mother of the people” (minzi fumu B2 f}) also demonstrates the intended moral parity
between the role of father and mother.”* However, unlike men, women have no non-kinship roles available
to them without first being mediated by their familial relationships with men.

A good example of this is Ban Zhao. First and foremost she was a talented Confucian scholar-official that all
subsequent talented women strive to imitate. Ban Zhao’s esteemed status to women is made clear in various
women-authored didactic texts, including the Four Books for Women where she is repeatedly cited as a
historical precedent for advanced female literacy.25 Ban Zhao’s prominent role as a court historian, a close
advisor to Empress Dowager and a teacher to other male officials in the Han dynastic court, however, is first
mediated and hence made legitimate by her father and eldest brother’s positions as court officials. After the
death of her eldest brother, she was L entrusted with the completion of Han dynastic history. Without such
a familial mediation, it would have been unthinkable for talented women like Ban Zhao to achieve such a
position of leadership in the world of politics and culture outside the royal family.

Unlike men, talented women like Ban Zhao who were able to leave their mark in history are more of a result
of their familial luck—in Ban’s case, being born the daughter of a Confucian scholar-official who could
spare precious resources to educate her for no apparent social utility beyond her allotted kinship roles.
Ritually speaking, advanced literacy and officialdom are reserved for men only in the realm of wai; advanced
female literacy hence is often seen as superfluous and unnecessary to a functioning society. Confucianism’s
insistence on womanly confinement to the nei hence constitutes a structural barrier impeding women’s
upward mobility culturally, politically, and morally.
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Confucian Friendship and Spousal Relationship

A woman, confined to the realm of nei, is essentially a functional vessel, a role that Confucius contrasts to
the well-rounded exemplary person (junzi buqi EF782).”° The structural impediment derived from the
confinement of nei will need to be addressed in Confucian feminism. The nei-wai distinction as applied to
gender is derived from the functional differentiation (bie %) in the spousal relationship. Hence, in order to
address the problem of the confinement of nei, the spousal relationship articulated in the Confucian Five
Relations will need modification as well. One possible replacement for the spousal relationship would be
friendship (you %), which is anchored by trust (xin 1=).”" Unlike the spousal relationship, friendship is, first
of all, not primarily, exclusively nor invariably gender based; second, the excellence of Confucian friendship
is marked by friends’ mutual commitment to moral perfectibility, instead of a functional distinction based
on gender. Given the overlapping usage of friendship and familial relationships, this substitution is not
textually or historically inappropriate.28

Replacing the spousal relationship with friendship will be able to, on one hand, address the many
problematics associated with the gender-based division of labor, and on the other, accommodate the
expanded institution of marriage to include same-sex couples. This new conceptual paradigm of marriage is
both Confucian and feminist. It is feminist since it discards gender-based restrictions and hierarchy in the
division of labor and gender roles. It is also Confucian, since it utilizes one of the Confucian Five Relations.
Furthermore, this friendship-based marriage provides a flexible approach to household management and
child-rearing as an alternative to the equal division of labor prevalent among liberal feminists or the call for
abolition of family and marriage advocated by some radical feminists.” Compared to the liberal equal
“50/50” split, the Confucian friendship model is much more attainable, and unlike the radical call for
abolition, the Confucian model addresses instead of evades the problems of family and marriage. To the vast
majority of women (and men) who continue to opt to enter marriage and to propagate, radical feminists’
call for the abolition of the institutions of marriage and family provides no applicable guidance.

Furthermore, the liberal template of absolute equality in intimate relationships is not attainable. Favors
done for one’s loved ones are not usually tracked on a scoresheet, nor is this desirable. In a good
relationship of any kind, there must be a sense of reciprocity, but unlike in a contractual transaction, in a
good marriage or friendship, reciprocity is not marked by numerical equality. The special appeal of
friendship is the penetrating understanding that two good friends have of one another; the faithful
understanding of one another is what enables friends to transcend the temporal needs to repay in kind and
in a timely manner that an ordinary transaction of daily life demands. Friends are faithful to one another
not out of blind obedience, but in a way that insists on the enduring goodness in one another, both actual
and potential. By being faithful to one another in this way, friends not only see what is good in one another,
but also help realize what else is possible through thick and thin. Looking at marriage in this way, to
mandate a 50/50 equal split makes marriage seem not only transactional but is also contrary to what is
required in an enduring friendship.

Relational Personhood and the Politics of Caring

It is important to note that the model of Confucian friendship is not a replica of the contemporary peer
friendship model that is morally neutral and is underpinned by an autonomous concept of the self. As many
sinologists have argued, unlike the liberal model of individualism, Confucianism offers a relational
conception of the self whose personhood is deeply entrenched in the intertwining of the self and other.* In
Confucianism the answer to the question “who am I?” is never about what the self or the soul by itself
constitutes per se, but instead focuses on the human ecology in which one emerges as an ethically, socially,
and politically viable being.

The Confucian relational personhood is, first and foremost, grounded in the parent-child relationship, and
that Confucian emphasis on the parent-child relationship not only fits right into the ongoing feminist
discourse on care ethics but also is ahead of the growing consensus among philosophers that the liberal
concept of an autonomous self is deeply flawed. Most feminists, even those rooted in the liberal tradition,
have begun to theorize a more robust concept of the self that is relational and embodied. And most feminists
have looked pass the “Man of Reason” as a guide for moral and political theory.3l In particular, with the rise
of care ethics feminists have begun to take the activity of caring as meriting ethical insights that have long
been discarded to the realm of the sentiment, personal, and pre-moral. In contrast, Confucianism not only
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exalts the moral valence of caring relations, but more importantly recognizes the political dimension of
caring, a critical step that was lacking in the early development of care ethics.”

Confucianism understands that interdependency is an existential given and hence providing care to
vulnerable others in Confucianism is not only a moral response, but also a characteristic political response
of aren-based benevolent state. The Way of Confucians, according to the school of Mozi (Mo jia £5), is
characterized by the L parental devotion of caring for the newborn infant (F& <, Bz A [&RRF] ).33
Remarkably, in Confucianism, the discussion of caring for the newborn infant occurs not in the context of
the so-called “womanly sphere,” but instead in the context of state governance. The metaphor of caring for
the newborn infant is first derived from the Classic of Documents (Shujing) where it is said “if the king tended
to the people as if he were tending to his own newborn infant, then the people would be tranquil and
orderly” (BF7#4F, EREEN).> And the way to tend to the newborn infant is to be responsive and sincere.
As the same passage is further elaborated in the Great Learning (Daxue): “In the ‘Kangzhao’ (of Shujing) it is
said, ‘Act as if you were watching over an infant.” If one is really responsively sincere, though one may not
hit exactly the mark, one will not be far from doing so” ( {E&E) H: [WRFF] , Uik, BEARARRER).

Providing good care for the most vulnerable is an integral part of the Confucian political discourse. A kingly
state, Mencius says, takes caring for those without the benefit of a family—the widower, the widow, the
childless, and the orphan—as its first political consideration (ZEZHIR, EMEXAE., EMEFHBE. %)
TEQEA. g, XFCERMESS. CERBE -, Y5irE).> Xunzi furthermore includes caring for
the disabled in his discussion of the regulation of a king: “Those who have one of the Five Illnesses should
be raised up and gathered in so that they can be nurtured. They should be given duties commensurable with
their abilities and official employment adequate to feed and clothe themselves so that all are included and
no one is left behind” (A, LWMEZ, M=, BieM&RS, FEHEE). According to the later
commentary, the “Five Illnesses” refers to those who have physical or mental disabilities.*

Hence, unlike the liberal bifurcation of the family and the state or the private and the public, the Confucian
model provides a relational alternative to address the issue of dependency care that has long been advocated
by care ethicists.>’ In Confucianism, caring for others is not just constitutive of one’s moral personhood, but
even more importantly is a political ideal that grounds the state’s authority in its demonstrated capacity to
provide good care for the most vulnerable subjects—the young, the old, the sick, and the disabled—as if one
were caring for one’s own family. In other words, for Confucianism to care for those who cannot care for
themselves, beginning in one’s family and then radiating to the world at large has both an ethical and
political importance.

The Feminist Dimension of Caring

Some early critics of care ethics have pointed out that advocating for a care-based approach to ethics
doesn’t make it feminist, since it might well exacerbate the demand for caring labor on women.” In
Confucian feminism, this imbalance in caring labor is addressed through the substitution of the spousal
relationship with friendship. Without a gender-based division of labor or hierarchy in marriage, this
Confucian model L provides a flexible arrangement for spouses to assume different caring responsibilities,
on one hand, it guards against a one-sided demand for self-sacrifice on the other. Since a mutual
commitment to moral perfectibility is the anchor of Confucian friendship, exploitation and moral
degradation characteristic in many oppressive relationships would also be contrary to a friendship-based
marriage where caring labor is performed for the sake of propelling the other to moral perfectibility, not for
the sake of fulfilling gender roles or the gender-based division of labor or hierarchy.

Once the gender-based division of labor or hierarchy is removed from the performance of caring labor,
Confucian feminism can move forward with its moral affirmation of the importance of caring for others,
especially those who cannot care for themselves. This pronouncement is feminist because not only is it
morally sound, but because, as a feminist, one should be committed to creating a more caring and equitable
world not just for oneself but for those who need the most. No feminists would, could, or should advocate
for voluntary abandonment of the old, the young, the sick, and the disabled, let it be under the pretext of the
pursuit of equality or fairness.* If feminists abandon those who cannot help themselves, then the focus on
one’s liberation from gender-based oppression rings hollow.

Much like Confucianism where morality is deeply embedded in the cultivation of one’s relational
personhood, feminism should also live up to the basic moral decency of being responsive to the needy, first



p. 432

in one’s family and then radiating to the world at large. There should be no chasm between being a feminist
and being a morally responsive person to those who cannot care for themselves whether near or far.
Confucian feminism—a hybrid account of a feminist theory in a Confucian framework—is committed to
creating an ever more inclusive and compassionate world through a ren-based ethical self-cultivation and
through a ren-based political governance.

Conclusion

The evolution of cross-cultural studies on Chinese women is an evolution of methodology from an
imposition of imperialistic hegemony to an exploration of potential feminist space within Confucianism.
The caricature of Confucianism as being synonymous with patriarchy need not continue. With the rise of the
field of comparative feminist studies on Confucianism, it is now possible to imagine a hybrid Confucian-
feminist theory to address women'’s issues, concerns, and experiences. This tentative theoretical construct
of Confucian feminism here can then serve as a springboard for further positive engagement between the
sino-comparative communities and the feminist communities to not only expand the range of our
understanding of gender oppression in the lives of women, but also provide women with conceptual
alternatives going beyond the confine of western intellectual traditions.
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