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ABSTRACT 

Idealized presentations of female behavior prescribed by Ban Zhao f|E0S (A.D. 

45-120) and later male Confucians defined women in the role of inner helpers, thus 

confining them to the domestic arena. Close scrutiny of data however reveals a cluster of 

new values for Song women evident through personal cultivation and devotional 

practices both "within" and "without" the inner sphere. This dissertation offers a 

preliminary investigation of Song women's practices such as bodily and spiritual 

cultivations as well as their devotional and philanthropic activities. It examines why and 

how these specific inner and outer practices evolved into regnant womanly practices that 

ultimately became exemplary behaviors during the Song period. Through the lens of 

female daily practices, this study also investigates the diverse interactions between 

genders in the Song era. 

The first part of this dissertation explores Song women's bodily and spiritual 

observances within the inner quarters. Song women performed bodily cultivations 

through various forms of ascetic behaviors, including fasting, vegetarianism, the 

abstinence from slaughtering living beings, and seclusion in their daily lives, which can 

be deemed gendered practices. Spiritual cultivation through religious practices such as 

sutra recitation and other related observances functioned not only as accessible avenues 

of female spiritual pursuits, but also served as alternative conduits for Song women's 

literary aspirations. Part Two first discusses the gender discourse and the tension between 

the norms and historical reality during the Song. The last two chapters examine Song 

women's practices such as their religious offerings and involvement in community public 
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works and philanthropy outside the domestic realm. In contrast to women's irmer 

practices, women's outer sphere endeavors put their personal cultivation and volition into 

practice, and also extended their influential financial autonomy beyond the domestic 

arena into the greater society. This study concludes that despite deviations from 

conventional Confucian values, these inner and outer womanly practices were perceived 

as paragons of female virtues. Lastly, it suggests a negotiated process in the workings of 

gender in the Song culture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Song Women in Chinese History: Previous Scholarship and New Directions 

In the last decade, a growing body of investigation has emerged exploring women 

and gender relations in the Song. Most of these studies focus on Song elite families and 

marriage issues, including dowries and women's property rights.' Deserving of special 

mention is Patricia Ebrey's work: The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the Lives of Chinese 

Women in the Sung Period (1993)—undoubtedly the most comprehensive treatment to 

date on Chinese women during the Song dynasty—which analyzes the role and status of 

women through the lens of the marriage institution. Ebrey's marriage-centered approach 

in fact extends to the familial arenas, since women indisputably occupied the domestic 

' For recent scholarship, see Patricia Ebrey, Women and the Family in Chinese History, London 
and New York: Routledge Press, 2003; Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the 
Lives of Chinese Women in the Sung Period, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1993; Jing-shen Tao, BeiSong shizujiazu, hunyin, shenghuo. Zhongyangyanjiuyuan lishi 
yuyan yanjiuso zhuankan, vol. 102. Lexue shuju youxian gongsi Press, 2001; Bettine Birge, 
Women, Property and Confucian Reaction in Sung and Yuan China (960-1369). Cambridge 
University Press, 2001; Brian McKnight, "Who Gets It When You Go: The Legal Consequences 
of the Ending of Households (juehu) in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 C. E.)," Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 43:3 (2000), 314-63; Beverly Bossier, Powerful 
Relations: Kinship, Status, and the State in Song China, 960-1279. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1998; Yanagida Setsuko "Sodai joshi no zaisanken,"7^ft^^'^M 
Mfl. Hoseishi gaku 42 (1990); Zhang Banwei, Hunyinyu shehui (Songdai). Chengdu: Sichuan 
Renmin chubanse, 1989; Yuan Li, "Songdai niixing caichanquan shulun," Songshi yanjiu jikan 
(Hangzhou daxue lishixi Songshiyanjiushi) 2 (1988), 271-308; Robert Hymes, Statesmen and 
Gentlemen: the Elite ofFu-chou, Chiang-his, in Northern and Southern Sung. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986; Linda Walton, "Kinship, Marriage, and Status in Song China: 
A Study of the Lou Lineage ofNingbo, c. 1050-1250," Journal of Asian History 18.1 (1984): 35-
77; Robert Hartwell, "Demographic Political, and Social Transitions of China, 750-1550," 
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 42.2 (1982), 354-442. 
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sphere. Marriage and family are the two inseparable and important barometers by which 

to probe Chinese women's lives and gender relations in the Confucian context. One of 

Ebrey's conclusions, drawn from her extensive examination of women's marriages and 

related issues, is that the ideal of Song womanhood, particularly among elite families, 

was one in which wives assumed roles as inner helpers, factotums who variously served 

in-laws, managed household affairs and family finances, advised husbands, and educated 

children. Ebrey argues that the Song women's agency expanded the authority and 

capacity of their role as the inner helpers. In her book she provides us insights into the 

themes of the importance of dowries, of the primacy of women's ties to natal families, 

and of the frequency of upper-class widows' remarriages during the Song era. 

Ebrey's book and other related studies that focus on marriage and family have 

certainly contributed tremendously to our understanding of women and of the prevailing 

intricacies of the gender system during the Song era. These studies have successfully 

painted a previously unrecognized picture of women in Song history. The recent 

academic trend toward the de-victimization of Chinese women is also discernible in these 

important studies, which place strong emphasis on women's autonomy. In other words. 

Song women were not as invisible as the idealized norms would seem to have required. 

Rather, they were influential participants—negotiators, mediators, and adjudicators—in 

marital and familial institutions. For example, women played an essential role in the 

formation of the patrilineal system in marriage, which, as Hartwell and Hymes suggest, 

^ However, Ebrey also identifies a new market in women, wherein women were "maids, 
concubines, courtesans, and prostitutes" under then current Neo-Confucian and economic 
influences, a trend contradicting perceptions that women had gained in status and autonomy at 
that period. See Ebrey, Ibid. 
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was an axis along which the Song elite political structure was oriented. As inner helpers, 

women, in assuming various familial tasks and contributing directly to the interests of the 

patrilineal families, allowed men to engage in the "higher" pursuits of learning and 

statecraft. Moreover, as Bettine Birge has suggested. Song women were also property 

holders and inner bursars, who could wield considerable financial power within the 

domestic sphere.^ In sum, these studies have made much progress toward analyzing 

women's active roles and their opportunities for personal and social agency in the 

Confucian context during the Song era. 

However, these studies, which focus almost exclusively on marriage and family 

in the Confucian context, still leave us with lacunae in our understanding of the 

dimensions of Song women's lives and experiences beyond role-delineated expectations. 

We know very little about other facets the inner workings of the real lives of Song 

women other than marital and familial roles and their duties as wives, daughters-in-law, 

and mothers (not to mention widows and concubines). Intuition compels us to ask about 

the inner lives—^the morals, spirituality and thought process—of women outside their 

usual prescriptive domestic and conjugal roles. For examples, in addition to taking charge 

of the household menage and finances, serving parents-in-law and husbands, and 

educating children, what else might occupy Song women's time and attention? Except 

for a self-image as an inner helper, how else might a Song woman perceive herself and 

her role in the society at large? Was the family the only stage upon which Song women 

enacted their everyday lives? What degree of autonomy could women actually wield in 

^ Robert Hartwell, Ibid. Robert Hymes, Ibid. Jing-shen Tao, Ibid. Also see Beverly Bossier, Ibid. 
See Bettine Birge, Ibid. 
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their surroundings, whether it be inside or outside the domestic realm? Can we penetrate 

the deep inner world of Song women, namely, their inclinations, mentality, and emotions? 

And finally, is it possible to understand the diverse interactions between the genders 

during the Song through lenses other than those focusing on marriage or family? Even 

with the abundance of research on Song women in the family and marriage institutions, 

we seem to have little real insight into women's connections to and interactions with 

other aspects of the society and culture. These articulations must have figured 

significantly in the lives of Song women as well as Song gender relations generally. 

Related women and gender issues which are not restricted to Confucian institutions and 

ideology therefore need further exploration. 

Motivation, Question, and Methodology 

My dissertation benefits from Ebrey's work and other studies, but takes a 

different tack. Previous scholarship has thus far highlighted only women's marital and 

familial issues, like widows' remarriages, dowry and property rights, and women's roles 

in the elite families. My dissertation expands upon this previous scholarship by 

investigating women's lives and gender issues through the lens of women's individual 

practices during Song China. By "women's practices" I am referring to their devotional 

and altruistic behaviors, such as personal cultivation, religious practices, and 

philanthropic activities in an everyday context both within and without the domestic 

sphere. Therefore, the distinctive focus of my dissertation is its new angle of approach. 

Rather than focusing on women's familial tasks and family-centered obligations, 1 will 
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examine their own doings by observing their personal pursuits. Such a perspective will 

allow a more complete picture of the actual lives of women within the historical and 

socio-cultural realities of Song China. 

Women's devotional practices can be largely detected from analyzing epitaphs, 

most of which survive in collected works, the body of literature which contains the largest 

source of biographical information about Song individuals. In extolling that which is most 

virtuous and praiseworthy, funeral biographies portray models of idealized womanly 

behavior, which precisely mirrors the Neo-Confucian agenda for women. Despite the fact 

that this type of genre appears stereotypical and propagandistic, such funeral writings 

nonetheless contain rich information useful for analysis of gender roles and images. As 

Beverly Bossier has suggested, in comparison with the style of Tang funeral biographies 

which was highly elegant and allusive, the Song equivalent are more straightforward and 

contain a greater amount of detailed information. Bossier has also pointed out that while 

Tang eulogies described beautiful, nobly bom, and ritually correct women, Song epitaphs 

favor different images such as dutiful daughters-in-law who personally care for ill in-laws, 

and poor widows who carefully educate their fatherless sons.^ On this issue I entirely 

agree with Bossier's and Ebrey's viewpoints about the emphasis on exemplary familial 

roles and images among Song elite women. 

On closer scrutiny of epitaphs, however, I found even more interesting and 

valuable data, which seems to suggest a new cluster of values implicit in Song women's 

behavior. In this data, numerous women were depicted as ascetics. They were also seen to 

^ Beverly Bossier, Powerful Relations: Family and Society in Sung China, 960-1279, 21-23. 
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have strong inclinations toward religious practices, like sutra reciting; and many of them 

were said to have been patrons of monasteries as well as of community public works. All 

of these womanly practices, homebound and exoteric, strayed beyond the conventionally 

sanctioned rules of family comportment and the principles girding Neo-Confucianism. 

But these practices, as described in women's funeral biographies, were seen as pervasive 

and even praiseworthy. Thus, an intriguing and important question emerges: why and 

how did the aforesaid practices, both within or without the domestic realm, evolve into 

womanly practices that were ultimately integrated into the male-sanctioned, idealized 

Confucian agenda during the Song period? 

Answers to this question form the core of this study. Such practices of exemplary 

Song women were parts of their daily lived experience as important to them as their 

quotidian role enactments and expectations. Despite this importance, they have received 

much less scholarly attention and certainly need to be scrutinized carefully. My 

dissertation aims to map this almost uncharted territory by exploring, in a comprehensive 

framework. Song women's exemplary practices and the workings of gender dynamics. 

The first step for each chapter is to define and detail each type of practice and to provide a 

brief historical background relating to these practices. In order to probe the formation and 

development of womanly practices, this study attempts to put women and their practices 

into the broader context of social, economic, and religio-cultural changes during this 

period so as to understand the derivations of these changes and the impact of the larger 

milieu which prompted women to devote themselves to specific practices. 
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Further, I will discuss the mixed reactions of Song male literati toward such 

womanly practices in order to grasp the meaning behind the dynamic, continuously 

negotiated gender relations. In so doing, the inquiry into why some practices became 

exclusively womanly practices, and others eventually gained women's participation, also 

plays a crucial part in this dissertation. Taken as a whole, then, the study of women's 

devotional practices ultimately entails an analysis of relevant Song rituals, state 

legislation, and social as well as religious practices, which would indicate how women's 

practices and virtues were frequently defined by the social practices, popular beliefs, and 

conventional ideology of the time. 

The goal of my study is thus twofold. First, it seeks to reconstruct a more 

complete picture of Song women's daily life practices, including their ascetic behaviors, 

religious practices, and devotional and community activities—areas that have thus far not 

been fully explored in the literature. Second, using the diverse behaviors, roles, and 

images of Song women emerging from this reconstruction, I will ultimately piece 

together a synoptic approximation of the complex gender relations embedded within the 

larger social, economic, and cultural contexts. Intricacies of gender relations, I argue, 

defined and shaped the lives and experiences of Song women on the one hand; 

reciprocally, however. Song women and their practices necessarily affected the formation 

and development of the larger societal milieu, and of the dynamic, negotiated gender 

system. 



18 

Materials 

By utilizing a broad array of cross-disciplinary sources, I hope to expand the 

heretofore stereotypical representations of Song women through the use of previously 

largely neglected documentation which shows women engaged in non-stereotypical 

postures, with their own attitudes and concerns. In so doing I hope to provide a more 

complete picture of women's lives and experiences in Song society. This project uses 

sources, such as epigraphical materials, historical documents, miscellaneous notes, 

religious texts, literary writings, and the like, to bring to light again Song womanly 

practices. In the following paragraphs I will explain the types of sources I am relying on 

in this project. 

First, the epigraphical collections include a group of stele dedicatory inscriptions. 

Such inscriptional texts, which have been largely overlooked, offer a clear insight into 

women's devotional practices, such as monastery patronage. Another type of epigraphical 

materials, epitaphs (eulogies or fiineral biographies), as mentioned previously, is one of 

the major sources upon which I rely heavily in my discussion of women's practices. 

Although the women in these funeral texts were mostly from the elite families, ordinary 

women are not excluded from my discussion. Non-elite women are always visible in 

materials like the miscellaneous notes. Thus, the second important area of primary sources 

are miscellaneous notes. These include anecdotal accounts and popular stories contained 

in contemporaneous literature, such as Hong Mai's Yijian zhi, which contain a wealth of 

information on women of all social standings. These have to the present been largely 
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neglected.^ Even though the credibility of such a genre is questionable, these narrative 

works reflect contemporary collective mentality and prevalent social practices. 

In addition, historical documents, including Song official dynastic histories, local 

gazetteers, government document collections such as Song Hui Yao, and legal texts like 

the Song code and Qingming ji, are important sources by which to investigate the 

connections between women's private lives and public state policies. Literary writings 

such as essays, poems—particularly poems composed by women in the individual voice 

of first person—and letters found for the most part in scholars' collected works are also 

useful sources. Likewise, religious texts including scriptures, treatises, and commentaries 

are undoubtedly the main materials by which to study the prevalent religious practices 

among those of all of the social standings at that time. Other valuable materials, from 

instruction books to recently excavated archaeological evidence, will be widely used in 

this project as well. My use of these cross-disciplinary sources allows me to present a 

more encompassing spectrum of female images and roles and to provide a picture not 

readily accessible from standard historical records. For a more comprehensive 

understanding of Song women's lives, it is after all, important to comprehend how they 

were presented in fields such as popular culture and religion, which have not been, it 

should be reiterated, substantively studied in previous scholarship on Song women. 

^ Ebrey in her classic book indeed has analyzed many stories from Hong Mai's Yijian zhi. After 
close scrutiny of that text, however, I found in it, as well as in other texts, a very large amount 
unnoted evidence that illuminates women's practices during the Song. 
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Limitations and Problems 

Unlike previous research which concentrates on the marriage institution and 

related issues, and which presents mostly family-related images, roles, and virtues, it is 

possible, through close observation of female practices, to uncover several new images, 

roles and virtues that relate to other aspects of their lives. These glimpses of the multiple 

roles, images, and portrayed virtues of Song women, become evident when their daily life 

practices are traced. It is noteworthy that these images are largely derived from men's 

voices because the bulk of documentary evidence used by this project to reconstruct 

women's lives, experience, and inner worlds was necessarily written by men. The dearth 

of literary works composed by women during the Song (and indeed during all early and 

medieval China) imposes such an inevitable limitation upon this study. To offset this 

paucity, however, my third chapter, on women's spiritual and literary cultivation, 

includes several examples of women's religious poetry which reveal women's "inner 

world," namely, their spiritual and literary aspirations. Due to the fact that the scope and 

focus of this chapter is on women's spiritual and religious inclinations, 1 will not 

investigate the unrelated field of Song women's non-religious literary writing. 

In addition, when presenting the findings, I encountered an overall problem with 

the continuity of representations of persons, classes, times, and areas. In this project the 

subjects of most of the epitaphs were women from elite families, although a few cases 

involving ordinary women were found. Furthermore, two groups of Song women are not 

discussed in my study, imperial women such as empresses and princesses, and religious 

women such as Buddhist nuns and Daoist priestesses. As special category in terms of 



classes and vocations, these groups of women deserve particular examination in the 

future study. Moreover, this study does not specify from which period (the Northern 

Song or Southern Song) or which areas (the northern or the southern region) of Song 

China the cited examples were culled. Since this project is a preliminary study on Song 

womanly practices, it seeks to reconstruct an overall complete picture rather than to 

present a special area or period case study. 

Outline 

In addition to this introduction and a conclusion, the bulk of my study consists of 

four chapters in two sections. The first section. Part One, Song Women's Personal 

Cultivations is comprised of two chapters that investigate personal cultivations—^bodily 

and spiritual observances—^practiced by Song women within the domestic sphere. The 

first chapter in Part One, Chapter One, offers a preliminary analysis of bodily cultivations 

performed in women's daily lives through ascetic behaviors, including seclusion, fasting, 

vegetarianism, and the abstinence from killing animals. It first introduces different types 

of Song women's ascetic practices in their Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist forms. By 

focusing on dietary culture and food practices within the larger milieu of Song China, this 

chapter further discusses how women were drawn into food metaphors and rituals, how 

the Song socio-economic context and religio-cultural synthesis shaped women's roles and 

experiences associated with their daily life food-related practices, and why these practices 

were viewed as gendered cultivations, that is, ones that were prevalent among women 

rather than men. 



The second chapter explores women's spiritual cultivation through women's 

religious practices such as sutra reciting and other related observances. After providing a 

survey of various women's religious pursuits, Chapter Two investigates the historical 

background of Song elite women's education in the prevailing Confucian context, as well 

as religious routes by which non-elite women acquired literacy. In order to explain the 

unprecedented surge of such womanly religious practices during the Song, this chapter 

analyzes not only the associations between women's literary learning and their religious 

pursuits, but also examines perceived incentives and presumed efficacies inspiring their 

adoption of various religious practices. Finally, Chapter Two also probes the images and 

meanings of the female body in Song religious and popular literature, and how that view 

of the female body and its sexuality also figured into women's religious practices. 

Part Two, From Inner to Outer: Song Women's Practices and Realization, 

explores women's practices beyond the inner quarters. In this section, which consists of 

Chapters Three and Four, I first discuss the Song gender discourse revolving around the 

inner /outer issues with which the male literati were preoccupied, in order to observe the 

tension between the norms and the reality during the Song era. Chapter Three treats of a 

variety of Song women's religious offerings outside the domestic realm. After analyzing 

numerous examples culled from the stone inscriptional collections that have largely been 

ignored by Song scholarship, this chapter further discusses the significance of female 

offerings during the Song period. 

Chapter Four focuses on women's involvement in community public works and 

philanthropy. This chapter opens with an introduction to the philanthropic culture of 
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Song China by discussing state reform policies and social welfare, the Daoxue tenet of 

personal cultivation and moral commitment to society, the concept of bao or retribution, 

and religious motivation—all of which contributed to women's motivations toward 

engagement in community charitable activities. It also considers prevailing conceptions 

of female virtue and their implications for women's charitable practices. In contrast to 

women's inner practices, which provided avenues for the pursuit of spiritual aspirations, 

women's outer sphere endeavors put their personal cultivation and volition into practice, 

and also extended their influential financial power beyond the domestic sphere into the 

greater society. These womanly philanthropic practices, despite their deviations from 

conventional Confucian values, were perceived as paradigm of female virtue. In 

conclusion, this project is an attempt to deepen our insights and to further our 

understanding of women and gender relations in the Song period. 
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PARTI 

WOMEN'S PERSONAL CULTIVATION IN SONG 
CHINA 
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Chapter 1 

Women's Bodily Cultivation: Women's Ascetic Practices in the Song 

Introduction 

In this chapter I investigate Song women's bodily cultivation in their daily lives 

through women's ascetic behaviors, such as seclusion, fasting, vegetarianism, and the 

related practice of not killing animals. This chapter opens with a brief discussion of the 

subjects of fasting and vegetarian dieting, zhaijie or zhai in Chinese history, and 

then further explores Song women's other ascetic practices as part of their personal 

cultivation. In this chapter I also probe issues regarding male opinion on female ascetic 

behavior. Song women's bodily cultivation is examined through a variety of sources, 

including epitaphs, inscriptions, scholarly essays, local gazetteers, and anecdotal accounts 

focusing on Chinese dietary culture and food-related practices such as ancestral sacrifice. 

By discussing the dietary culture and food practices in the Song socio-economic context 

and religious milieu that shaped women's roles and daily experience, I am arguing that 

these ascetic practices can be deemed a gendered cultivation, namely, one that is 

acceptable by and prevalent among Song women rather than men. I conclude that Song 

women's asceticism, which won high acclaim from the male literati, not only served as 

the paradigm of female virtue that sustained the patriarchal norms, but also provided the 

means for women to speak out and to have control over themselves and their 

surroundings. 
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Zhaijie as a Form of Asceticism in Traditional Chinese Culture 

The word asceticism is derived from the Greek noun askesis, meaning "exercise, 

practice, training." According to Walter O. Kaelber, this word also assumes 

"philosophical, spiritual, and ethical implications: one could exercise and train not only 

the body in the pursuit of a physical goal but also the will, the mind, and the soul so as to 

n 

attain a more virtuous life or a higher spiritual state." Used in a religious context, 

"asceticism," may be defined as "a voluntary, sustained, and at least partially systematic 

program of self-discipline and self-denial in which immediate, sensual, or profane 

gratifications are renounced in order to attain a higher spiritual state or a more thorough 

o ^ 

absorption in the sacred." In most religions, including Buddhism and Daoism, the 

"higher spiritual state" and the "absorption in the sacred" are meant as a promise to gain 

salvation. In Chinese Confucianism, especially Dao Xue or Neo-Confucianism, 

from Song times, the aforementioned higher spiritual state and absorption in the sacred 

provided the cultivators the means to unify their moral lives with the Dao, and thus to 

attain "sagehood," the ultimate goal for Dao Xue scholars.^ 

' Walter O. Kaelber, "Asceticism," in Mircea Eliade ed.. The Encyclopedia of Religion (New 
York: Macmillan, 1987), 1:441. 
^ Ibid. 
' For a general discussion of Dao Xue, see Qian Mu, Song Ming lixue gaishu. 

Taipei: Zhongguo wenhua daxue chubanshe, 1980. For the Neo-Confucian self-
cultivation and sagehood, see Hoyt Tillman, "Chu Hsi and Chang Shih," Confucian 
Discourse and Chu His's Ascendancy (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), 59-82. 
Daniel Gardner, Learning to Be a Sage: Selections from the Conversations of Master Chu, 
Arranged Topically. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990. Julia Ching, "Personal 
Cultivation," The Religious Thought of Chu His (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 112-
131. Wing-tsit Chan trans. "On the Dispositions of Sages and Worthies," Reflections on Things at 
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It is widely believed that the origins of asceticism are to be found in primitive or 

archaic societies. Viewed cross-culturally, the major forms of ascetic practices are fasting, 

sexual continence, seclusion, poverty, and self-inflicted physical or mental pain."^ In 

imperial China, one of the salient features in spiritual ascetic practice is fasting, a form of 

zhai ^ or zhaijie Zhai refers to purificatory prohibitions observed for rituals and 

festivals of all kinds. The usage of zhai can be traced to China's distant past. The 

definition of Zhai in Shuowen the earliest systemic etymological dictionary of 

Chinese words, edited by Xu Shen (d.l20), is "abstinence and purification" and to 

be "reverent and refined".'' Associated with reverential ritual performance in ancient 

Chinese society, the first record of Zhai is found in Shu Jing the Book of History, 

in the chapter entitled The Documents ofYw. 

In the early time of the sovereign, when he was living by Mountain Li, he went 
into the fields and daily cried with tears to compassionate Heaven and to his 
parents, taking to himself all guilt and charging himself with their wickedness. At 
the same time, with respectful service he appeared before Gu Sou looking grave 
and awe-struck until Gu also became transformed by his example. Entire 
sincerity moves spiritual beings; how much more will it move this lord of Miao." 
12 

According to other ancient classics such as the Analects and Zhuang Zi the 

respectful service described in the above passage included ritual fasting preceding the 

Hand: The Neo-Confucian Anthology Compiled by Chu Hsi and LU Tsu-ch 'ien (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1967), 289-308. 

Walter O. Kaelber, Ibid., 1:442. 
" Duan Yucai, Shuowen jiezi zhu (rpt. Taipei, Liming Wenhua shiye, 1993). 3. 

This is the translation by James Legge. In Clae Waltham ed., Shu Ching: Book of History. A 
Modernized Edition of the Translations of James Legge (Chicago: Henry Regny Company, 1971), 
2 5 .  T h e  o r i g i n a l  t e x t  i s :  E H ,  S I ® ,  ^  
WM'W, For the origin and categories of zhai, see Wang 
Sanqing, "Tanzhai lunwen—Dunhuang xiejuan zhaiyuanwen yanjiu," Disijie Tangdai wenhua 
xueshuyantaohui lunwenji (Tainan: Chenggong daxue, 1998), 274-283. 
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time of sacrifice.'^ Li Ji ifiHsB, the Book of Rites, defines zhai as a way to fast that entailed 

changing one's diet and abstaining from hunshan fare, namely, the strong flavored 

and onion-like vegetables.'"^ The character z/zaz is always juxtaposed with jie precepts, 

to form the compound indicating a ritual fasting related to worship or sacrifice. Zhaijie is 

a required practice during special occasions, particularly the mourning period, observed 

by the younger generation for deceased family members. Li Ji records in detail the 

different types of zhaijie which varied according to the degree of the mourner's kinship to 

the deceased.'^ Z/ Ji says: "Wear the ritual cap and perform the ritual fasting, so as to 

commxmicate with ancestors and divines."'^ The practice of fasting is attested to in the 

Three Teachings. Confucianism reflects Confucius' practice of in approving fasting as 

preparation for those times set aside for worship of ancestral spirits. 

Ritual prohibitions which included dietary restrictions, were defined further when 

Buddhism began to spread through China. Zhai, used to translate the Sanskrit word 

uposatha, refers to the monastic Buddhist practice of guowu bushi eating only 

one meal per day in the forenoon. The meaning of this word was further expanded to 

describe the vegetarian food monks and nuns eat, and which laypeople also partake of on 

special occasions. Thus, another derivative but broadly-embraced meaning of zhai is the 

In a conversation between Yan Hui H[l] and Confucius in Zhuang Zi regarding the definition 
of the word zhai, Yan Hui asked: "I haven't drunk wine or eaten any strong flavored foods for 
several months because of destitution. So can I be considered as having fasted?" Confucius 
replied: "That is the fasting one does before a sacrifice, not the fasting of the mind." This is my 
translation based on that of Burton Watson with slight differences. Zhuang Zi^ "Renjian shi," The 
Complete Works of Chuang Tzu (New York, Columbia University Press, 1968), 57. 

See Li Ji Waizhuan , "Zhaijie," in Taipingyulan , "Liyi bu," 530. 
" See LiJi, "Jian Zhuan," 57; "Sangfu daji,"45; "Za Ji," 42, 43; "Tan Gong," 9; "Quli," 3. 

Ibid. 
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abstinence from meat and strong flavored vegetables; bu ruhurf^'^^ox sushi a 

diet which could be practiced either periodically or in perpetuity. For Buddhists zhaijie is 

a practice associated with the key Buddhist teaching that prohibits the killing of animals. 

From very early times the laity's moral conduct has been prescribed by a set of rules 

which prohibited certain practices, the most important of which was the rule that forbid 

the killing of living beings. 

Zhai also refers to the vegetarian feasts performed during certain days in each 

month. Many medieval Buddhist canons describe various zhai either as precepts or as 

feasts observed by Buddhist sanghas and laypersons. For example, the Sanchang zhaiyue 

(Three Long Fast Months),'^ the Baguan zhai AISW (The Eight Prohibitory 

and Fasting Commandments),^^ Dasheng sizhai ri ;^^|Z3^EI (The Mahayana Four 

Fast Days),'^ and Shizhai ri -h^H(The Ten Feast Days),have been observed by 

Chinese Buddhist practitioners since medieval times 

The three long fast months are the first, fifth, and ninth months of each year. During these 
months practitioners observe a vegetarian diet. No butchering is allowed from the first to the 
fifteenth days of the month. See Zhipan, Fozu tongji, 33, in Taisho: 49:2035: 320b; Dai Zhi, 
"Zheng wujiusan changyue", Shupu, in BJXSDG, ser 8, vol 2. For a related study refer to Liu 
Shufen, "Nian Sanyneshi—^Zhonggu houqi de dauntu yu zhaijie," 
i^Dalu zazhi {—) {2Q02) 104:1, 15-33. 

Baguan zhai or bajie zhai are the first eight of the ten precepts ("h^): no killing; no taking 
things not given; no sexual conduct; no lying; no drinking wine; no indulging in cosmetics, 
personal adornments, dancing, or music; no sleeping on fine beds but on a mat on the ground; and 
no eating outside of regulation hours, i.e., after the forenoon. Juqu Jing Sheng tran. Foshuo 
baguan zhaijing, in Taisho: 1: 89, 913a-b. 

The four fast days at the quarters of the moon—new, full, 8"^, and 23'^''. See the Scripture 
Tripitaka, in Taisho'. 85: 2849. 

The Ten Feast Days of a month are V\ 8*, 14*, 15*, 18*, 23^'', 24*, 28* , 29* and 30* . Flesh 
was forbidden on these days, also all killing, hunting, fishing, and even executions would be 
banned. According to the Dunhuang manuscript S2568 regarding the observance of the Ten 
Feast Days, the ten dates are the r', 8*, 14*, 15*, 18*, 23''", 24*, 28*, 29* and 30* of every lunar 
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Fasting plays a critical role in the Daoist tradition. Like their Confucian 

counterparts, Daoist practitioners observe zhaijie before rituals in order to make 

obeisance to the deities. Analogous to the Buddhist approach, fasting is also an important 

technique by which Daoists pursue their spiritual goals. Immortality has always been the 

ultimate aim for the Daoist practitioners, and many practice asceticism as a means 

towards that goal. One of the most salient features of Daoist asceticism is the great 

emphasis on fasting combined with celibacy, self-imposed poverty, seclusion, and sleep 

avoidance. 

Like the food abstention practiced by Christians in medieval Europe, Daoist 

fasting also includes abstention from non-animal foods. Terms like quegu (eliminate 

grain), bigu (avoid grain) and jueli (abstain from grain) appear in the sources. 

They indicate that the adepts were to shun ordinary meals, in particular solid fare, while 

attempting to nourish themselves on air, saliva, and drugs. The earliest Chinese document 

recording such advanced fasting is found in the recently excavated Mawangdui 

month with the descent of a celestial deity: the Tathagata of Concentration and Luminosity 
Bhaisajyaguru Buddha the thousand Buddhas of the good kalpa, 

Amitabha Buddha Vairocana Buddha 0 Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva 
^1^, Ksitigarbha Bohdisattva Yaowang Yaoshang Bohdisattva and 
Sakyamuni "Dasheng sizhairi," Taisho: 85:2849. Some Western scholarship has 
contributed to the study of Ten Feast Days. See Michel Soymie, trans, into Chinese, "Daojiao de 
shizhairi," in Faguo hanxue, 2, 45-46. Tokuno Kyoko, Byways in Chinese Buddhism: The 
"BookofTrapusa" and indigenous scriptures , Ph.D. Dissertation. Berkeley: University of 
California, 1994. Also refer to Zhiru Ng's dissertation, The Formation and Development of the 
Dizang Cult in Medieval China (University of Arizona, 2000), Appendix A; Dizangpusa 
shizhairi 0, 329-332. For Chinese study refer to Liu Shufen, Ibid. 

About the various zhaijie in Buddhism, refer to Zhi Qian trans., Foshuo zhaijing, in Taisho: 
l:87:910c-912a. 

For a study on Daoist asceticism see Stephen Eskildsen, Asceticism in Early Daoist Religion, 
Albany, Sate University of New York Press, 1998. 
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medical manuscripts. The Quegu shiqi pian (The Chapter On Eliminating 

Grain and Eating Vapor) concerns itself with dietetics and breath cultivation as the 

ancient fasting methods?^ To the Daoists, the notion of cutting off grain or eating nothing 

is related to the idea of corporeal decay and death. The Daoist practitioners believe that 

food strengthens the forces of death. The Three Worms or the Three Cadavers ( —.M^) 

which harm the body, feed on grains, and cutting off grains weakens their power. On 

important days the practitioners should observe zhai, fasting, to purify their bodies and to 

avoid any food that strengthens the power of death, namely, the Three Worms.^"^ 

Women's Ascetic Practices as Bodily Cultivation in the Song 

Song women's ascetic practices, such as zhaijie (fasting) and zhaiju (sequestered 

existence or seclusion), are often seen in funeral inscriptions as well as in miscellaneous 

notes. Most women practiced vegetarian fasting. Many fasted after noon or only 

consumed very small amounts of food, while others dined on a meager diet. There were 

women who even practiced bigu, the avoidance of grain. In the Song, women often 

combined different traditions, practicing not only Buddhist asceticism, but also Daoist 

cultivation. Women's ascetic behaviors could result from their religious beliefs. In 

addition, some women abstained from meat after deaths of family members, like parents 

or husbands, for the rest of their lives. Zhaijie was also observed before participation in 

household sacrifices. Ecomic concerns were also a factor. Likewise, apart from fasting, 

Donald J. Harper, Early Chinese Medical Literature (London and New York: Ekgan Paul 
International, 1998), 305-309. 

Kristofer Schipper, The Daoist Body (Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 
1993), 134-135; 167. 



32 

numerous Song women lived reclusively, particularly while they practiced dietary 

asceticism. 

1. Zhaijie—Women's Ascetic Practices in the Song Times 

Historical and other sources furnish examples of Song women's zhaijie practices. 

During the Song period, both Buddhism and Daoism, each with its own dietary practices, 

had profound impact upon women's ascetic values regarding food. As mentioned above, 

one broadly employed concept of Zhai was a diet based on the Buddhist reluctance to 

take life, which is also reinforced by Daoist concerns with gaining immortality. The 

sources view Song women's practice of zhai or vegetarianism as stemming from their 

religious piety. A typical example is Fan Zhongyan's (989-1052) mother. Fan 

extols his mother's devoutness and describs her avoidance of meat for over twenty 

years.Another famous Song scholar Su Shi (1036-1101) tells a story of Li 

Rusun's (11^'' century) sister who was a very devoted Buddhist. At age fifteen, 

before she became a Buddhist, she was very sick. After she took a vow to become a 

Buddhist in her dream, she immediately recovered from her illness. She then observed 

vegetarian fasting and celibacy for the rest of her life.^^ The Great Lady Li studied 

Buddhism under Da Hui Zong Gao (1089-1163), a well-known Chan master. 

In her later life she dressed in simple clothing and became a vegetarian.^^ Mme.Yang was 

Fan Zhongyan, Fan Wenzheng gong nianpu, v.6, 12b. In Zhengyitang quanshu, case 20. 
Su Shi, "Fo shoujie pingyuan," SuDongpo quanji (rpt. Beijing: Zhongguo shudian: Xinhua 

shudian faxingsuo, 1986), 15: 109. 
Han Yuanji, "Taigongren Lishi muzhiming," Nanjian jiayigao, 22:30. 
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on a vegetarian diet and lived alone, chanting and studying Buddhist scriptures day by 

day.^^ 

There were women who observed zhaijie rigorously—eating only one meal or 

very meager portions per day. Some of them even fasted, eating nothing for a certain 

period. The Song male literati took particular note of such austere lives in women's 

biographies. Zheng Xie %Wi- (1022-1072) recalls that his grandmother ate only a single 

'^0 
bowl of rice every day, even after their family became prosperous. Another Southern 

Song Dao Xue scholar. Ye Shi (1150-1223), was impressed by an imperial clan 

woman's ascetic practice; she only ate a small amount of vegetables once a day 

throughout her life.^*^ In renouncing ordinary food, Medieval European women believed 

they would encounter Christ.^' So with medieval European women, the strict dietary 

ascetic practice by women in the Song era, was one means of enhancing spirituality. In 

Song China many women set themselves apart from the world by living a life of austerity 

and poverty as a function of religion. Such female zhaijie frequently won high acclaim 

from their male counterparts. The wife of a Mr. Dou, Miss Huo, practiced Buddhism and 

32 observed zhaijie strictly. Her husband highly commended her piety and ascetic practice. 

In addition, the prominent Dao Xue scholar-official, Zhu Xi (1130-1200), attributes 

Miss Yu's ascetic practices to her sudden enlightenment: 

Sima Guang, "Yuchengxian jun Yangshi muzhiming," Chuanjia ji, 78:15. 
Zheng Xie, "Zhifang langzhong Baogong furen Chenshi muzhiming," Yunxi ji, 22:6a. 
Ye Shi, "Zhaoruren muming," Shuixin wenji, 423. 
See Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to 

Medieval Women. University of California Press, 1987. 
Liu Zai, "Huoshi muzhiming," Mantangji, 28:5. 
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Later in life she studied Buddhism. Suddenly one morning, she appeared 
enlightened as though she had gained understanding in her heart. Thereupon, she 
cast aside her hair pins and ear ornaments, she rejected wine and meat, and she 
wore simple clothes and ate coarse vegetarian food until the end of her life.^^ 

For over twenty years the Great Lady Chen wore poor clothing and ate meager food. Her 

ascetic behavior was eulogized by Zhu Xi as well.^"* 

Some women who observed vegetarian fasting on specific occasions were also 

commended by male scholars. Mme. Zhou did not eat meat in the daytime because of her 

Buddhist beliefs. The Great Lady Lang never had meat in the morning for fifty years. 

The wife of the Great General, Miss Yang, abstained from meat on every Rou day. Miss 

T O  ,  ,  

Cai did not eat meat on the days of the deaths of family members. Mme Jiang studied 

Buddhism when she was a young child and after that she fasted yearly for periods of 

several months.^^ Lady Li, Wang Gongchen's mother, every month observed the 

Ten Feasts a very prevalent Buddhist practice among laypeople in the Song 

period. Such periodic abstinence was duly noted in their epitaphs composed by 

members of the male literati. In addition to the above special Buddhist occasions on 

Zhu Xi, "Furen Yushi muzhiming," Huian ji, 92:21a. Translation adapted in Bettine Birge, 
"Chu Hsi and Women's Education," in Wm. Theodore de Bary and John W. Chaffee eds., Neo-
Confucian Education: The Formative Stage (Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California 
Press, 1989), 358. 

Ibid., 93:39. 
Qiang Zhi, "Runan Zhoushi furen muzhiming," Cibu ji, 50:2a. 
Yang Wanli, "Taiyiren Langshi muzhiming," Chengzhai ji, 131:23. 
Fan Zuyu, "Youtunwei dajiangjun qi jianxian jun Yangshi muzhiming," 51:15. Rouri ^0 are 

the days that bear the even numbered signs of the Heavenly Stems, tiangan i-e. yi 7L, ding 
3, ̂in kui etc. 

Liu Zai, "Gu Jizhou Wangshijun Caishi xingzhuang," Mantangji, 34:15. 
Xu Han, "Jiangshi furen muzhiming," wenji, 12:11-12. 
As a Song scholar, Zhao Yushi, pointed out that the Ten Feast Days, a very popular Buddhist 

fasting practice that laypeople observed during the Song times, were the 1®', 8"^, M"*, 15"', 18*, 
23rd, 24*^ 28"", 29* and 30"" of the month. On these ten days people were on vegetarian diet only. 
Zhao Yushi, Bintui lu ,3\3. Also see footnote 20. 



which the practitioners fasted or were on vegetarian diets, the sources show that in certain 

areas Daoist fasting was also popular. Female practitioners would observe it for several 

months each year."*' 

Many women became vegetarians upon the deaths of their close family members. 

After their husbands died, in order to show their grief, widows often vowed to abstain 

from eating flesh for a lifetime. Their fasting, in particular, also served as an expression 

of their chastity and resolve never to remarry. Many of them converted to and became 

devout Buddhists or Daoists. In Song women's funeral biographies and anecdotal sources, 

there are abundant cases of widows' fasting following the deaths of their husbands. To 

cite but one typical example. Lady Wang became a widow at a young age. Her uncle tried 

to force her to remarry but she refused. To show her resolution, she avoided cosmetics, 

jewelry, and meat eating. She ate only one meal every day."*^ Mme. Li wore plain clothes 

and became a vegetarian after the death of her husband. She became devoted to Buddhist 

teachings and diligently explored the religion.'*^ In the above two cases, the women can 

not be viewed as pious Buddhist practitioners. Rather, widowhood led to a life of 

asceticism, while religious pursuits provided them a shelter from remarriage. 

Aside from chastity, female filial piety, another central Confucian virtue, also 

promoted a life of asceticism. The wife of Li Zhiyi (fl. 11"^ century), Hu Wenrou 

abstained from meat following her mother's death. Her mother-in-law tried to 

force her to resume her normal diet but she refused to do so. For the rest of her life she 

Wang Yong, Yanyi yimou lu (rpt. by Beijing, Zhonghua shuju, 1997), 26. 
Chao Shuozhi, "Chongde xian taijun Wangshi muzhiming," Jingyu shengji, 20: 25. 
Qiang Zhi, Ibid., 3S\\2. 
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ate only coarse vegetarian food. Hu also studied Buddhism diligently. Her husband 

extolled her and thought he could never reach her level in the practice and understanding 

of Buddhist tenets."^"^ Another example is found in Lady Huang's biography. She grieved 

over her mother's death and subsequently became a vegetarian. Lady Huang was also 

depicted as a pious Buddhist from her middle age of life on.'^^ Inspired by her mother-in-

law's religious piety, Woman Chen also became a very dedicated Buddhist, and they 

practiced Buddhism together. When her mother-in-law passed away, Chen was extremely 

sad and she vowed to eat no flesh for the rest of her life."^^ There is also the noteworthy 

case of a filial woman, Miss Dong, who desperately strove to rebury her father Dong 

Yichang (fl. 12^^ century) and mother, me Lin. She was said to have avoided 

meat and intoxicants for over twenty years in order to express her filiality so that she 

could arrange her parents' reburial. Besides an expression of her filial piety, Dong's 

zhaijie practice was probably a kind of reverential service, like the preparations for 

divination and other rituals arising from the geomancy of graves which were in vogue at 

that time."^^ She once remarked that burying her parents properly was more important than 

anything else, even though she was already married and had independent wifely duties. 

Li Zhiyi, "Guxi jushiqi Hu Wenrou muzhming," Giai jushi qianji, 50:2a. 
Li Gang, "Song gu longtu Zhanggong furen Huangshi muzhiming," Liangxi ji, 170:11-13. 
Xu Yuanjie, "Pucheng Chenshi muzhiming," Meiye ji, 11:4. 
Lo Dajing described popular funeral practices of his time and attributed the custom of reburial 

to the popularity of geomancy at his time. Luo Dajing, Helinyulu, bingbian, 6. (rpt. Taipei: 
Zhengzhong shuju, 1969). For scholarship on Song funeral practices see Patricia Ebrey, "The 
Response of the Sung State to Popular Funeral Practices," in Patricia Ebrey and Peter Gregory 
eds.. Religion and Society in T'ang and Sung China (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1993), 
209-240; "Sung Neo-Confucian Views on Geomancy," in Irene Bloom and Joshua Fogel eds.. 
Meeting of Minds: Intellectual and Religious Interaction in East Asian Traditions of Thought 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 75-107. Also refer to Zhang Bangwei, "Songdai 
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As previously discussed, the majority of Song women practiced vegetarian fasting 

or avoided killing animals in observation of their Buddhist beliefs. However, there were 

other issues which led them to vow to observe long term or even a lifetime of abstinence 

from flesh: the loss of family members, like parents or husbands, as previously 

mentioned, or concerns over possible economic decline. Zhu Xi commended a woman 

who abstained from meat for over ten years because of her family's financial straits."^^ 

Another example found in a woman's epitaph written by a Southern Song scholar Yuan 

Xie "MM: (1144-1224). Yuan highly praised Mme. Lin for her ascetic practices, such as 

"eating without meat" owing to the familial impoverishment. Accordingly, 

Yuan Xie described her as "unrivalled even by virtuous women in ancient times" 

A story recorded in Kuiche zhi also tells of a woman fasting and 

drinking only water due to destitution: 

A woman from Cangzhou did not eat, but only drank several cups of water 
per day. She was already forty-five or forty-six years old but her face looked very 
fresh and young. People asked her why she fasted. She replied: "When I was 
young, my mother was very sick and I had no father and brothers. Everyday I 
sold fruits in the market to support my mother but could only earn very little 
money. It was the time of famine. The price of rice was high and food was 
scarce, so I prayed to Heaven to not let me feel hungry by just taking water, so 
that I could support my mother with the money I eamed from selling the fruits. 
So I drank a cup of water from the well and I have not felt hungry ever since 
then." When, several years later her mother died, she had fasted for over thirty 

51 years. 

sangzang xisu juyu," i" Dierjie Songshi xueshuyantaohui lunwenji (Taipei: 
Wenhuadaxue, 1996), 79-94. 

Zhou Bida, "Canyi Dongjun Changyi muzhiming," Wenzhongji, 72: 1 lb-12a. 
Zhu Xi, "Rongguo furen Guanshi muzhiming," HuianJi, 92: 13. 
Yuan Xie, "Lin Taishuren Yuanshi muzhiming," Qiezhai ji, 21:9. 
Guo Tuan, Kuiche zhi, 2,5. 
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The above story, similar to those relating Daoist-type fasting in which the practitioners 

would eat nothing (see section below), reveals the belief that a woman's filial piety 

allowed her to fast without hunger for a long time. 

Economic concerns were sometimes the primary reasons for fasting and 

vegetarianism among women, and for similar conduct among some male scholars as 

well.^^ Especially during famines, food prices soared, and some areas had no available 

food; even affluent families could not afford meat for every family member. In this 

situation, as the previous evidence has shown, women family members would be the ones 

who would eschew meat. Such female behavior would be regarded as particularly 

virtuous; the Confucian premium on thriftiness was especially pertinent to women. Many 

Song advice books, such as Sima Guang's (1019-1086) Jia Fan 

53 emphasized the importance of female thrift as a sign of household prosperity. 

There is a stereotype that Chinese women usually practice Buddhism during their 

old age following some life crisis, such as the illness and/or death of family members.^"^ 

Yet the evidence shows that many women had studied Buddhism since childhood, and 

became vegetarians while young Mme. Chen, while still a yovmg girl, studied Buddhism 

and did not eat meat.^^ Great Lady Du continued to fall as a vegetarian from her 

childhood. Yuan Fu (Jinshi, 1214) once composed a woman's biography 

See Tao Jing-shen, BeiSong shizu jiazu hunyin shenghuo (Taipei: Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi 
yuyan yanjiuso, 2001), 210. 

^ Sima Guang, Jia Fan (in Zhongguo zixue mingzhu jicheng), 515. 
See Ebrey, The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the Lives of ChineseWomen in the Sung Period 

(Berkeley; University of California Press, 1993), 128. Tao, Ibid., 162. 
Huang Shang, "Furen Chenshi muzhiming," Yanshan ji, 33:12. 
Li Shi, "Dushi tairuren muzhiming," Fangzhou ji, 17:18. 
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concerning the latter's miraculous experience of often dreaming of the Pure Land, the 

Western Paradise. Yuan Fu attributed the woman's dreams to the fact that she had 

abstained from meat and had chanted the name of Guanyin Bodhisattva every day since 

her youth.^^ Regardless of social rank, young girls' religious practices in the Song period 

were usually inspired by their mothers. Throughout biographies and other sources, we 

can find numerous cases in which the subject of the biography, whether man or woman, 

was influenced in their later religiosity by their mothers. These sources apparently 

suggest that during the Song period women's piety catalyzed their children's religious 

practices, including their ascetic behavior. Later chapters will further explore the 

related issue concerning mothers' influence over their children in terms of their practices 

for personal cultivation. 

The pursuit of an ascetic lifestyle was not confined to members of the elite. 

Sources mention many examples of ordinary women's practices of piety. Their ascetic 

devotion was praised by male literati as well. Sima Guang once composed a biography 

for an ordinary woman, Zhang Xingpo also knovra as Old Woman Zhang, who 

Yuan Fu, "Tairuren Bianshi muzhiming," Mengzhai ji, 18:18-19. 
For instance, the mother of an eminent Song monk, Zhihai, was a very devout Buddhist. She 

was said to have only one vegetarian meal every day for the sake of Zhihai's illness. Later Zhihai 
followed his mother to be a vegetarian. He then became a Buddhist monk owing to his mother's 
influence. See Shi Huiguan, "YouSong Yongxing jun Xiangcheng Shangan Chanyuan zhu 
Guangzi dashi Haigong shouta ji," in QSW, 2014, 876. 

The term "xingpo" refers to the aged women who practice Buddhism. It seems to appear 
no earlier than Tang, and probably became popular in the Song times. Several accounts regarding 
xingpo can be found in Jingde chuandeng lu (Jingde Records of the Transmission of 
the Lamp), completed in 1004 by Dao Yuan MtU, a historical document regarding Chan linage in 
the Song times (in T 51:2076). For English translation of this text, see Ogata Sohaka, The 
Transmission of the Lamp: early masters. Wolfeboro, N.H.: Longwood Academic, 1990. Also 
refer to Jiataipudeng lu Z.2B.X: 1-2. 
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had been a servant in Sima Guang's sister-in-law's family. As a pious Buddhist, Old 

Woman Zhang left her son and home to live alone in a deserted temple. She studied 

Buddhist texts and ate one vegetarian meal every day.^" Another story reported by the 

Southern Song scholar, Zhou Bida (1126-1204), was about his mother's 

nursemaid. Woman Meng Woman Meng took the vow to observe Buddhist 

precepts when she was thirty-five years old. She abstained from meat and wine and 

constantly recited the Buddhist texts. When she died, Zhou's brother cremated her 

according to Buddhist ritual. It was said that the color of her skull was as white as snow, 

her tongue remained intact, and copious relics were left after the cremation. Amazed at 

all this, Zhou recorded the story and thought that even the old Buddhist masters could not 

reach her level of spirituality.^' In addition, miscellaneous Song notes, such as Hong 

Mai's (1123-1202) Yijian zhi relate assorted stories concerning the ascetic 

practices of women from the lower classes. 

2. Daoist Fasting as Personal Cultivation 

Documentation of the Daoist type of fasting, which is basically to avoid all food, 

is often encountered in the Song materials as well. As we have already observed, 

traditional Daoist asceticism strongly emphasizes fasting. Daoist fasting techniques such 

as bigu or jueli, the avoidance of grain or the cutting off of granules, require that adepts, 

as a means of gaining longevity, shun all food and, particularly solid fare. As sources 

Sima Guang, "Zhang Xingpo Zhuan," Chuanjiaji, 72:9. 
Zhou Bida, "Mengyu zangji," Wenzhongji, 36:20a. 
Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 262, 937, 1665-66. 
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suggest, Daoist-style asceticism among women of all classes was not uncommon in Song 

times. For instance, the famous official poet Huang Tingjian's (1045-1105) sister 

practiced Daoist ascetic techniques to have her body "released by means of a simulated 

corpse" Daoist priestesses and laywomen in the Song often engaged in Daoist 

ascetic techniques like bigu. Their practices were extolled by the male literati. A southern 

Song scholar, Zhou Zizhi (b.l082), wrote several poems to eulogize one. Miss 

Hu, who practiced Daoist fasting and seclusion, and healed her granddaughter's eye 

disease with a talisman: 

Mme. Hu from Biling, named Yizhen, was the wife of Mr. Zhongli. Zhongli died 
suddenly in Gaoyou. Several years after his death, one night Mme. Hu dreamt of 
a magnanimous Daoist priest in long sleeves waving a sword. He gave Mme. Hu 
seven dates to eat. The next morning she was delighted as if she gained 
[enlightenment]. As a result, Mme. Hu had not eaten food ever since. Her body 
was light as a cloud, and she never slept at night. The Daoist priest promised her 
he would come to convert her after she cloistered herself in a Daoist shrine for 
two years. Mme. Hu was not literate before, but all of a sudden she could write 
and compose eulogies. In other ways, however, she acted the same as usual. In 
the morning and evening she respectfully lit incense for the Shangzhen deity. At 
times she dreamt of a youngster in green clothing who fed her divine fruits on a 
jade platter. As red as a bright rosy cloud, the shape of the divine fruits looked 
like celestial peaches. She then understood that they were cinnabar elixirs. Also, 
after several months she once more dreamt that the Daoist priest was teaching her 
to write talismans. She was then able to draw the talismans. People who had 
illness or were disturbed by evil spirits asked for her help, and Mme. Hu would 
never reject healing anyone by using talismans. It worked out very well. I have a 
four-year-old grand daughter whose eyes were inflamed and watery for a long 
time and nobody could treat it. After my granddaughter swallowed a talisman 
given by Mme. Hu, her eye disease was entirely cured. Now my granddaughter's 
eyes are as clear as pure water. In the year of Shaoxing, Bingyin (1146) Mme. Hu 
moved into a Daoist temple and named herself Chu Chen (Leaving the Dusty 
World). Upon knowing it I feel glad for her. Hence, I dedicate these poems to 
Mme. Hu. 

Huang Tingjian, "Hui Bi," in Huang Tingjian xuanji (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 
1991), 356.1 adopt the translation of shijie from Kristofer Schipper, Ibid. 

Zhou Zizhi, "Hu furen chuchenan shi," Taicang timi ji, 26:la-2b. 
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The above evidence shows that Mme. Hu, on account of her miraculous experience of 

dreaming of Daoist immortals, engaged in Daoist ascetic practices, such as the avoidance 

of food and sleep, as well as that of seclusion. Immortals fed her magical fruit and taught 

her Daoist techniques, like drawing talismans, which made her literate and able to cure 

illness. The literati Zhou Zizhi thus admired and extolled her practices. In another 

interesting case, an ordinary woman from Yongzhou abstained from food and lived in 

seclusion after meeting someone who fed her dates in a field. Intriguingly, her asceticism 

enabled her to foresee what would happen in the future. Because of this ability, she 

associated with many Song officials and received their reverence.Another story found 

in Yijian zhi tells of a young girl, Chen Qiongyu who miraculously met a Daoist 

deity at the age of seventeen, started to avoid foods, compose poems, and become a 

prophetess. Every day visitors of various classes stopped by her dwelling to seek her 

predictions. In 1117 she was summoned to the imperial court, and granted the name 

Master Miaojing by the Emperor Huizong (r.l 101-1125).^^ 

Records of female fasting, especially in its Daoist form, bigu, are frequently seen 

in local gazetteers. In these documents, most female practitioners are depicted as having 

mysteriously encountered somebody who was believed to be an immortal. After their 

Zen Minqiu, Duxingzazhi (In Congshu jicheng chubian. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 
1937), 29. 
^ "Miaojing lianshi," in Hong Mai's Yijian zhi, 122-23. Another story is recorded in Zhuang 
Chuo's bian\ Ye Lianshi from Wuzhou Yiwu County, was originally a farmer's daughter. 
One day in the middle of winter, she saw a giant peach floating on a stream. She picked it up and 
ate it. She then did not eat anything and became literate and good at calligraphy. The Emperor 
Huizong had her summoned to the court and granted her the name of Master. Jile bian, 122. The 
Emperor of Huizong was a pro-Daoism emperor. During his reign, Huizong was associating with 
many Daoists priests and priestesses, including the notorious Daoist priest Lin Lingsu 
(fl.10-11* century). 
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miraculous experiences, these women began to fast by avoiding all kinds of food. 

Lofushan zhi (The Gazetteer of Mountain Lofu) described a Daoist priestess 

named Wu Miaoming Originally from an elite family, she had practiced bigu 

since her childhood, following a meeting with someone who taught her the technique. 

The Emperor Huizong also invited her to the court and built a mansion for her. Also in 

the Yanzhou fuzhi Tang Guangzhen was said to have separated from 

her husband in order to practice Dao (fl^M) after she had a mysterious dream. She later 

met three immortals who gave her cinnabar to swallow, and she began to eat nothing. 

During the middle of the Chunxi y#® reign period (1174-1189) she was summoned to 

the court and granted the title of zhenren Realized Person.^^ 

In the above cases, these women all miraculously abstained from food and, for 

their exceptional practices were summoned to the court by the emperors. Even setting 

aside the question of historical veracity and accuracy, the image of these women is 

unconventional. These female Daoist practitioners did not perform their womanly duties 

based on the Confucian norms but still won high regard from the male elite and even 

from the imperial house. They are celebrated in a number of poems such as the following 

entitled Zhen Gu True Maiden, composed by Zhao Shixiu (Jinshi, 1190): 

Suddenly you are able to eat nothing. 
You only drink water to live by in your middle age. 
It is difficult to tell the truth, 
But you make people believe in the existence of immortals. 
Your facial color looks pale. 

In Gujin tushu jicheng, vol. 292, "Nuguan bu." 
Ibid. Also see Yang Ercao, Xinjuan xianyuan jishi (Rpt. Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1989), "Tang 

Guangzhen." 
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Your sleeves have fragrant mist. 
The path to the so-called Turquoise Pond, 
Becomes clearly discernible in front of your eyes.®' 

This poem shows that the author was impressed by this woman whose Daoist fasting 

would lead her to the ultimate goal of the Daoist religion, becoming immortal. In two 

more poems both entitled Bushi Gu "Maiden Who Eats Nothing," the female 

protagonists were said not to eat but only drink water while chanting incantations, and 

were privy to divine ambit that the ordinary people could not reach.^° 

In Song poetry penned by male authors the motif of Daoist female ascetics is not 

uncommon. Of these poems, the most popular theme is related to females' miraculous 

abstinence from food. The zan ^ eulogies written for these women are also found in 

scholars' essays. Significantly, we seldom find similar miraculous abstinence motifs 

associated with the Song male practitioners. In the eyes of the male scholars who 

composed poems and eulogies, these female practitioners are unearthly and extraordinary. 

Their abstinence from food makes their spiritual pursuits realizable, because Daoist 

fasting, in its special way of abstinence from food, is believed to purify human bodies, a 

purification which enables the practitioners to prolong their lifespans.^' The image of 

these female Daoist ascetics can be associated both with the immortals, described in the 

Zhuang Zi , who dwelled on Mountain Gushe eating nothing but rather inhaling 

vapor, and with the Queen Mother of the West, the highest Daoist goddess, who was 

Zhao Shixiu, "Zhen Gu," Qingyuanzhai shiji, 203. 
™ Xu Ji, "Bushi Gu," Erweiting shiji, 170; Weng Juan, "Bushi Gu," Xiyan ji, 178. Also see Shen 
Liao, "Jinxian ntizhen." Yunchao bian, 589. 

Su Shi had recorded several related stories regarding such Daoist fasting practices at his time. 
Song people including Su Shi himself believed that the avoidance of food would be a technique to 
gain everlasting life. See his Su Dongpo quanji, vol. 72. 
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79 
associated with immortality. We should note what the fasting Daoist women 

represented to the male literati: apparently the unearthly and pure images of these fasting 

Daoist women intrigued the male literati's poetic imagination. Unlike other women 

whose ascetic practices were praised by the male elite, these women represented a fantasy 

haunting men's minds over the centuries, reflecting their yearning for longevity. 

3. Mixed Cultivation 

"Mixed cultivation" refers to the fact that some women mixed different practices 

during the Song times. These women were devout Buddhist believers and, at the same 

time, practiced Daoist cultivation. As with many male literati, such as Su Shi, such an 

admixture of personal cultivation by women reflected the syncretistic tendency of the 

Three Teachings in the Song dynasty. For instance, being fond of Buddhist teachings, 

Mme. Wang ate only one meal without meat per day after her husband died and also 

practiced Daoist breathing techniques, which contributed to her long lifespan. Another 

case is Zhao Bian's (1008-1084) sister-in-law, Zhao Yang's wife, nee Su. She 

was said to be a practitioner of both Daoism and Buddhism in her middle age. In addition 

to the Daoist breathing techniques, she also ate nothing, imbibing merely various sorts of 

herbal medicines (fllxl?), a traditional Daoist ascetic as well as nutritional technique to 

For the study on the Queen Mother of the West, refer to Suzanne E. Cahill, Transcendence and 
Divine Passion: The Queen Mother of the West in Medieval China. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1993. 

Chao Shuozhi, Jingyushengji, 20:25. 
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gain everlasting life/"^ Fang Daojian (1114-1191), in her epitaph written by Yang 

Wanli 127-1206), was also depicted as a mixed practitioner. When she was 

young, she received a Daoist lu ^ (corresponding-register) and fasted fifteen days each 

month. Fang Daojian also studied Buddhist canons diligently, and even intended to shave 

off her hair to become a nun.^^ The above heroines all received praise from biographers 

on account of their Confucian virtues. Mme. Wang refused to marry after the death of 

her husband. Fang Daojian took care of family tasks like ancestral rites and catering. 

Miss Su assisted her husband's clan members during a famine. Their practices 

indisputably mirror a synthesis of Three Traditions in the Song period. The next chapter 

will further discuss such women's mixed cultivation with regard to Song women's 

literary and spiritual pursuits. 

4. Women's Observance of Non-Killing 

Women who observed zhaijie were usually influenced by the Buddhist 

proscription against killing living beings one of the wu jie, TLj^, the Five 

Precepts generally adhered to by Buddhist practitioners. Buddhist adepts believed that 

observing the Five Precepts not only enhanced their spiritual state, but also accrued 

merits which might lead to valued things such as everlasting life, good fortune, wealth, 

In her last moment of life. Miss Su sat and folded her legs with a specific Buddhist hand 
gesture. Liu Cizhuang, Zhao Yan qi Su shi, in Huang Benji (Qing dynasty) ed., Guzhi shihua iJ" 

vol.27, 18, in Shike shiliao xinbian, Ser.2 (Taipei: Xinwenfeng chubanshe press, 1979), 
1381. 

Yang Wanli, "Tailingren Fangshi muzhiming," Chengzhaiji, 129, 3-5. 
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and so forth. Many of the women described in the above evidence concerning women's 

zhaijie, not only were vegetarians, but they also abided by the precept of not killing. 

Some more cases can be cited here: Women Tang of Yongjia Coimty did not kill any 

living beings and ate no flesh.^^ Lady Zheng vowed to observe the no-killing precept, and 

7 0  ^ ^ _t_ 

ate only single-flavored vegetarian food. A Southern Song scholar, Zhang Shi's 

(1133-1180) wife, Miss Xiong, avoided slaying living things. She had lived near a 

slaughterhouse. After hearing the sounds of butchery, she decided to become a vegetarian. 

70 
From that day on she never took the life of animals. Some women even persuaded their 

families to follow their practices. Chen Xiang (1017-1080) once reported a woman, 

Mme. Fu, who abstained from animal killing and admonished her family against 

Since very early times the laic's moral conduct had been prescribed by a set of rules which told 
the practitioners to abstain from (1) killing (2) stealing (3) sexual misbehavior 

; (4) lying ^^Ip ; and (5) drinking liquor According to Tokuno Kyoko, "the 
laic formally took the vows during a ceremony in which the master first interrogated the 
candidate, the laic then pronounced the formula of the Triple Refuge and after each rule 
that was pronounced by the master he (or she) repeated his (or her) resolve to observe it till the 
end of his or her life According to the scripture Trapusa, these five precepts are the 
heart of lay Buddhist morality. In this sutra, the Buddha explains these five precepts and 
expounds five merits and demerits accruing from observing or violating each precept—a total of 
twenty-five merits and twenty-five demerits. Merits include; longevity, peace and security; 
protection from sword, animals and insects; ascent to heaven after death followed by rebirth in 
this world as a human with good fortune and desirable attributes; increase or maintenance of 
wealth and property; to have no fear of district officials; to be trusted, loved, and respected by 
others; to be naturally joyful and intelligent; to attain longevity; and to complete the way to 
Buddhahood. Demerits include a short lifespan; to be frightened, to have many enemies, to enter 
the hell under Mt. Tai at death followed by rebirth as a human being, but with a short life and 
physical impairments and imperfections; loss of property; to be reprimanded by the king's law; to 
be constantly ill at ease; rebirth among animals; an unhappy marriage; to harbor resentment; to 
lose the trust of others; to encounter brigands; and to neglect the precepts and proper deportment 
through intoxication." Tokuno Kyoko, Byways in Chinese Buddhism: The "Book of Trapusa" 
and indigenous scriptures , Ph.D. Dissertation, (Berkeley: University of California, 1994), 108. 
" Cao Xun, "Yongjia jun taifiiren Tangshi muzhiming." Songyin ji, 36:3. 

Hong Gua, "Zhengyiren muzhi," Panzhou wenji, 75:11. 
"Zhang Shi qi Xiongshi muzhiming," in Chen Boquan ed., Jiangxi chutu muzhiming xuanbian. 

tCmfiilihSiiSiSSli- Jianxi jiaoyu chuban she, 1991. 
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slaughtering animals for food.^° Although there are a great number of cases concerning 

women's observance of non-killing, most of these sources do not mention when these 

female protagonists stopped killing animals, and how they handled their family tasks, 

which involved animal killing for ancestral worship and banquet preparation. 

Besides the abstinence from killing, women involved in the releasing of animals 

were also admired by the Song male literati. Woman Wu was depicted as compassionate 

and daring in the protection of living animals. She set free tens of thousands of birds and 

fishes annually.^' Sun Di (1081-1169) recounts a miraculous story regarding a 

woman releasing animals. Mme. Wang had studied Buddhist canons diligently when she 

was a young girl. She had never killed living things for food. Once Mme. Wang dreamt 

of many people in emerald garments praying to her for mercy. When she woke up, she 

realized the meaning and asked her family to release all the clams that would be served 

R9 
for the meal. Mme. Wang thereafter did not eat food with shells. The following is 

another story found in the anecdotal sources: 

Mr Sun Weimin's wife, Mme. Bian, was fond of eating fresh fish. She had to 
watch the fish be chopped while alive before she felt it would be tasty. One day 
after she personally saw the chef cutting up a fish and putting it into a container, 
she felt sleepy and took a nap. She then dreamt of the Guanyin Bodhisattva 
sitting inside the container of sliced fish, luminous. Mme. Bian suddenly woke 
up to see the fish in the container, and she saw all the sliced pieces moving as if 
alive. She then had it all thrown into the river. Mme. Bian became a vegetarian. 
83 

Chen Xiang, "Chongguo taifuren muzhiming," Gulingji, 20:19. 
Fan Zuyu, "Suizhou guanchashi handonghou qi Chenliujun jun Wushi muzhi ming," Ibid., 48:4. 
Sun Di, "Song gu Qinguo furen Wangshi muzhiming," Hongqingjushi ji, 40:3. 
Zhuang Chuo, Jile bian,juan xia, 113. 
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Many similar miraculous stories are found among funeral inscriptions as well as in the 

anecdotes. 

5. Seclusion as an Ascetic Practice 

In addition to various types of fasting as observed by Song women, seclusion, 

zhaiju or yenju was another form of women's ascetic practice that also is 

often mentioned in the Song materials. Many women, whether they were from an elite 

families or the lower class, not only lived an austere life by fasting, but also cloistered 

themselves. Huang Tingjian recorded a woman who starting at the age of forty secluded 

herself by living alone. Huang acclaimed her practice as one which even Buddhist nuns 

could not achieve.Su Song's (1120-1101) sister withdrew from household affairs, 

isolated herself from her family, and began studying Buddhist texts after her husband. 

Another related story is about the mother of Li Yuanchong On the fourteenth day of 
the fourth month of the first year of Yuanfeng jn® (1078), the mother of Li Yuanchong dreamt 
that she approached a big pond. One big 3 to 4 foot long catfish jumped out of the water and 
became a young girl in black clothing, who bowed to her and said: "Next morning I will be 
served as your breakfast. Now I am pregnant with five thousand babies in my belly. I beg for your 
mercy to let me go. If I survive, my five thousand children will be saved as well." Li 
Yuanchong's mother consented to do so. Next dawn Li's mother admonished the servants against 
purchasing fish, but one already went to the market and came back with a huge-bellied catfish 
which was exactly the one Li's mother saw in her dream last night. She then ordered the servant 
to release it into the brook. Li's mother thus became a pious Buddhist and did not eat meat for the 
rest of her life. Anonymous Writer (Song), "Limu fangyu." Xinbian fenmen gujin shilei. Rpt. 
Taipei: Xinxing shuju, 1937. 

Huang Tingjian, "Yongan xian jun Jinshi muzhiming," Shangu waiji, 8:20. Another woman 
Mme. Wang, based on Huang's record, also chose to live alone in order to serve Buddha. Ibid, 
8:26. 
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Zhang Sili died.^^ According to the renowned Southern Song poet, Lu You 

(1125-1210), Mme. Chen cloistered herself after she had helped her husband's family to 

prosper, and never again stepped outside her room.^^ Zhong Lingzhan (1132-

1184) studied Buddhism as a pupil of the famous Chan Monk, Dahui Zonggao. She lived 

o o  

in seclusion and ate no meat "in order to cut off worldly desire." In Yijian zhi a female 

Daoist practitioner originally from an elite family, He Shiyun also known as 

Lanyu Daoren secluded herself after the death of her husband.^^ The above 

cases show elite women's seclusion in the Song. The data also show non-elite women 

practicing zhaiju from religious piety.^° 

Seclusion as a women's ascetic practice in the Song implies that women resigned 

from their duties at home. However, not all women were privileged enough to be freed 

from household tasks, including the preparatory work for the ancestral rites and, its 

concomitant meal provision. As wives and daughters-in-law, women were expected to 

do their duties, such as catering, for the entire family and guests, and to perform the 

ancestral sacrifices. Although in prosperous families the servants would undertake all the 

household chores, sources show that many women from those well-to-do families still 

personally took on tasks such as preparing food for family meals and ancestral rites, a 

fortiori women in average and poor families. They consequently had to kill animals in 

Su Song, "Wanshou xianling Zhangjun furen Sushi muzhiming," Suweigong wenji, 62:8. 
According to Miss Su's epitaph written by Su Song, her first husband Lu Changxu died fourteen 
years before her second husband Zhang Sili died. 

Lu You, "Furen Chenshi muzhiming," Weinan wenji, 222. 
Ye Shi, "Song gu Mengfuren muzhiming," Shuixin wenji, 233. 
"Lanyu Daoren," Yijian zhi, 1479-80. 
For example see Hong Mai, "Liu Gunu," Yijian zhi, 317. 
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the cooking process. There is evidence that Song women ran into such problems in their 

daily lives. For instance, every time she undertook a family sacrifice, Miss Zhu needed to 

slice up the animals and cook the meals in person. Mme. Xia was told that she might 

observe the precept against taking life and be a vegetarian except when she needed to 

92 conduct sacrificial tasks and prepare banquets for the family and guests. 

According to the sources, some women would also fast before they took up 

ancestor worship. This was a traditional Confucian fasting custom for rituals and 

sacrifices. Lady Sheng would fast preior to every family sacrifice. Whenever guests 

visited the house, she always feted them by cutting up fresh fish, chopping up chicken, 

and roasting the lamb.^^ The above biographical subjects were said to have been fond of 

Buddhist teachings. 

6. Song Male Literati's Opinion 

Although many similar examples could be cited, a certain pattern has already 

emerged: these women were dutiful wives who fulfilled household tasks; at the same 

time, they were devoted practitioners who enthusiastically engaged in personal 

cultivation. Song male literati admired women's ascetic practices as their self-cultivation. 

They wholeheartedly acclaimed those female ascetics who continued to fulfill their 

wifely duties, including the feeding of their families and the performance of ancestral 

rites. How did the Song women reconcile their religious practices with their obligations 

Yang Shi, "Yangmu Zhushi muzhiming," Guishan ji, 30: L 
"Zeng Dali pingshi Shihu muzhiming," in Jiangxi chutu muzhi xuanbian, 17. 
Wu Yong, "Shengyiren muzhiming," Helin ji, 35:18. 
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in their daily life? How did women succeed in conforming to conventional expectations 

while pursuing their spiritual cultivation? 

As a matter of fact, women who did not do household tasks, such as preparing 

food for sacrificial rites, tended to be viewed with some disapprobation. Song Neo-

Confucians, like Sima Guang, denounced women's failure in their duty to conduct 

ancestral rites: 

In the past, women in elite families would personally prepare sacrificial foods. 
Nowadays, women are conceited and no longer willing to enter the kitchen to 
do the preparation themselves. Even though they have servants to carry out all 
the chores, they ought to do the preparation as an expression of filial piety. Now 
if they are unable to hold the knife (to do the slaughter and cutting of food) by 
themselves, they need to personally supervise the work in kitchen to make all 
food fine and clean.^"* 

Sima Guang did not mention why Song women at his time were unwilling to do food 

preparation in person. It is not implausible that women's ascetic practices and their non-

killing observance contributed to their reluctance to perform these duties. Food 

preparation for ancestral sacrifices, according to Sima Guang, was viewed not only as a 

women's job in terms of gender role, but also as representing of an important Confucian 

value—^that of filial piety towards the ancestors. 

Another critic, Lu You, wrote a funeral inscription for a dutiful woman from his 

clan: 

[Mme. Lu] had practiced Buddhist teachings since she was a child. She avoided 
eating meat and she had never violated this principle. However, she served the 
family shrine filially and respectfully. Every morning and evening she visited the 
ancestors' tablets to serve them. She took up family sacrifice, and she did all 
the cooking and cleansing tasks in person. She did not even go to sleep for 
several nights when she needed to conduct the sacrificial preparation. Her 

Sima Guang, Simashi shuyi, 10, 114. 
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husband, the Gentleman for Discussion, made many friends who were very 
eminent men. Every time these friends made visits, the Gentleman for 
Discussion frequently inviteed them to spend a night in their house. Mme. Lu 
then held the knife, chopping and cooking to regale them, and she never had an 
exhausted expression on her face, even in her old age. This is what the woman's 
duty is. However, nowadays, the instructions in the inner quarters seem to ignore 
this. Women who claim to study Buddhism always put aside the tasks of family 
sacrifice and preparing banquets for guests. They only spend their personal funds 
on their wishes, and declare: "I am seeking bliss from Buddha." Alas! 
Marrying a wife is to have her perform the ancestral rites and undertake the 
household affairs. Is it indeed intended to allow her to seek bliss at all? 

Clearly, Lu You is critical of the practices of contemporary women. He complained 

bitterly about women's practice of Buddhism because as a result they neglected their 

responsibilities in conducting the ancestral rites and catering. In eyes of the Song male 

literati like Lu You, women who did not abide by the customs, for example those who 

removed themselves from household affairs either because of their observance of non-

killing or their seclusion, were not playing their roles as dutiful housewives in the inner 

quarters. Accordingly, although Sima Guang wrote the biography for the Old Lady 

Zhang, he criticized her Buddhist beliefs, which led her abandon her son and family to 

live alone. 

Food Practices—Dietary Culture and Rituals in the Song Social Context 

Song women's ascetic practices like zhaijie, fasting, and non-killing, are recorded 

extensively in many sources, especially in women's epitaphs. A question we must ask, 

however, is what is the aim of the Song literati in writing women's biographies? To the 

Lu You, "Lu Ruren muzhiming," Weinan wenji, 205. My observation of such literati's 
attitudes toward women's non-killing practice shared the similar opinion with Wang 
Pingyu. Wang Pingyu, Songdai funu de fojiao xinyang—jian lun shidaifu guandian de quanshi 
yupiping . Master thesis. National Tsing Hua University, 1998. 

Sima Guang, Chamgjia ji, 72:10. 
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male elite, the purpose in writing funeral biographies is not only to commemorate the 

deceased, but also to "conceal the evil and make known the good" among the populace. 

In other words, the function of writing biographies is to set up paradigms to be emulated 

and commemorated throughout history. Accordingly, the genre of biography appears is 

stereotyped and serves as propaganda. Given the seemingly persistent biographical 

patterns found in women's funeral inscriptions, readers can grasp the ideology and core 

values of the biographers. The motifs in these female biographies tell of how Song 

women, as "inner helpers," assist their husbands, take care of their parents-in-law, rear 

and educate their children, and support their husbands' families and clans. However, as 

the above-mentioned representative group of materials make clear, women's ascetic 

practices, like fasting and vegetarianism in the service of their personal cultivation, were 

also acknowledged, and tended to be approved by the male literati. This raises questions 

about the nature of the religious milieu and social context that contributed to the 

prevalence of Song women's self-cultivation through ascetic practices. This question can 

be answered by analyzing briefly the view of food and the dietary culture, how women 

were drawn into food metaphors and food practices, what constituted the cultural and 

socio-economic elements regarding female fasting and non-killing practices during the 

Song era, and how these practices were viewed as gendered practices—that is, practices 

prevalent among Song women rather than their male counterparts, but eventually 

accepted by men. 
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1. Food Practices—Rituals and Women 

Two famous Chinese sayings "People regard food (or eating) as heaven" and 

"Eating is as great as being emperor" reveal the importance of food in Chinese life. For 

the Chinese, food is far more than sustenance—it functions as the manifestation of rituals 

as well as a means of communication. As Li Ji, the Book of Rites says, "At the first use 

of rituals, the Xia people began with drink and food. They roasted millet and pieces of 

pork; they excavated the ground in the form of a jar, and scooped the water from it with 

their two hands; they fashioned a handle of clay, and struck with it an earthen drum. 

Simple as these arrangements were, they yet seemed to be able to express the reverence 

for Spiritual Beings," suggesting that, from antiquity the Chinese people utilized food 

as a means to communicate with the Spirits, and that, food preparation gave rise to the 

sacrificial ceremonies. As a ritual guide in Chinese daily life, the Book of Rites also 

refers to various eating-related rituals and occasions when appropriate food should be 

offered and eaten in order to perform the proper rites. 

In traditional China, every family, from rulers to the ordinary people was 

expected to perform ancestral sacrifices. The ethical teaching of Confucius views 

individual perfection in terms of one's contribution to the general welfare by means of 

respect for the great sages of the past, conformity with the ways of heaven and the 

customary practices of family and society. Among those practices, dating to early history, 

were rites involving blood sacrifice that were supported by the Confucians in their 

Li Ji, "Li Yun." Translation with slight difference quoted in James Legge, Li Chi: Book of Rites, 
Vol. 1 (New York, University Books, 1968), 368. 
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ceremonial and moral aspects.^^ In particular from early times, in the practice of San 

Sheng (Three Animals), oxen, goats, and pigs have been sacrificed in honor of the 

sages and ancestors.^^ In the Song, the Neo-Confucian movement attempted to restore 

the ancient values of the classics. Thus family rituals, such as ancestor worship, were 

regarded as fundamental ceremonies, which the Song literati endeavored to revitalize. As 

Ebrey states, of all the family rituals, ancestral rites had always had the closest 

connection to social and political rank. They also enhanced kinship solidarity in light of 

family interests.In the ancestral sacrifice, food preparation and food-offerings, which 

involved the killing of animals, were central to the whole ceremony."'' 

In traditional Chinese society food cannot be separated from rituals. Furthermore, 

the duty of food preparation and offerings for the sacrificial rituals were to be done by a 

woman's hand. The ancient Chinese classics such as Yi Jing (the Book of Changes) and 

Shi Jing, the Book of Odes, indicate that the woman's role is confined to within the inner 

quarters and her duty involves only household tasks, like cooking and sacrificial rites. In 

the Shi Jing, women's role was said to "have no wrong or right; only wine and food are 

The Analects shows that Confucius carried out sacrifices to spirits and the dead, attended 
sacrificial rites, and received the flesh of the sacrificial animal. Analects, "Ba Yi," 17; "Xiang 
Dang," 8. Mencius also spoke favorably of sacrifice, including animal sacrifice, if it were carried 
out properly, as by a sovereign, in the public interest. 

The other term is tailao See Zuoqiu Ming, Guoyu glip (rpt. Shanghai: Guji chuban she, 
1978), 564-65. 

Patricia Ebrey, Confucianism and Family Rituals in Imperial China: A Social History of 
Writing about Rites (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1991), 47. 

Sima Guang, "Sang Yi," 114-116. Zhu Xi, Jia Li. For the related study refer to Ebrey, 
"Sacrificial Rites," Chu Hsi 's Family Rituals: A Twelfth-Century Chinese Manual for the 
Performance of Cappings, Weddings, Funerals, and Ancestral Rites (Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 157-160. 
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for her to talk about" Such a conventional view was 

outlined in Li Ji and, in later instructional books, like Ban Zhao's NO Jie 

{Admonitions for Women). Ban Zhao wrote this celebrated essay with the expressed 

intent of instructing girls in "the rituals of women". By following this ritual and moral 

guideline, women fulfilled their predestined roles as helpmates to their husbands. Along 

with sewing and weaving, the most important duty assigned to women was to "keep wine 

and food pure and orderly, in order to serve them to guests" 

Being ordained by the classics, the female labor of food preparation was an inescapable 

necessity. The typical woman's food-related duties were not only to cook and cater for 

the guests, but also to imdertake the food preparation for family rituals like ancestor 

worship, which was regarded as the fundamental ceremony that the Song literati 

endeavored to revitalize. Song women prepared food for the sacrifices, and indeed played 

an indispensable role in the Song family rituals. Ideally, women could not avoid from 

such a role and duty, and yet the role and duty empowered them to have control over all 

food related work, even over their own food behaviors, such as vegetarianism and the 

non-killing of animals. 

2. Dietary Culture in Historical Context 

The evidence amply attests to women's fasting practices concerning 

vegetarianism during the Song times. Was that practice also prevalent among the male 

102 ttgj Gan," Maol89, ShiJing. See Qu Wanli, Shijing shiyi, 2 vols. Taipei: Zhongguo wenhua, 
1952-53. 

Ban Zhao, Nii Jie. See Nancy Lee Swann, Pan Chao: Foremost Woman Scholar of 
China (New York: Century, 1932), 86. 
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populace? What are the underlying causes contributing to female fasting and 

vegetarianism? In Chinese, shushi (or sushi means a diet comprised only of 

vegetables, fruits, and the like without meat or alcoholic drinks"''^. According to Buddhist 

teachings, the diet should also be without onions, garlic, and leeks.Unlike India, where 

the indigenous religion of Buddhism arose, China has a long meat-eating and animal-

sacrificing tradition. Animal sacrifice was central to the Chinese ritual tradition. 

Although the types of offerings differed with one's social status, each offering involved 

blood-sacrifice. In ancient China, meat was consumed after being offered in sacrifice. 

Although there are records of fasting and abstinence from meat in early China, it was 

only with the introduction of Buddhism around the first century AD that vegetarianism 

became commonplace, particularly after the Emperor Wu of Liang (r.502-552 

AD) in 511 proclaimed a prohibition against the sangha drinking alcohol and eating 

meat.'"^ He further banned all tj^es of blood-sacrifice, including the state sacrifice which 

symbolized the establishment of the reign and was regarded as an indispensable 

tradition.'®^ The prohibition on blood-sacrifice issued by Emperor Wu of Liang, however. 

Yan Shigu, Kuangmiu zhengsu. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1936. 
The so-called wuxin or wuhun TlM are the five forbidden pungent roots, including garlic, 

leeks, onion, and two other strongly flavored onion-like vegetables. According to the Buddhist 
sutras, as the Song monk Zhipan (13* century) points out, these five pungent root 
vegetables cause irritability of temper if eaten raw; and, if eaten cooked, act as an aphrodisiac. 
Also, the breath of the eaters will drive away the good divinities and evoke evil spirits. Zhipan, 
Fozu tongji in Taisho: 49:2035: 323a. Zunshi, "Jie wuyin pian," in QSW, 203,508-510. 
Also See William Edward Soothill and Lewis Hodous eds., A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist 
Terms (London Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1982), 128. 

The Emperor Gaozu of Liang, "Duan jiurou wen," in Shi Dao Xuan, Guang hongmingji 
mM, in Taisho: 52: 2103: 294b-303c. 

Ibid., 293b-c. 
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lapsed in the ensuing the political chaos. A later historical document attributed the ruin of 

1  A O  

his regime to his ban on blood sacrifice. 

During the Tang, Buddhism and Daoism influenced the practices of animal 

slaughter and vegetarianism, and Buddhism influenced the Daoist bans on slaughter on 

their sacred days.'®^ Inspired by the Buddhist and Daoist teachings, in 619 Emperor 

Gaozu of Tang (r. 618-625 AD) issued a decree considerably broader in scope 

prohibiting the slaughter of animals and fish. The slaughter of these animals was not 

allowed during the Three Long Fasting Months—^the first, fifth, and ninth months (three 

whole months). This decree further banned the execution of criminals on the Ten Feast 

Days (the 1'', 8'^ 14'^ 15'^ 18'\ 23"', 24'^ 28'^ 29*^ and 30"^) of each month. In 719 a 

legal code was promulgated to change the prohibition period of Ten Feast Days to be in 

the first, fifth, and ninth months only.''''As Liu Shufen suggests, the decrees banning 

animals slaughter issued by the Emperor Tang Gaozu had an impact on the daily lives of 

the people because these orders indirectly forced Tang people to be on vegetarian diet 

during the prohibition period, since in mediaeval times there was no way to preserve 

flesh for long.'" The ban on animals' slaughter was no longer practiced in the Song 

period, but the practitioners continued the avoidance of meat on the Ten Feast Days of 

"Xiao Yan zhuan," Wei Shu, 98, 2187. 
For the mutual influence on the practices of vegetarianism and animal slaughter between 

Buddhism and Daoism see Liu Shufen, "Nian Sanjoie shi—Zhonggu houqi de dauntu yu zhaijie," 
Ibid., 15-33. 

For the records regarding the decree see Song Minqiu, "Guannei zhuzhou duantugu zhao," 
Tang dazhaolingji, "Jin Yue," vol.108, 7. "Duantu diao," Tang Huiyao (rpt. Taipei: Shijie shuju, 
1974), 733. 

Liu Shufen, Ibid., 15-16. 
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the Three Long Fasting Months."^ During the Song, in the northern region, the laypeople 

abstained from flesh and alcohol on the third and seventh days of each month in 

compliance with the Daoist custom, which was associated with the practice of the Ten 

Feast Days.^^^ 

Although some rulers in medieval China promoted vegetarian and non-killing 

practices, actual practice was far from this ideal. As mentioned above, the policy against 

blood sacrifice promulgated by Empreor Wu of Liang failed ultimately. Also, in 692 

Empress Wu (r. 690-704 AD) issued an imperial edict that the slaughter of animals and 

the catching of fish was forbidden, which incensed Tang Confucians because of the 

impediment to their ancestral sacrifices. This edict, too, became abortive.''"' Nevertheless, 

vegetarianism, especially to perpetuate fasting, was embraced by the Buddhist clergy and 

some pious laypersons in the observance of the precept against killing. As analyzed 

previously, the Chinese had no general opposition to animal slaughter or meat eating 

before the advent of Buddhism. Rather, because meat was not always available to the 

common people, meat eating seemed to serve in the Confucian Classics as a measure of 

the wellbeing of the nation. For instance, according to Mencius, an ideal society is one 

where, "if a mulberry is planted in every homestead of five mu of land, then those who 

are fifty could wear silk; if chicken, pigs and dogs do not miss their breeding seasons, 

Lu You, Laoxuean biji, in TangSong shiliao biji congkan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997), 
110. Dai Zhi, "Zheng wujiusan changyue," Shupu, in BJXSDG, ser 8, vol 2. 

Wang Yong, Yanyi yimou lu, in TangSong shiliao biji congkan (rpt. by Beijing: Zhonghua 
shuju, 1997), 26. 

Moreover, in 734 Emperor Xuanzong (r.712-755AD) ordered that the ban on slaughter be 
limited to a three day period in the first, seventh, and tenth months that was regarded as sacred by 
Daoists since the Northern Wei period. See Stanley Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987), 43 and 123. 
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then those who are seventy could eat meat; if each lot of a hundred mu was not deprived 

of labor during the busy seasons, then families with several mouths to feed would not go 

hungry...When those who are seventy wear silk and eat meat and the masses are neither 

cold nor hungry, it is impossible for their ruler not to be a true Lord." Unlike the 

upper class which was identified simply as "meat eaters" the masses in ancient 

Chinese society seldom ate meat except for meat from sacrifices on special occasions or 

festivals. Hence, in the Chinese mind, meat was regarded as precious and nutritious, and 

as a symbol of high rank in society. 

Until the Song times the production of meat was not sufficient to feed the masses. 

117 Individual families or villages raised their own domestic animals. It was not until the 

Song that the meat markets become popular. In the Song, thanks to the shifts in 

agriculture and population that spurred trade and urban revolution, commerce grew 

enormously, and specialized shops, like meat markets, became widespread in the cities 

and towns.Shiba Yoshinobu has pointed out that "in spite of Buddhist taboos, it seems 

that meat-eating was widespread and the price of meat was rising. Thus a number of 

mz&sm, mmmrnzm, 

Mencius, "LiangHuiwangshang,"Mencius, inXieBingying, etal. eds.XinyiSishu 
duben (Taipei, Sanmin shuju, 1993), 307. Translation quoted in D.C. Lau, Mencius (Penguin 
Books, 1970), 51-52. 

Chunqiu zuozhuan zhengyi, 8, 22b. In Shisan jing zhushu edition. Also refer to Terry Kleeman, 
"Licentious Cults and Bloody Victuals: Sacrifice, Reciprocity, and Violence in Traditional 
Chmdi,'' Asia Major. Third Series. Vol. VII, Part 1 (1994), 189. Chen Weiming, TangSong yinshi 
wenhua fazhanshi (Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1995), 21-22. 

Chen Weiming, Ibid., 119. 

As for the records regarding specialized meat markets, see Li Tao, Xu zizhi tongjian changbian, 
V.490, "The Fourth Year of Shaosheng (|p^) Period." 
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small-scale disreputable butchers, slaughtering and selling in covert fashion, were to be 

found scattered in the comers of rural markets and around the outskirts of villages." 

According to the description in Dongjing menghua lu and Mengliang Lu, in both Kaifeng 

and Hangzhou, the butcher shops abounded, and the demand for meat dramatically 

increased: 

Numerous butcher shops throughout the city prepared meat. In Kaifeng, butcher 
shops were "a meat table, where three to five men are lined up wielding knives, 
and the meat is broadly cut, sliced, finely slivered, or pounded with a blade, 
according to the desires of the customer." In Southern Sung Hangchow, such 
butcher shops abounded, and "each day each shop hangs sides of pork—not less 
than ten sides. In the two holidays of wintertime, around New Year's, each shop 
sells several tens of sides daily." Other kinds of meat readily available to the 
urban cook included beef, horse, donkey, venison, rabbit, a variety of fowl, 
fish, and seafood of all kinds. 

This detailed passage regarding the popularity of the butcher shops explicitly indicates 

the prevalence of meat diet among the urban populace during the Song times. 

We see from the foregoing discussion that practices of blood sacrifice pervaded 

traditional Chinese society. Many types of sacrifice, including those performed by 

popular cults, involved the killing of animals. As Valerie Hansen points out, the Song 

dynasty witnessed the growth and formation of the popular pantheon, which caused many 

Shiba Yoshinobu, Commerce and Society in Song China (Mark Elvin trans. Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan, 1970), 100. Also refer to his another study on Song markets 
"Urbanization and the Development of Market in the Lower Yangtze Valley," in John Winthrop 
Haeger, ed Crisis and Prosperity in Sung China (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1975), 13-
48. 

Meng Yuanlao, Dongjing menghua lu (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), 27; Wu Zimu, 
Mengliang lu, 270. Translation quoted in Michael Freeman, "Sung," in K.C. Chang ed., Food in 
Chinese Culture: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1977), 149. 
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121 • temples to be built by the local officials and wealthy merchants. In the Song times, 

many butcher shops were located around the local temples and shrines because of the 

need of meat for sacrifices.Unsurprisingly, the upper classes and well-to-do families 

had ample opportunities to present meat-offerings and consume meat. Humble families 

in the Song period, however, also managed with great effort to obtain inferior meat for 

sacrifices.According to Marco Polo's observation, the lower classes "do not abstain 

from all the other kinds of unclean flesh without any respect."This proximity of 

citizens to vendors of animal meat therefore promoted the popularization of a meat diet 

among the masses. Additionally, numerous restaurants and food stands, which supplied 

• • ' 125 various meat dishes, were located all over the cities and towns at that time. Shio 

Takugo has argued that meat eating was very common for all strata of Chinese society in 

the Southern Song. For some members of the rich official class consumed lamb and 

mutton and regarded pork as inferior. Pork and fish, together with rice, formed the main 

1 Oft 
diet of the lower classes. 

Valerie Hansen, Changing Gods in Medieval China, 1127-1276. Princetion: Princetion 
University Press, 1990. 

Dongjing menghua lu, 22. Hung Mai, Yijian zhi, "Yongkang taishou," 1017-8. Fan Chengda, 
Wuchuan lujuan 1. Changsha: Zhonghua shuju, 1936, in Congshujicheng chubian 3153. Also 
see Chen Weiming, Ibid., 127. Also as Shiba Yoshinobu shows that "at the Chung-te Temple in 
Szechwan, in front of which several hundreds of butchers are said to have resided, up to 40,000 
sheep were slaughtered each year in sacrifice."/6/c/., 102. 

"Hujiang saishen," Yijian zhi, 457. Also see Shio Takugo, Ibid. 
Gernet, Ibid., 136. 
Dongjing menghua lu, 13-14, 16-17, 20-21, 22, 23, 26-27; Duchengjisheng, 93-94; Xihu 

laoren fansheng lu, 115-116; Mengliang lu, 241-43, 244-45, 264-271. Wulin jiushi, 444, 445, 447, 
448-9. 

Shio Takugo, "A Popularization of a Meat Diet during the Song Dynasty—Focusing on the 
Case of Jiang Nan during the Southern Song Dynasty," Shukan Toyogaku, 79 (1998), 69-86. For 
the studies on Song meat diet, see Chen Weiming, TangSongyinshi wenhua fazhanshi (Taipei: 
Xuesheng shuju, 1995), 119-136; Wu Tao, "BeiSong dongjing de yinshi shenghuo," Shixue 
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3. Vegetarianism and Related Practices in the Song 

But what was the general attitude of the Song people toward vegetarianism? After 

the arrival of Buddhism, the concept of vegetarianism was advocated particularly by the 

Buddhist clergy and the upper classes as an expression of their religious piety.In the 

Song, the scholar-official Huang Tingjian often followed a vegetarian diet because of his 

inclination towards Buddhism. Wang Shu zEBW, fond of Buddhist teachings, abstained 

190 
from meat. Another vegetarian was the Southern Song poet Lu You. But unlike 

Huang Tingjian and Wang Shu, who believed in Buddhist tenets, he was in favor of 

vegetarianism for the sake of regimen (^^). He wrote several poems on the advantages 

1 ^0 
of vegetarianism. As the sources suggest, however, not many male scholars observed 

1-2 1 
the long-term vegetarian fasting practiced by women in Song China. Most of the Song 

literati preferred meat eating rather than a vegetarian diet. Many of them must have had 

yuekan 2 (1994), 22-29. Jacques Gernet, Daily Life in China: on the Eve of the Mongol Invasion 
1250-1276 (translated by H.M. Wright. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1962), 136. 

Above-mentioned Emperor Wu of Liang is the best example. Also in the Tang, Cui Anqian 
a pious Buddhist scholar-official, often treated guests to imitation meat made of soybeans. 

He probably first invented vegetarian imitations of meat. See Sun Guangxian, Beimeng suoyen. 
Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2002. 

Huang Tingjian wrote several poems concerning his vegetarian diet. See Tao Jing-shen, 
Ibid.,212. 

"Wang Shu benzhuan," Song Shi, 286, 9632-9633. 
Chen Weiming, Ibid., 46-47. 
Tao Jing-shen points out that there were not many male scholars who practiced vegetarianism 

during the Northern Song. See Tao, Ibid., 211.1 also have same doubts about the popularity of 
vegetarianism among Southern Song male elites according to my investigation of the male 
biographies of Southern Song. I have investigated over 400 women's biographies and 
approximately 150 males in both Northern and Southem Song. There are only a very few cases 
documentary Song male vegetarianism. 
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meat on an everyday basis. Su Shi, who ate meat at least one meal per day,'^^ once 

remarked that, just as in the case of avoiding meat, it was very difficult to abstain from 

desire (M^). He definitely was not unwilling to eat only vegetables all his life 

A pious Buddhist follower, the renowned scholar-official Zhang 

Shangying (1043-1122), was not a vegetarian. Instead, he ate meat every day. In 

a letter to Zhang Zhiping, he said: 

I am by now seventy four years of age, each day reading four to five scrolls of 
Buddhist writings. Every day I eat one sheng of rice, five Hang of noodles, eight 
Hang of meat, and supplements of fish and wine. I followed this routine 
constantly. I do not take warm medicine, but only practice breathing techniques, 
harmonizing the heavenly grades day and night.'^'* 

Sima Guang once wrote a letter to a friend who had avoided meat and wine for a long 

period, advising him that flesh and alcohol were indispensable for life. Sima Guang even 

thought the vegetarian diet would cause some types of colds. Likewise, Yang 

Zonghui's (lO"^ Century) family believed his illness and early death resulted from 

• • . 1 "Xfx 
his vegetarian diet. The belief that vegetarianism caused poor health thus seemed to be 

pervasive among the male elite. 

Tao,M,211. 
Su Shi, "Da Zhang Wenqian shu." Dongpo quanji, 52. 
Hung Mai, Rongzhai suibi sibi (Shanghai: Guji chuban she, 1978), 631. The translation is 

based on Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer's with some changes. Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer, "Zhang 
Shangying (1043-1122)—An Embarrassing Policy Adviser under the Northem Song," in 
Tsuyoshi Kinugawa ed., Ryu Shiken hakushi shoju ki'nen Soshi kenku RonshT 

(Kyoto: Dohosha, 1989), 524. 
Sima Guang, "Da Li Daqing Xiaoji shu," Sima Wengong quanji. Refer to Tao, Ibid., 210. 
Tao, Ibid., 2\\. 
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In addition to the perceived health problems, the rarity of vegetarian fasting 

among the literati could also be ascribed to conventional Confucian values. Consider the 

comment on rusu (vegetarian diet) by Li Zhiyan (12"'-13^*^ Century?) : 

Nowadays people regard rusu (vegetarian diet) as zhaijie. Do they know the true 
meaning of zhaijiel According the Sages, zhai means to regulate, namely, to 
rectify one's mind;y/e denotes to be against the wicked mind and delusions. 
Therefore, to Confucians there is no single day without zhai, no single day 
without jie. People now always avoid meat on certain days like Gengshen 
Jiazi dates. They call this zhaijie. I really don't know what their 
intention is in observing such practice.'^^ 

In this passage, the real zhaijie does not mean vegetarian diet but rather a regulation of 

the mind, a definition derived from the Classics.Another Song scholar, Luo Bi 

argued that, like the Buddhists, Confucians were also against the taking of lives of living 

beings, but that the key was to stay away from the kitchens and to abide by appropriate 

rites For Confucians, vegetarianism or fasting was regarded 

as proper and necessary only during certain occasions and for short periods of time, such 

as during a mourning period or before ancestral rites. Luo Bi argues strenuously that 

killing animals for sacrifices is necessary since it is an important Confucian principle. 

The Confucians hence did not consider Buddhist vegetarianism and precepts as proper 

conduct. 

Li Zhiyan, "Rusu," Donggu suibi, 1687-88. 
See 26-28. 
Lo Bi, Loshi shiyi, 2257. 
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4. Collective Vegetarianism among the Populace in Song China 

The foregoing analysis suggests why not as many male literati observed 

vegetarian fasting as did their female counterparts. Furthermore, during the Song, 

vegetarianism seemed to be connected with popular religious fervor. Song officials were 

concerned about the practice of vegetarianism among the populace and were even 

annoyed by such collective observances. In traditional China, the bureaucratic elite 

always felt threatened by the pervasive existence of outlawed religious groups. One Song 

sect, the Manichaeans, originally from Persia, entered China around 675 AD. 

Members of this sect were largely concentrated in the South, such as Fujian and 

Zhejiang.''^' Sect members were always depicted as not only "practicing vegetarianism 

and worshipping demons" but also as "gathering at night and dispersing at 

davm" and "mixing men and women without proper distinction" 

which violated conventional Chinese values. As Masaaki Chikusa points out, the 

derogatory title "Vegetarian Demon Worshippers" was used only in the Song period,*''^ 

indicating that the Song goverrmient regarded the sect as a matter of concern, because the 

See Zhipan, Fozu tongji, Taisho: 49:2035:430c-431a. For a discussion of Manichaeans see 
Samuel Lieu, Manichaeism: In the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China, A Historical 
Survey. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985, and Manichaeism in Central Asia and 
China. Leiden: Brill, 1998. For the general background regarding Manichaeans in the Song, see 
Brian McKnight, Law and Order in Sung China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
75-79. 

Zhuang Chuo, Jile bian, 11; Lu You, Laoxuean biji, 90; Zhipan, Fozu tongji, Taisho 2035: 
48:430c-431a. 

Masaaki Chikusa Chugoku bukkyo shakaishi kenkyu (Kyoto: 
Dohosha, 1982), 200, 221. 
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practice existed in rural, remote areas that were only loosely under government control. 

In addition, the practitioners were suspected of involvement in some uprisings against the 

^ 144 Song court. 

Numerous Song documents recorded details of vegetarian practices and of related 

laws and policies issued by government. In general, punishment for the practitioners, 

including women, was severe: 

Those who practice vegetarianism, worship demons, gather at night and disperse 
at dawn, and transmit and practice the evil teachings shall be sentenced to 
strangulation. The followers are liable for penal registration at three thousand li. 
The women will be under registered control at one thousand li. Those who play 
magical tricks are reduced by one degree and sentenced to penal registration at 
one thousand li. Their women will be under registered control at five hundred li. 
If there are criminals who do not obey, they shall be sentenced to strangulation. 
The above shall not be reduced through amnesty. If they do not transmit devilish 
teachings but practice them, exile them to three thousand li. The law will be 
tolerant if they are killed while arresting them. In addition, their property should 
be confiscated. If they are not followers but are seduced, and they do not transmit 
the teachings, their penalty can be reduced by two degrees. 

According to the above passage from the Song Huiyao, women who observed 

vegetarianism collectively would be viewed as practitioners of the devilish religious sect 

and should be chastised relentlessly by the law. In a case cited in the Song legal 

document Qingming ji (The Enlightened Judgments), a female practitioner 

named A Mao was beaten sixty blows as a punishment for her ignorance, while 

Zhang Shou, "Cuozhi mozei jizi," Bilingji, 7,4-5; Liao Gang, "Qijin yaojiao jizi," Gaofeng 
wenji, 2, 22-23. Song Huiyao, "Xingfa," 2, 81. Masaaki Chikusa, Ibid. 

The most notorious rebellion was led by Fang La in 1120. For related research see 
Masaaki Chikusa, Ibid., 229-259. Brian McKnight, M.A. thesis. University of Chicago, 1964. 

Song Huiyao, "Xingfa, the seventeenth day of the first month in the eleventh year of 
Shaoxing" 2, 112. For the Song penal registration and registered control mentioned in the passage, 
see Brian McKinght, Law and Order in Sung China, 385-445. 
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another woman, A He was ordered to be married off.''^^ Likewise, a Southern Song 

official, Li Shouqian (fl. S. Song), composed ten poems as admonitions against 

demon worship. One of them described the women involved in the practice: 

Foolish! Womenfolk are too simple-minded! 
Why make life so unpalatable by eating only vegetables? 
Reckon that after A Tong has been flogged. 
You will regret what you have done, which can hardly amend your 

147 wrongs. 

In the eyes of the bureaucratic elite, women practiced vegetarianism from ignorance, and 

because they were too gullible. As I have already noted, officials, ever vigilant of any 

form of collective activity among the populace, were on guard against any organized 

group not under their close supervision. We can not arbitrarily conclude that the Song 

male literati merely upheld their elite women's practice of vegetarianism. As we have 

seen some cases regarding ordinary women's dietary asceticism previously. In the Song, 

as aforementioned, the prosperous economy allowed many people, except for the truly 

estitute, to consume meat. For non-elite women, if there was no economic reason for 

practicing vegetarianism, such behavior might have drawn notice to themselves. 

In summary, in Song China the observance of vegetarianism was a controversial 

issue. While some male scholar-officials preferred vegetarianism, most of them did not 

Wu Yuyan, "Tongzhi chuanxi shimo dengren," in Minggong shupan chingmingji (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1987), 537. For another similar case regarding "vegetarian demon worship," see 
Brian McKnight and James T.C. Liu trans., The Enlightened Judgments Ching-mingji: The Song 
Dynasty Collection (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 476-478. 

Li Shouqian, "Jie shimo shishi," in Chen Qiqing, Jiading chichengzhi, in 
SongYuanfangzhi congkan, 7582. The original poem is: 

I translate this poem based on the translation by Samuel 
N.C. Lieu with some different interpretation. Samuel N.C. Lieu, "Polemics against Manichanism 
as a Subversive Cult," Manichaeism in Central Asia and China (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 150-151. 
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observe it for lengthy periods. Furthermore, out of concern for their health and a regard 

for the dominant conventional values reflected in the appropriate Confucian rites, the 

majority of Song male literati w^ere reluctant to remain on a vegetarian diet as a means of 

cultivation as did their wfomen folk. It is risky to speculate on the deeper psychological 

motives for Song women's practices of vegetarianism and seclusion. However, one can 

explore the factors which gave rise to such practices, practices which met with the 

approbation of many male literati. 

Motivation, Influence, and Other Underlying Elements 

As we have shown, many women from elite families observed zhaijie or 

vegetarian fasting as a function of their behefs. The Song dynasty not only witnessed 

great socio-economical and political changes, but was also a period of great efflorescence 

of religions such as Buddhism. During the Song times. Buddhism became a fully 

sinicized and laic-centered religion; the imperial house actively patronized it in order to 

consolidate their regime; the literati often found their sole companionship and shelter in 

Buddhist monasteries; and the ordinary people longed for their pleas to be fulfilled. No 

matter what the social strata of the lay believers, Buddhist practices and tenets penetrated 

deeply into the patterns of daily life in Song China. For instance, Buddhist rituals for the 

dead, like cremation and the Retreat of Water and Land various Buddhist 

According to Edward Davis, the shuilu zhai or the Retreat of Water and Land was a 
distinctively Song phenomenon. Edward Davis, "The Buddhist Retreat of Water and Land," 
Society and the Supernatural in Sung China (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 
Appendix. Daniel Stevenson, "Text, Image, and Transformation in the History of the Shuilu 
fahui, the Buddhist Rite for Deliverance of Creatures of Water and Land," in Marsha Weidner ed.. 
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ritets, like the ghost festival, the Festival of The Bathing of Buddha, and the release of 

living creatures on special occasions, were performed by all classes of people. The tenet 

against the killing of living beings, the concept of reincarnation, and the idea of karma or 

retribution also affected profoundly the views and values of Chinese people at that time. 

Delivers, observing Buddhist precepts on a daily basis, derived solace in the light of an 

uncertain and unpredictable life. 

Vegetarian fasting is inseparable from the concept of non-killing, which stems 

from a compassion toward animals. Such compassion is common among humans in many 

parts of the world; however, this does not always lead a person to reject all animal 

sacrifices or turn one to vegetarianism.'"^^ Apart from compassion, following the Buddhist 

precept against killing animals by avoiding the earting of meat reflects an attempt to gain 

merit, whether for the present or for some future life. According to a popular Pure Land 

Buddhist treatise written by Song scholar, Wang Rixiu (fl. Northern Song), vows 

to avoid meat usually would not only engender purity which would enhance one's 

practices, but would also produce other benefits and merits for one's ancestors and 

descendents, such as longevity, fortune, and the like.'^'' 

While Buddhist thought supposes vegetarian practice to bring rewards, the 

practice is also linked to the idea of requital or retribution {bao or baoying $g^). 

Cultural Intersections in Later Chinese Buddhism (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 
30-72. 

Take for one example, Zhang Shangying, a devout lay Buddhist, who admonished people 
against killing animals. He, however, ate flesh on a daily basis. Another example was Su Shi, 
who had once written an article against the killing of living creatures, but could not resist the 
flavor of meat. Ironically, Su later commented that there is no chicken in the world not to be 
killed. 

Wang Rixiu, "Shirou shuo," Longshuzenguangjingtuwen in Taisho:l970 
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Although Buddhists proposed consequences for the eating of meat, the concept of 

retribution was not confined to Buddhism. It reflects, in fact, an indigenous Chinese value 

rooted not only in traditional Confucian and Daoist thinking, but also in folk religion. In 

the ancient period, the idea was first instilled into the minds of the Chinese people that 

p u n i s h m e n t s  a n d  r e w a r d s  a r e  a p p o r t i o n e d  a n d  c a r r i e d  o u t  p r o p e r l y  b y  H e a v e n . D u r i n g  

the Han the concept of retribution became prevalent after Dong Zhongshu (2"'' 

Century BC) who, in advocating the Yin-Yang philosophy, also emphasized the principle 

of tianren xiangying (heaven and humans responding to each other), in which 

• • • 152 • heaven judges and has the authority to enforce justice in the world. With the 

introduction of Buddhism, the concepts of karma and of reincarnation reinforced 

traditional Chinese thinking about retribution. Out of this joining of views on retribution 

evolved the concept of guobao karmic recompense. The above coalescence 

developed into a dominant belief that penetrated Chinese thinking for centuries. In the 

Song period, the idea of requital was prevalent. It often appears in admonitory writings, 

such as Yuan Cai's (fl.l 140-1195) Yuanshi Shifan (Precepts for Social Life), 

"The Speech of Tang," Book ofDocumenst: "The Heavenly Way benefits good people and 
punishes the immoral" Mo Zi also emphasized that Heaven shall help those who 
do good deeds for others and punish those who do harm to others. Mo Zi, "Fa Yi." For a 
discussion of the concept of requital see Yang Lien-sheng, "The Concept of 'Pao' as a Basis for 
Social Relations in China," in John K. Fairbank ed., Chinese Thought and Institutions (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1957), 291-309. 

Liu Jingzhen, Songren de guobao guannian (Master thesis. National Taiwan University, 1981), 
9-10. 
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and Lu You's Fangweng Jiaxun (Lu You's Family Instruction), which advise 

readers to do good deeds and avoid evil behaviors that would bring retribution. 

The terms shanbao and ebao meaning good and bad recompense 

respectively, describe the consequences of people's conduct in their daily lives. One who 

did good deeds would gain merit, namely, benefits such as good health, longevity, 

prosperity, male descendents, a government career, and so forth. After Buddhism entered 

China, its precept of non-killing was regarded as a virtue which would gain one shanbao 

^$11, an idea which had an impact both on Daoism and on popular religion. Conversely, 

animal slaughter or flesh-eating to indulge one's taste was considered sinful and thought 

to bring bad karma Vegetarianism, or the abstinence from meat, was practiced 

not only for self-cultivation, but also as a meritorious behavior aimed at accruing good 

fortune. 

One of the earliest treatises concerning rewards and punishments in the schema of 

"response" iying) and retribution is the Taishang ganying pian (The Great 

Lord's Treatise on the Response of the Tao), which first appeared in Song China.'^^ As a 

generic form of a Daoist admonitory book, the Taishang ganying pian adapted earlier 

Daoist ethics, which emphasized that doing good deeds and avoiding evil behaviors was 

the way to the ultimate goal—immortality. The introductory remarks point out, "The 

Yuan Cai, Yuanshi shifan, vol.2, 28-29, in Congshujichengxinbian, vol.33; Lu You, 
Fangweng Jiaxun, 3, Ibid. 

Hong Mai tells of a story about a Daoist priest who violated the rule of meat abstinence and 
was punished by being turned into a mute. Yijian zhi, 1232-33. 

This work is believed to have appeared as early as in the end of Northern Song China. 
Anonymous (Northern Song), Taishang ganyingpian (rpt. Beijing: Yanshan chubanshe, 1995), 1. 
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Extreme Highest says: There is no access to the gate of disasters and bUss except by 

people invoking them (disasters and bliss); the retribution of good and evil is like the 

shadow following you forever.. .If men constantly keep the two words "gwo bao " in their 

minds, they naturally will reduce disasters and gain fortune."'^^ This document, which 

disseminated the idea of guobao, was particularly advocated by the upper class and was 

widely distributed among the populace from ll'^ century. The compendium of sins 

listed in the book included the killing and hurting of living creatures. Noteworthy here 

too is that slaughtering animals without following ritual principles (feili pengzai 

was regarded by this text as immoral. In other words, such a view of animal 

slaughter clearly reflects the influence of Confucian dictates regarding animal sacrifices 

for ancestral rites. As Terry Kleeman has shown, this is a process of an 

accommodation of various Chinese traditions which created the syncretic Chinese 

religious world in later times. 

In addition to religious and Confuscian viewpoints, one also finds among 

miscellaneous notes and anecdotal sources during the Song times, evidence of 

widespread influence of the idea of retribution among the populace. For example, in 

Yijian zhi the most renowned Song private record, written by Hong Mai 

(1123-1202), there are approximately 124 cases that describe the bad consequences 

resulting from killing living creatures, and 23 stories of describing not killing and 

Anonymous (Northern Song), Taishang ganyingpian , 33. Also see Eva Wong tran. Lao-tzu's 
Treatise on The Response of the Tao . HarperCollins Publishers, 1994. 

Taishang ganyingpian, 5. 
^^^Ibid., 127. 

Terry Kleeman, Ibid., 211. 
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releasing animals led to good endings.'^® Of these stories, more than ten concern women 

involved in animal slaughter. In particular, one woman, who suffered greatly in her 

afterlife because she was involved in too much animal killing, deserves full quotation: 

Cong Si of Full, resided in Zhuishang. He came from a wealthy family. Cong 
was a gourmand: he often brewed alcohol, heated tortoises, and hashed carp for 
his meals every morning and night. His wife, nee Yuan, was thoughtful and 
understood his intentions very well, she herself thus held the knife and 
slaughtered animals to prepare meals for Cong every day. The living creatures 
which she killed were countless. Yuan later died during childbirth. Cong missed 
her very much, so he went on a pilgrimmage to Mt. Dai to make a ritual offering 
for his wife. One day, on the way to the temple he ran into her with some 
followers. He felt both sad and pleased to see her. Yuan was choking with sobs, 
saying: T am so sinful and had been accumulating bad karma too long. Everyday 
I suffer so much torment. If you have pity on me please think to release me.' 
Cong was crying: 'It is my fault to have caused you to suffer so much. I am 
alive but no better than dead. I must spend all the family fortune to redeem you 
by holding religious rituals even though it makes me broke.' Yuan said: 'It's no 
use to say so. Just stop by the temple to visit me tomorrow around the time of 
shen you, and you will believe in what I have said.' Cong then went back home 
and fasted. The next day when he arrived at the temple, he saw Yuan wearing a 
pillory and fetters. She was led by numerous ghosts in front. The ghosts then took 
off her clothing and tied her with grass, poking and hacking her into threads with 
a sickle. Her blood flowed all over the ground. All of a sudden, one poltergeist 
called Yuan's name and spit water on her, then she resumed her original shape. 
The ghosts then tortured her again similarly six or seven more times. Cong felt 
immensely horrified and aggrieved. He left for home and couldn't sleep all night. 
The next day he met Yuan again, and Yuan asked him: 'Do you believe now?' 
Cong replied: 'Yes. I do.' Yuan said again: 'So do not eat your words.' Cong 
parted from her in great sorrow. After he came home, Cong strived to do good 
deeds and no longer killed living beings for the rest of his life.'^' 

In the above story, Woman Yuan was sinful and received the penalty—endless torment 

suffered after her death because she had "slaughtered countless living creatures" in her 

cooking. It is noteworthy that she took the lives of living creatures in order to satisfy the 

tastes of her gluttonous husband. The Confucian judgment of Yuan would be to 

commend her as a dutiful wife: she was obedient to her husband and diligent in the 

Liu Jingzhen,129-131. 
"Cong Si qi Yuanshi," Yijian zhi, 781. 
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discharge of household tasks. It seems ironic that those who executed the killings—^the 

women, rather than the men who ate the meat—would be the only ones who received 

punishment. This vignette also reflects the notion, embedded in the matrix of popular 

1 69 
religion, that women were doomed to punishment and awaited redemption by men. 

Similarly, the other female protagonists of the stories in Yijian zhi also suffered dire 

consequences from their killing of living creatures: they either suffered from incurable 

• • « I fs'X 

illnesses or were incarnated into the very animals they had killed in their past life. 

Unlike formal documents, such as historical biographies or grave inscriptions, the 

Yijian zhi, is primarily a record of personal experiences and a document of private lives, 

which reveals an overwhelming concern with beliefs in the supernatural, such as, in hell 

and spirits. Together with the Taishang ganying pian, which addresses in detail the strict 

moral injunctions arising out of the concept of retribution, the Yijian zhi reflects the 

mentality and religious expectations of all strata of Song society. According to evidence 

from Taishang ganying pian and Yijian zhi, it is possible to conclude that the guobao 

thinking would indisputably have an effect on women's avoidance of animal killing and 

meat eating in Song China. 

Another source also explains the attitude toward animal killing. Wang Yanwu 3£ 

(13"^ Century) recalled that his younger brother. Fang Sheng who was fond of 

Buddhist teachings, was especially concerned about his mother's involvement in animal 

killing for frequent family banquets. Fang Sheng often advised his mother not to take the 

One popular story, Mulian jiumu derived from both the orthodox and popular 
Buddhist texts regarding a monk, Mulian, who redeemed his mother from hell, also depicts the 
stereotype that women were always sinful and waiting for men's salvation. 

For example, "Zhang Shi qi" , 196; "Chang Lohan", 385-86; "Tang Qiniang", 1577. 
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lives of living creatures. Instead, he suggested that she assign the duty to her daughters-

in-law. His mother agreed with him but still failed to accept his advice.In this account, 

Wang's brother, Fang Sheng, was influenced by the Buddhist teaching against killing, so 

he was opposed to his mother slaughtering animals for the family fetes. Moreover, Fang 

Sheng's suggestion for his mother indicates that wives and daughters-in-law could not 

avoid their domestic duties until their old age. 

A glance at the liturgical genre in the Song, particularly at liturgies composed for 

women, further reveals the popular viewpoint on animal killing. Wang Yanwu once 

wrote a qingci a Daoist liturgy employed in the Daoist death ritual, praying for his 

deceased mother. In imploring for forgiveness for his mother, Wang maintained that his 

mother took up household tasks such as cooking, catering, and ancestral sacrifice when 

she was young, and received nurturing care to consume meat in old age,'^^ which all 

made her fail to preserve the lives of living beings; however, she had done many good 

deeds, including philanthropic works in their community, which might have atoned for 

her sins. But if Heaven would not forgive the guilt she had accumulated (HH) by animal 

killing, Wang proposed that he himself would do penance for her sins, and that he was 

even willing to receive punishment for his mother.This Daoist liturgy is evidence that 

women's animal killing would be seen as sinful from the Daoist perspective, even though 

according to Confucian principles women were just doing their jobs. From the point of 

view of the Song Confucian literati, Wang's mother served as a role model who took care 

Wang Yanwu, "Xianfu Huaipo jushi xianmu Liushi ruren shizhuang," Wuwengao, 9:14. 
In traditional Chinese society, people believed that meat was nutrient especially for aged 

people. 
"Xianmu jianxiu,"/?)/J., 9:7. 
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of family tasks including ancestral rites and family fetes. However, in the minds of 

people from the strata of Song society subscribing to the idea of retribution, a hybrid of 

traditional Chinese thought that wedded Buddhist and Daoist tenets, such killing behavior 

on her part would be unforgivable by Heaven. 

As we have seen the aforementioned evident such as Lo Bi's statement suggests 

that, Confucians' emphasis on "staying away from the kitchens and conforming to the 

rites" was the principle to follow. In the eyes of the male Confucians, the slaughtering 

involved in food preparations for the occasions of ancestor sacrifice and family festivity 

was acceptable. Zhu Yi's (1098-1167) argument enunciates such Confucian stance 

overall; 

From the Three Dynasties to the present, the sages like the Duke of Zhou and 
Confucius have never encouraged us to take the lives of living beings. As long as 
people do not waste food and seek to indulge their taste [the killing of animals 
for food is implicitly permitted]. The expenses on ancestor sacrifices and 
banquets can not be subtracted, and the nurturing care for the aged can not be 
disregarded. Thus, we have never heard that they [family rites, fete, and care for 
the aged] disappear because of the admonition against taking the lives of living 
creatures. 

Here, family rites and festivities as well as caring for aged people such as parents-in-law 

were considered as women's normative responsibilities within the itmer quarter. We have 

already discussed the dilemma Song women faced between their non-killing observance 

and their food-related responsibilities in the household. The above case of Wang 

Yanwu's mother reflected such a predicament. Moreover, in contradistinction to Wang 

Yanwu and his brother's supportive attitude toward women's resistance to killing living 

Zhu Yi, Yijue liao zaji (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1939), 54b-55a. 
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beings, there is an opposite male opinion reflected in Confucian vaules which condemned 

Song women's avoidance of household tasks such as family rites and the fetes. As, 

conservative Neo-Confucian literati, both Sima Guang and Lu You strenuously blamed 

women who did not do their household jobs. 

Although many women whose ascetic practices included the observance of non-

killing received high acclaim from the male literati, we must note that such acclaim was 

usually garnered by women later in their lives. The previous section has pointed out that 

numerous women became religious devotees in their later years. We might conclude that 

many Song women did not become involved in ascetic practices until the latter stages of 

their life, the stage in which they already had discharged their household obligations, 

such as those of giving birth, taking care of parents-in-law, taking charge of family affairs 

such as ancestral rites, and perhaps if they came from the wealthy or high-ranked elite 

families.educating their children in person. After fulfilling the above duties, they would 

have won the privilege of taking the burden off their own shoulders and passing it on to 

the next generation of women. Nevertheless, there are cases where some women were 

still unable to escape their duties, like in the former the above account of Wang Yanwu's 

mother. 

Although the roles assigned to women under Confucianism posed a decided 

handicap to some practices, such as the not taking of the lives of living things and the 

living a life of seclusion, some popular perceptions of what constituted the "feminine" 

might actually have facilitated women's spiritual pursuits. One tantalizing reference 

gleaned from a Song morality tract written by Chen Lu (S. Song) infers that 
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feminine traits offered women a way to cultivate themselves. For example, Su Shi's 

concubine, Wang Zhaoyun (1062-1096), became a vegetarian and observed the 

precept against animal killing out of religious piety. Su's uncle advised her that it was 

unnecessary to abstain from meat because the mind is actually the dwelling place of the 

Buddha. In other words, a practitioner should not abide by the precepts alone but should 

realize true dharma. For Su Shi, women, like inferior men, "become inspired with 

difficulty, and become unstable easily" thus it is necessary for 

women to maintain their vegetarian practice in order to uphold their beliefs.While 

literati like Su Shi expected women to stick to their observances, they did not apply the 

same standards to themselves. It has already been noted that Su Shi believed that it was 

very difficult to abstain from meat, and he was definitely unwilling to eat only vegetables 

for the rest of his life. He even commented. "There is no chicken which should not be 

slaughtered [for food]." It is of course impossible to ignore the note of condescension 

towards the female, but as I will argue fully later, this very dismissal of women as 

inferior beings provides women with a rationale for pursuing the cultivation of mind and 

body. 

Food-related behavior was central to Song women's lives, familially, socially, and 

religiously. Food preparation was squarely in the women's sphere. Not only was food a 

resource which women controlled, but also women controlled themselves and their world 

by means of food. Numerous Song women chose to be vegetarians or to fast because food 

Chen Lu, "Dongpo fangsheng," Shanyou wen, 982. 
In Chinese it is Shen Zuojie, Yu Jian, in Zhibuzu zhai congshuben, vol.7, 

2b. 
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and their own bodies, under certain circumstances, were the only things women had any 

control over. Through that control they could then order their surroundings. Food 

asceticism therefore provided the channel for women to express themselves and to 

achieve a limited measure of self determination. It was indeed a manifestation of 

women's spiritual pursuits, virtue, filial piety, and penance. It was also a way to 

accumulate merit and to avoid demerit. But most importantly, food asceticism was a 

method for women to become their own agents, and provided the means with which to 

negotiate both their male counterparts and the stifling patriarchal system. 

Conclusion 

Asceticism, as expressed through the observation as fasting, vegetarianism, and 

withdrawal from mundane life, entailed as the renunciation of worldly desire out of 

religious piety or moral convictions. The Song dynasty witnessed the flourishing of 

Buddhism, particularly among the laiety, which allowed Buddhist practices to infiltrate 

secular people's daily lives. This disseminated religiosity undoubtedly contributed to 

women's asceticism: seclusion, fasting, vegetarianism, and abstinence from animal 

slaughter. Moreover, the idea of retribution also played a critical role in food ascetic 

practices. As our sources show, some Song women, particularly aged women, or those 

who cloistered themselves or observed non-killing precepts, abstained from food-related 

tasks which required them to be involved in the killing of living creatures. Most Song 

women were nor so privileged as to be exempt from the obligatory household and 

ancestral duties that frequently required animal killing. In order to do penance for their 
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sins and to prevent themselves from gaining too much bad karma or retribution resulting 

from the slaughter of living things, they felt they must abstain from flesh periodically, or 

even for a lifetime. In addition, the discernible trend of this admixture of personal 

cultivation undertaken by women, contributes to a syncretistic tendency among the Three 

Teachings with popular traditions in the Song dynasty. 

Sources tell us that Song women's vegetarianism was often associated with 

women's longings for their deceased family, particularly for their parents and husbands. 

These women's ascetic practices would also be considered by male literati as 

representations of female filial piety and chastity. Furthermore, female fasting and 

vegetarianism might be commended by the male elite as a demonstration of thrift. The 

Song male elite themselves, for a variety of reasons, did not engage in vegetarianism or 

fasting as much as women did. First, meat eating was considered as an emblem of state 

prosperity, according to Confucian ideals. Moreover, a vegetarian diet or complete 

fasting was only required during specific occasions, such as the mourning period, and 

even then under the terms of ritual propriety, that is by following the principles of the 

rites, before sacrificial or mounming rituals. Furthermore, also thanks to economic 

prosperity and growth of commerce in conjunction with the necessity of animal sacrifices 

for the various domestic and public rites during the Song, meat become available to every 

stratirai of society, and flesh eating gradually turned into the major dietary habit of all 

classes of the Song people. Finally, the Song literati believed that a vegetarian diet 

would enfeeble one's health. Therefore, most of them ate vegetarian food only for limited 

periods. 
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Since Confucian rites frequently involved animal sacrifices, and that meat eating 

was associated with both affluences and good health, vegetarianism was not considered a 

proper practice. Also, as the forgoing analysis shows, vegetarianism aroused the concern 

of the elite and officials because of its connection with demonic practices in Song China. 

Female vegetarianism among the general public, especially women's collective 

vegetarianism, was not tolerated because of its association with the Manichaeans and the 

demon cults, which were always viewed as enormously immoral and potentially 

subversive. An intriguing question emerges here: since the Song male scholars 

themselves did not favor vegetarian fasting, why were their female counterparts allowed 

and even encouraged to do so? Women's ascetic practices during the Song won high 

acclaim from many male literati because these womanly practices bolstered conventional 

values, such as chastity, filial piety, thriftiness, and the like. In a word, such female 

ascetic behaviors essentially served as a paradigm—a part of the forces upholding of the 

patriarchal norms. Noteworthy, too, is that abundant cases of female asceticism are 

attributed to women's Buddhist or Daoist beliefs, which suggests that Song women 

apparently enjoyed a certain autonomy in cultivating themselves without being confined 

to the Confucian norms. At the very least, they were assured of the right to practic 

vegetarianism that derived from Non-Confucian tenets within the household, and to have 

a certain agency in controlling themselves and their surroundings. 
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Chapter 2 

Spiritual and Literary Cultivation: Women's Religious Practices and 

Literary Learning during the Song 

On the basis of the foregoing examination of the various genres of evidence, we 

can conclude that asceticism, as part of Song women's personal cultivation, not only 

provided channels for women's spiritual pursuits in their daily lives, but also represented 

a female virtuous practice during the Song era. Song women's daily-life cultivation, 

however, was not restricted to any single form of asceticism. Evidence shows, rather, that 

numerous Song women engaged in various other types of practices including sutra 

chanting and copying, mantra reciting, meditation, and related pursuits. This chapter 

explores forms of Song women's personal cultivation as related to these religious 

practices. Some crucial questions hence need to be raised as well: What contributed to the 

surge and proliferation of these female religious practices? How did these women acquire 

their religious practices such as scripture chanting? How did their male counterparts view 

such practices and why? 

In order to answer the above questions, this chapter first scrutinizes the social, 

cultural, and religious elements that shaped the Song female's daily practices within the 

larger social milieu. Furthermore, it examines the historical background of women's 

education in the Confucian context before and during the Song times. Although female 

religious practices, particularly sutra chanting and copying which, associated with 

literacy acquisition and literary learning had never been discussed in the Song 
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prescriptive texts, it is evident that the books Song elite women frequently read in their 

different life stages were religious sutras. With the progressive reinforcement of 

patrilineal family and clan during the Song, women's epitaphs reflect a Neo-Confucian 

restraint of women's literary aspiration, which led to the trend of women's devotion to 

religious practices of sutra chanting and copying, also forms of literary learning. After 

close scrutiny of the evidence I argue that, although they deviated from Confucian 

teachings, religious practices like Buddhism functioned not only as accessible avenues of 

female spiritual pursuits, but also as an alternatives which provided for women's literary 

aspirations during the Song era. Meanwhile, religious practices such as scripture chanting 

and sermon attending facilitated non-elite women's acquisition of literacy. In addition, 

the Song religio-cultural misogynic notion also contributed to the increase of female 

religious practices, which emancipated women from the afflictions owing to their female 

bodies. This chapter describes the implications and significance of such spiritual 

cultivations and literary aspirations which also epitomized the paradigm of female virtue 

in the Song era. 

Religious Practices in the Song Historical Context 

Abundant sources such as funeral biographies reveal the conspicuousness of 

women's religious practices during the Song times. Numerous female practitioners 

showed strong Buddhist devotion, while some were interested in the Daoist regimens. 

Such phenomena raise the question of the underlying elements contributing to this trend. 

As the forgoing discussion in chapter two has analyzed, Song China witnessed not only 
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great socio-economical and political changes, but also experienced a period of great 

efflorescence of laic-centered religions, such as Buddhism, which deeply penetrated the 

daily life of all people in the Chinese social strata. The invention and improvement of 

new technology, the urban revolution, the increase of population, and the consequent 

growth of cities and markets, collectively engendered a thriving economy, commercial 

growth and other developments that had profound impact upon the ordinary person's life 

within the Song milieu. One of these developments included religious changes, which 

reflect directly or indirectly the above transformations. 

As the recent scholarship has shown, it was not until the lO''^ century that 

Buddhism became fully sinicized and more secularized. As Peter Gregory has 

suggested, the Song period saw the inception of a vigorous dialogue among many major 

Buddhist schools such as Chan, Tantai Pure Land, Tantric Buddhism, and the like. 

These schools were also engaged in intricate interactions with elements of Song society. 

Chinese Buddhism's long-term rivalry with the indigenous Daoism and with popular 

religion, seemed during the Song to have become much more of a process of negotiation 

rather than one of competition between Buddhism and the others. Furthermore, the 

interactions imply the variety of ways in which Buddhism had fully become a part of 

Chinese culture. Laity from all social strata entreated Buddhist deities, revered Buddhist 

clergy, patronized Buddhist monasteries, and/or performed Buddhist rituals. For the most 

Peter Gregory and Patricia Ebrey eds, "Introduction," Religion and Society in T'ang and Sung 
China. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1993. Peter Gregory, "The Vitality of Buddhism in 
the Sung," in Peter N Gregory and Daniel A. Getz, Jr. eds.. Buddhism in the Sung (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1999), 11-12. 
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part lay practitioners' primary incentives were more aimed toward accessing special 

divine potencies of deities or mantras rather than the pursuing interests in doctrine. 

Members of the literati associated with the Buddhist sangha as their spiritual and literary 

companions. The prestigious classes, from the rulers to local officials, patronized 

monastic projects or sponsored Buddhist rites for the sake of political expediency rather 

171 
than out of religious piety. 

Despite the overwhelming Buddhist influence infiltrating all social strata in the 

Song times, one should not ignore the fact that Daoist ideas also shed significant light on 

the daily life-style of religious practices during the Song era. By adapting the elements of 

Buddhism, popular religion and regional cults, the Daoist schools and trends had 

developed into very different forms. But like its counterpart Buddhism, Daoism 

became more laic-centered and secular during the Song: Daoist rituals were not limited to 

its celestial temples; Daoist priests were frequently invited to the court to direct ritual 

pageants; they also visited ordinary families to do exorcism. The laity regularly 

attended and sponsored festivals and rituals performed by Daoist priests. They also 

supported various projects like the erection of temples. Moreover, the believers observed 

the recitation of its scriptures and incantations, and practiced the Daoist regimens such as 

fasting and meditation. Nevertheless, whether Buddhism or Daoism, the hope for an 

Peter Gregory, "The Vitality of Buddhism in the Sung," Ibid., 13-4. 
For example, the Daoist schools of Shangqing and Lingbao adapted Buddhism in terms of 

teachings, organizations, rituals and so for forth in the Tang times, but these schools began to 
integrate the popular religions and local cults during the Song. See Livia Kohn and Harold D. 
Roth eds., Daoist Identity: History, Lineage, and Ritual (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2002), 7-8. Terry Kleeman, "The Expansion of the Wen-Ch'ang Cult," in Patricia Ebrey and 
Peter N. Gregory, Ibid., 45-73. Also refer to Edward L. Davis, Society and the Supernatural in 
Song China. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001. 

Patricia Ebrey and Peter N. Gregory, Ibid., 4. 
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accumulation of religious merit, through monastery patronage or daily practices such as 

sutra reciting, mantra chanting, fasting, and the like, might have been the most vital 

enticement to religious involvement among the overwhelming majority of practitioners, 

including women, regardless of their social standing. 

Song Women's Daily Religious Practices in the Domestic Realm 

The religious practices of the lay people can usually be divided into two areas of 

expression, that reflecting public activities and that of private observations. In the public 

sphere during the Song the practitioners visited temples regularly to hear the clergy's 

sermons. Many of them also often gathered in the religious organizations to attend 

sermons or other related activities such as reciting sutras, recollecting Buddhas' names, 

and so forth. They also participated in religious events, like Ghost Festivals, birthdays 

of Buddhist or Daoist deities, and the release of living creatures, on special occasions 

held in temples. Pilgrims constantly swarmed over the renowned Buddhist monasteries 

and Daoist sanctuaries. In the domestic realm the believers obeyed precepts and 

performed rituals as their private observations on a daily basis. Such private observations 

comprised daily practices, including sutra chanting, mantra reciting, invocation of deities' 

names, vegetarian fasting, burning incense, worshiping, and meditation. 

These everyday private observations were also the most frequently-seen female 

religious practices found in the sources, in particular in Song women's funeral 

Meng Yuanlao, "Shehui," Mengliang lu, 200-300. Nai Deweng, "Shehui," Duchengjisheng, 
98. Due to the popularity of the Pure Land beliefs in the Song, there were many societies focusing 
on reciting Buddhist scriptures and Buddha's name. 
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biographies. According to the evidence, an overwhelming number of Song women, 

especially women from elite families, involved themselves in the above-mentioned 

activities, particularly in sutra chanting. They were described as "being fond of 

scriptures", "reading and reciting the religious scriptures," "reciting the names of the 

deities or charms," and even "copying and annotating the scriptures." A number of these 

female practitioners without a doubt were ordained Buddhist or Daoist followers, that is, 

they had taken refuge through the sangha, or had received registration (lu) from Daoist 

priests. However, we need to be aware of the fact that there were also many devoted 

women who were not ordained believers; rather, they were merely interested in the 

religious practices such as sutra reciting or meditation. Moreover, due to the uneven 

amount of sources, that is, the less extant evidence of women's Daoist practices 

compared to that of women's Buddhist devotion, my discussion cannot but focus more on 

Song women's engagement in Buddhist practices. In the following sections I will first 

analyze Song women's Daoist and mixed practices before I go through the more 

prevalent Buddhist observation among Song elite women. 

1. Song Women's Daoist Devotion and Mixed Practices 

The evidence found in women's funeral inscriptions reveals the Buddhist 

predominance in Song women's spiritual pursuits, yet the Daoist influence on Song 

women's daily life cannot be overlooked. Song women's devotion to Daoist practices, 

such as scripture reciting, spell chanting, and breathing techniques, are also reflected in 

the findings. 
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As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Song male literati were often associated 

with religious women, in particular, the Daosit priestesses or the female practitioners. Su 

Che (1039-1112) once paid a visit to a female Daoist practitioner, Zheng Xiangu 

(fl- N. Song), who came from a village of Shezhou to seek some advice 

about Daoist regime. According to Su Che, Zheng Xiangu practiced Daoism with her 

father Zheng Balang 8PASP without getting married. She was said to have the ability to 

foresee the future. When Su Che visited her, she was already eighty years old. She told 

Su Che that her practice of reciting Daoist scripture, the Duren jing (Scripture of 

Salvation), helped her maintain her celibacy. In this case, Zheng Xiangu was a village 

woman who had little education. Probably she learned to recite the Daoist sutra from her 

father. 

In addition, Sun Di reported a case of an imperial woman named Zhao Zizhen If 

(1106-1150). Miss Zhao received Daoist lu registration and became a very devoted 

Daoist practitioner. She was said to have no interests other than reading Daoist scriptures. 

Every morning and night, Zhao secluded herself in a room, reciting the Daoist sutras of 

the Huangtingjing (Yellow Court Scripture)^^^ and the Duren jing}''^ 

Shezhou is in today's Anhui Province. 
Su Che, "Zheng Xiangu tongfu xuedao nian bashi bujia," Longchuan luezhi, 10: 1-3. 
Huangtingjing, a fourth-century Daoist meditational text, Huangtingjing survives in two 

different versions, the "Exoteric" (wai jing ̂ |M), and the "Esoteric" (nei jing I^IS)- There are 
several commentaries to these texts found in the Daozang. For the related studies on this Daoist 
canon, see Wang Ming, ̂ ^Huangtingjing kao," in Daojia he daojiao sixiangyanjiu (Beijing: 
Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1984), 324-371; Michael Saso, "The Yellow Court Canon," 
Journal of the Chinese Society 9 (1974), 1-25; Paul Kroll, "Body Gods and Inner Vision:The 
Scripture of the Yellow Court," in Donald S. Lopez ed.. Religion of China in Practice (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996), 149-155; Huang, Jane. The Primordial Breath: An Ancient 



91 

As I have pointed out in the previous chapter, local gazetteers includes 

considerable findings regarding women's Daoist practices. For example, Jiading 

zhenjiang zhi (The Gazetteer of Zhenjiang during the Jiading era, 1208-1224) 

recounted the Daoist practices of two sisters from the Qian family. Accordingly, these 

two Qian sisters secluded themselves from the outside world and devoted themselves 

entirely to reciting the Huangting jing. According to the above cases, it seems that the 

Huangting jing and the Duren jing were the two most popular Daoist scriptures recited 

among laywomen. 

In addition to sutra reciting, incantation chanting was also another popular Daoist 

practice observed by Song women. Yijian zhi tells a story about a woman's diligent 

practice of chanting Daoist incantation that saved her son. A scholar named Yan Yuanli 

(jinshi 1163) became very ill after he passed the civil examination. At that time 

he was about to serve as an official. His mother, nee Guo, worshiped the Daoist deity, 

the Lord Zhenwu and chanted the related Daoist charms every day. When he was 

close to death, Yuanli dreamt of a deity who used a sword to cure his disease. After he 

woke up and fully recovered, he and his mother realized that it was the Lord Zhenwu 

who had saved him.'^° The Daoist incantation chanting also served as a means to Daoist 

fasting practice. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the Song male literati seemed to be 

inclined to compose poems eulogizing such female practices. In one poem written by Xu 

Chinese Way of Prolonging Life through Breath Control, 2: 221-54. Torrance (Ca.): Original 
Books, 1992. 

Sun Di, "Yangguo furen zhaoshi mubiao," Hongqingjushiji, 41:4. 
™ Jiading zhenjiangzhi, 21:16. In SongYuan fangzhi congkan. 

Hong Mai, "Yangmu shi Zhenwu," Yijian zhi, 1538-39. 
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Ji, a female Daoist practitioner was said to recite a Daoist charm tiantong zhou 

which made her abstain from food. Weng Juan, in his poem, described a woman who 

182 recited spells and was able only to drink water for the rest of her life. 

It is worth noting that many elite women, in fact, observed both Daoist and 

Buddhist practices. We have already seen some cases in the previous chapter. These 

women were not particularly observant of Buddhist or Daoist precepts. They were merely 

fond of reading both Daoist and Buddhist texts.Some of them not only practiced the 

Daoist regime such as breathing or fasting techniques but also recited Buddhist 

scriptures.Furthermore, they also patronized both Buddhist and Daoist monasteries.'^^ 

Here I just want to point out a few more special examples of women's mixed practices. 

Miss Sun, received the Daoist lu register and recited its scriptures, but assiduously 

worshiped the Buddhist deity Guanyin.'^^ Fang Daojian, a lay Daoist who also received 

a Daoist lu and practiced its fasting technique, studied Buddhist books diligently. As 

mentioned previously, these female mixed practices incontestably indicate a synthesis of 

Three Teachings in the Song period. Such practices, in particular the Buddhist and Daoist 

Xu Ji, "Bushi gu," Erweiting shiji, 170. 
Weng Juan, "Bushi gu,"" Xiyan ji, 178. 
Chao Shuozhi, "Chongdexian taijun Wangshi muzhiming," Jingyushengji, 20:25. 
Liu Fen, "Jinhuaxian jun Fanshi muzhiming," Pengchengji, 39: 1; "Leanjun jun Fanshi 

muzhiming," 39:4; Li Gang, "Song gu longtu Zhanggong furen Huangshi muzhiming," Liangxi 
ji, 170: 11. Liu Cizhuang, "Zhao Yang qi Sushi," in Guzhi shihua, 27:17-18. 

Xu Jingsun, "Xururen Huangshi muzhiming," Jmhan cungao, 5:12. 
Murong Yanfeng, "Sunshi muming," Qinwentangji, 15:9. 
Yang Wanii, "Tailingren Fangshi muzhiming," Chengzhaiji, 129:5. 
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text readings, were analogous to those of the male literati's syncretized literary 

188 practices. 

2. Elite Women's Religious Practices: From Buddhist Sutra Reciting to Religious Poem 

Composing 

In viewing laywomen's practices of Buddhist sutra chanting, Su Shi recorded that 

a woman Lady Liu who was fond of chanting from the Buddhist canon, had vowed to 

abide by the Five Precepts In other instances, Han Qi's (1008-75) mother, 

Mme Hu (968-1030), took her vows and became a Buddhist. She was said to have 

studied and comprehended Buddhist texts thoroughly. Miss Chen, a very pious 

Buddhist follower, practiced Buddhism by reciting its writings and observing its precepts. 

She was particularly fond of Chan teachings and, without eating or sleeping, studied them 

tirelessly. After becoming a Buddhist, Lady Jin strictly followed the precepts and 

studied the Buddhist texts. 

It is not clear whether the majority Song female practitioners were as devoted in 

their Buddhist or Daoist beliefs as those above-mentioned women. As in the above cases, 

many authors specifically pointed out that their female biographees became practitioners 

by taking refuge or through other rituals, but in most cases authors merely alluded to their 

Many famous Song scholars such as Su Shi and Huang Tingjian studied both Buddhist and 
Daoist writings. 

Su Shi, "Liu Furen muzhiming," Su Shi wenji, 471. 
Han Qi, "TaifurenHushi m\x7himmg"Anyangji, 46:11. 
Yang Jie, "Gu Xianyuan xian jun Chenshi muzhiming," Wuwe ji, 14:4a. 
Huang Tingjian, "Yongan xian jun Jinshi muzhiming," Shangu waiji, 8:20. 
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• 10"^ 
female protagonists' fondness for sutra chanting or other related practices. However, 

the male biographers unanimously observed strong devotion among these female subjects, 

whether or not they were active participants in the more public aspects of religious 

involvement. For example, Mme Cheng, who never visited temples in her life, was fond 

of reciting Buddhist sutras. Likewise, Lady Bian disliked visiting temples but 

performed the daily practice of chanting from the Buddhist canon, reciting names of 

Buddha, burning incense and counting beads relentlessly. Zheng Xie recalled that his 

grandmother, Mme Chen, acted as an ordained Buddhist, often wearing a coarse robe, 

fasting, and reciting Buddhist texts through her entire life.'^^ 

In their biographies, these Song women were frequently depicted as being diligent 

practitioners. Many of them were said to have read or to have chanted a great number of 

scriptures. Miss Zhou recited over several hundred sutras from the Buddhist canon every 

day.^^^ Wang Gui (1019-85) recounted and praised a woman, Lady Murong 

for her unique apprehension of Buddhist teachings due to her diligence in chanting 

There are a great number of similar cases found in Song female biographies. Cai Xiang, "Yin 
furen muzhiming," Duanmingji, 40:4; Chen Xiang, "Qinguo taifuren Doushi muzhiming, Guling 
ji, 20:22; Liu Zhi, "Wu Jun jun muzhiming," Zhongsu ji, 14:24; Yang Wanli, "Furen Liushi 
muming," Chengzhai ji, 132:9; Fan Zuyu, "Changle jun jun Yinshi muzhiming," Fantaishi ji, 
39:4; Li Gang, "Song gu Longtu Zhanggong furen Huangshi muzhiming," Liangxiji, 170: 13.Xu 
Jingsun, "Xu ruren Huangshi muzhiming," Jushan cungao, 5:12; Wang Gui, "Zongshi Yanzhou 
Guanchashi furen Jingzhaojun jun Songshi muzhiming," Huayangji, 54:12; Sun Di, "Song gu 
Qinguo furen Wangshi muzhiming," Hongqingjushiji, 40:3; "Song gu taishuren Liushi 
muzhiming," 40:11, Wang Fang, "You Song ruren Chenshi muzhing," in Jiangxi chutu 
muzhiming, 193, and many more. 
'''' Liu Fen, "Han Xingbu qi Chengshi muzhing," Pengchengji, 39:10. 

Lu Dian, "Bianshi furen xingzhuang," Taoshan ji (rpt. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1935), 
187. 

The name of the robe is Dashupao, probably a kind of coarse robe layperson wear for 
Buddhist rituals. Zheng Xie, "Zhifang Langzhong Bao Gong furen Chenshi muzhiming," Yunxi ji, 
22:6. 

Cheng Ju, "Zhaoyi Daifu Guogong yiren Zhoushi muzhiming," Beishan ji, 31:13. 
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108 
several hundred thousand texts from the Buddhist canon. Mme Xu was devoted to 

reciting the Buddhist scriptures and had already finished reading one hundred eighty 

thousand scrolls.In another case, Mme Li was told that she had no hobbies but was 

fond of chanting Buddhist books. Her grandchildren purposefully collected the Buddhist 

texts that she had been reciting and memorizing which amounted to a hundred thousand 

sutras.^°° Huang Tingjian once reported Mme Chen's assiduousness in reciting numerous 

Buddhist sutras over a hundred thousand times. Unlike the previous example, in which 

the woman's religiosity was supported, Mme Chen's sons and nephews attempted to 

dissuade her from such rigorous sutra chanting due to her advanced age. Mme Chen then 

replied: "That which makes human minds feel peaceful and ecstatic [sutra recitation] 

even the state would not be able to ban; that to which [the human minds] are not willing 

even the state's rewards would not be able to entice." 

Regardless of the opposition of her sons and nephews, Mme. 

201 Chen persisted in her practice until she died at the age of sixty one. 

Numerous findings suggest that Song women took up religious practices, such as 

sutra chanting, in their middle or later years. As aforementioned discussion has 

analyzed, women usually became involved in religious practices during the latter stages 

of their lives, stages in which they had already discharged household obligations, such as 

Wang Gui, "Rongguo furen Murongshi muzhiming," Huayangji, 54:11. 
Liu Zhi, "Shouan Xu Furen muzhiming," Zhongsu ji, 14:20. 
Liu Qi, "Furen Lishi muzhiming," ji, 8:14. 
Huang Tingjian, "Chen Furen muzhiming," Ibid., 8:17-18. 
For example, see Wang Gui, "Gaoshi muzhiming," Ibid., 57:18; Li Shi, "Tianshi muming," 

17: 12; Yang Wanli, "Taiyiren Langshi muzhiming," Chengzhaiji, 131:23; Wei Jing, "Gu 
Ankang jun Zhangshi furen xingzhuang," Houyue ji, 17:26; Liu Kezhaung, "Gu Anren 
muzhiming," Houcun ji, 38: 10. 
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giving birth, taking care of parents-in-law, taking charge of the menage, performing 

ancestral rites, and educating their children. Only after fiilfilling these duties could 

women have the privileges of first passing the responsibilities on to the next generation of 

women, and then devoting themselves to their beliefs. When she became aged, Mme Lin 

put aside everything and concentrated on her incessant daily recitation of sutras.^®^ Miss 

Wang was said to have entrusted family affairs to her daughter-in-law so that she could 

embark on her practices of scripture chanting and meditation.^'''' Mme Dai, attracted to 

Buddhism in her later years, had her children take charge of household affairs in order to 

205 read Buddhist texts and live tranquilly. 

Evidence also indicates Song women's involvement in devotional practices such 

as sutra chanting, following the deaths of close family members, usually of husbands. 

Resembling abstinent practices, such as fasting and seclusion, sutra chanting also served 

as a form of expression of female chastity. For example. Lady Liu named herself as 

weiwangren A (not yet dead person) by reciting Buddhist scriptures after her 

husband passed away.^''^ Another case told of a recent widow, Mme. Mu, who, upon 

being urged by her family to remarry, immersed herself in sutra chanting day and night to 

demonstrate her resolve never to remarry.Fan Jun (1102-50) recalled that his 

Li Zhiyi, "Jun Taijun Linshi muming," Guxi jushi qianji, 49:5b. 
Wang Zao, "Anren Wangshi muzhiming," FuxiJi, 13:8b. 
Yuan Xie,/Z)/t/., 21:353. 
Zhang Fangping, "Xuguo taifuren muzhiming," Lequan ji, 38:19. 
Chao Buzhi, "Mushi muzhiming," Jile ji, 65:3. 
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aunt, nee Zhang, who, after she became widowed, entrusted the menage to her children 

and involved herself in reading Buddhist texts all day. 

Widowed women did not confine themselves to any single practice; on the 

contrary, they might practice some combination of asceticism, seclusion, sutra chanting, 

and the like simultaneously. Sima Guang once reported a woman, Lady Yang, who, after 

her husband died, became a vegetarian, secluded herself, and continuously recited 

Buddhist sutras. Chen Xiang recorded a case of Mme Fu, who, after the death of her 

husband, cast aside her jewelry and luxurious clothing to devote herself to Buddhist 

910 
scriptures. She also fasted and avoided animal killing for the rest of her life. The sister 

of Su Song (1020-1101), Miss Su, returned to her natal home after the death of her 

husband. We are told by Su Song that his sister had cloistered herself, reciting Buddhist 

• • 211 books without involving herself in any household activities from then on. One more 

example is found in Lady Tang's biography. According to Liu Zai (1166-1239), 

Lady Tang, who came firom an eminent Confucian family, had been attracted to 

Buddhism following her husband's death. She not only abstained from flesh, but also 

212 chanted the Buddhist scriptures unremittingly for the rest of her life. 

Although there is a stereotype that Chinese women usually adopt religious 

practices during their old age, usually in the wake of some life crisis, such as the illness 

and/or death of family members, as discussed in the previous chapter, numerous findings 

Fan Jun, "Youtongzhilang Fangong furen Zhangshi hefuzhi,"X/a«gx/ji, 22:11. 
Sima Guang, "Yucheng xian jun Yangshi muzhiming," Chuanjiaji, 78: 15. 
Chen Xiang, "Chongguo taifuren Fushi muzhing," Gulingji, 20:19. 
Su Song, "Wanshou xianling Zhangjun furen Sushi muzhiming," Suweigong wenji, 

62:8. 
Liu Zai, "Gu Lingren Tangshi xingzhuang," Mantangji, 35:13. 
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substantiate rather that many women engaged in religious practices at young ages. Song 

Qi (998-1061) once told of a woman, Miss Li, who had understood the Buddhist 

tenets well and since childhood had often recited sutras.^'^ Zhao Youzhen (1032-

47) said to be very brilliant and intelligent, was particularly fond of reading and reciting 

Buddhist books as a young child.^''* Mme Chen had been attracted to Buddhist texts 

since she was very young. Every morning after she got up, she fasted and sat to recite. 

In addition, we are told from another example that Lady Wang, devoted to sutra chanting 

as a young girl, would recite scriptures every morning and evening. Later she reached a 

higher level in her understanding of Buddhist teachings, and even had some miraculous 

dreams.^^^ 

Which Buddhist sutras did Song women usually read and chant? While in most 

cases the literature is devoid of expatiation about scriptures that Song women chose to 

read and recite; some findings do explicate various sutras to which Song women were 

devoted. The evidence reveals that Jin'gangjing {DiamondSutra)^^^ Fahua jing 

{Lotus sutra), Xin jing {Heart SUtra),^^^ Yuanjue jing {Perfect 

Song Qi, "Longxi jun jun Lishi muzhiming," Jingwen ji, 60: 813. 
Wei Jing, "Zuolong wuwei dajiangjun Xinzhou Tuanlianshi Anguogong Conggu disinu 

Daoniang shijiwen," Lequan ji, 38:35. 
Wang Zao, "Furen Chenshi xingzhuang," Fmiji, 24: 28. 
Sun Di, "Song gu Qinguo furen Wangshi muzhiming," Hongqingjushi ji, 40:3. 
For example, refer to Zhou Fu, "Xushi muzhiming," Duzhai qiandaopian, 28, 5b; Ye Zhifang, 

"Song Yuzhang Xiongshi muzhiming," in Jiangxi chutu muzhiming, 97. Liu Van, "Zhoufure 
muzhiming," Longyun ji,fulu, 2b. Also see Hong Mai, "Zheng Xingpo," Yijian zhi, 990, 
"Dashengyuan hama," 1243. 

Yuan Shuoyou, "Huifuren muming," Dongtangji, 20:21. Also see Baoqing zhi, "Anren 
Shaoshi," vol.9, 29, 5190. The following we will see many simiar examples, particularly those of 
ordinary women. 

Hu Su, "Litaifuren xingzhuang," Wengongji, Pang Yuanying, Tansou, 10-11. 
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Enlightenment Sutra)Guanyin ywgH#IS (Avalokitesvara Sutra) Huayan jing ̂  

(Avatamsaka Sutra),Boruo jing {Prajnd Sutra)}^^ and Chuandeng lu 

{Record of Lamps), were among the Buddhist sutras Song women usually read 

and chanted. Of these Buddhist scriptures, the Diamond Sutra, and the Lotus Sutra 

seemed to have been the most two popular among female devotees. For instance, Miss 

Xu recited the Diamond Sutra and Guanyin jing at dawn every day regardless of heat or 

chill, even while she was dying.^^^ Mme Xiong was said to have chanted the Diamond 

Sutra at least ten times before morning broke.^^^ Lii Bian's mother burned incense 

and recited the Diamond Sutra routinely early every morning before she began her 

housekeeping. 

It is worthwhile noting that, aside from sutra chanting, many talented literary 

women copied and compiled parts of the Buddhist canon, while some annotated and 

proofread Buddhist texts based on their own comprehension. In one noteworthy case, we 

are told that the Great Lady Mao copied over ten thousand Buddhist scrolls after her 

husband died. Various male scholars from her hometown recorded her devoutness and 

referred to her reverentially. The renowned Southern Song Neo-Confucian Chen 

Huang Tingjian, "Sumu Zhangfuren muzhiming," Shangu waiji, 8: 19. Baoding zhi. Ibid. 
Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 85. 

Zhou Fu, Ibid. Yuan Shuoyou, "Gu taishuren Yeshi xingzhuang," Dongtangji, 20:29. 
Han Yuanji, "Rongguo taifuren Shanguanshi muzhiming," Nanjian jiayigao, 22:26; 

"Taigongren Lishi muzhiming," 22:28. 
Ye Zhifang, Ibid.-, Liu Yan, Ibid.. 
Baoding zhi. Ibid. Liu Zai, "Gu ruren Xiangshi muzhiming,"30: 27. 

Zhou Fu, Ibid. 
Ye Zhifang,/5/J. 
Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 1243. 
Han Yuanji, "Taiyiren Maoshi muzhiming," Nanjian jiayigao, 22:34. 
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Fuliang |5^f||^(l 137-1203) once wrote a colophon to extol Cai Tongnian's (fl. S. 

Song) mother, Lady Xu, who copied ninety five scrolls of Buddhist canon. Lou Yue's 

(1137-1213) mother, Wang Huitong (1110-1204), a pious Buddhist 

practitioner, spent three years reading the Dazangjing and even proofread one of 

the scriptures, Longkan shoujian One more noteworthy example is Yuan 

Shuoyou's (1140-1204) wife, Ms. Hui. In Ms. Hui's biography, Yuan described 

his wife's fondness for reciting Buddhist sutras such as the Lotus Sutra and for annotating 

their texts. He further admired her capability in painting the image of Buddha and her 

avidness at collecting the scriptures both of which she always executed more competently 

than she did the management of her household affairs. (MI#f^lSI, 

mmm). 

Accordingly, Song women's literary talent and devotional activities frequently 

won acclaim from the male literati. In one such instance, a Mme. Sun, who came from an 

eminent family in Qiantang copied and categorized ten thousand Buddhist texts 

which she had recited for over ten years. She had her two sons compile it into an indexed 

collection, calling it the Sutra of Ten Thousand Buddha Names. Liu QiUlJiJ (d.lll7), 

composing a prologue for this collection, praised Mme. Sun's extraordinary endeavor, 

which had never been seen before. According to Liu Qi, Mme. Sun, following the death 

of her husband, became a pious Buddhist practitioner who recited their texts 

Chen Fuliang, "Ba Xufuren shouxie fojing," Zhizhai ji, 42:4. 
Lou Yue, "Wangbi Ankangjun taifuren xingzhuang," Gongguiji, 85:8. 
Yuan Shuoyou, "Hui furen muming," Dongtangji, 20: 31. 
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unremittingly every morning and evening. Liu Qi then further predicated the enormous 

merit Mme. Sun would gain by having completed this useful collection and circulating it 

among many people?^^ In another example. Ye Miaohui (1103-1185), a devoted 

Buddhist practitioner, personally copied Diamond sutras. She later had her copy printed 

and distributed over ten thousand volumes. The above women evidently had 

contributed in the transmission of the religious texts by copying, printing, and 

disseminating them. 

Many talented women versed in the Classics, lyrics writing, calligraphy, and 

painting were also attracted to copying and armotating Buddhist sutras. A case found in a 

local gazetteer tells of a talented woman, Shao Daochong (S. Song), who, since 

childhood, loved to compose poetry and to read and to memorize parts of historical 

documents, such as Ban Gu's (32-92) Han Shu (The Historical Document of 

Han Dynasty), and Sima Guang's (1019-1086) Zizhi tongjian 

(Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government). She was also fond of reciting and 

copying the Buddhist scriptures like the Lotus Sutra, the Diamond Sutra, and Yuanjue 

jing. After reading the Record of Lamps, she was even inspired to compose Buddhist 

poetry. Her family compiled her writings into a private collection for the benefit of later 

generations. Another noteworthy example reported by Liu Zai was of the Mme. Xiang, 

who as a bright and intelligent six year old, could memorize famous scholars' essays and 

poetry immediately upon hearing them. She later loved to read historical documents such 

Liu Qi, "Wanfo mingjing xu," Xueyi ji, 6:5-7. Unfortunately, this collection has been lost. 
Yuan Shuoyou, "Gu taishuren Yeshi xingzhuang," Dongtangji, 20:29. 
Anon "Anren Shaoshi," in Baoqing zhi, 9, "Lie Nu," 29. 
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as Zizhi tongjian. After the death of her parents and parents-in-law, she only chanted 

Buddhist scriptures every day, and studied, copied, and annotated the Record of Lamps. 

She even composed the religious poems based on her understanding of Buddhist 

teachings. In summary, these richly descriptive findings regarding women's practices 

of stitra copying, collecting, and annotation, vividly illustrate the extensive contributions 

toward the perpetuation of both religious beliefs and literature from the Song onward. 

Like the above example of Shao Daochong and Mme. Xiang, who wrote ji poetry, 

some talented women voiced their personal piety and spiritual understanding by 

composing religious verses. Liu Kezhuang once eulogized a woman, Zhang 

Zhengyin, ^iES (1179-1247), for her deep understanding of Chan Buddhist texts. 

According to Liu Kezhuang, Zhang Zhengyin had studied Chan with the Buddhist master 

Jishu In her later years, Zhang Zhengyin composed several poems which reflected 

her "thoroughly profound insight and ability to perceive her true nature." Liu Kezhaung 

praised hers as an enlightenment that even the old Buddhist masters could not achieve. 

The above source, taken from women's ji poetry, a genre of literature written exclusively 

by women, is significant because it can supply a rare glimpse into the inner worlds of 

these women writers. Unlike most literary and historical accounts which were written by 

men, writings that replicate women's own voices offer enormously rare insights into 

women's daily life experiences. Because the authors of most Song women's epitaphs 

merely reported the fact that their female biographees had composed religious or secular 

Liu Zai, "Gu Ruren Xiangshi muzhiming," Mantangji, 30: 26-27. 
Liu Kezhuang, "Zhang shuoren muzhiming," Houcun ji, 41: 21. 
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poetry, but did not quote content, as the above cases of Shao Daochong and Zhang 

Zhengyin have demonstrated, any systematic studies on Song lay women's religious 

poetry are almost unfeasible. 

Close scrutiny however reveals a few extant examples of women's ji lyrics that 

reflected both female religious piousness and literary talent. In her funeral biography, 

Mme. Murong, who was exalted by Ye Mengde (1077-1148) for her good deeds 

and words, composed a Buddhist eulogistic poem for herself titled "Joyful Divinity": 

My portrait I am proud of looks real, 
But one brush stroke can double my images. 
The Dharma does not have This, 
Until the end That is the true form." 

In her entire biography the author did not provide any detailed information about her 

education, but Mme. Murong, who came from a prominent family, was apparently highly 

educated since she was versed in both painting and writing lyrics, as this ji poem told us. 

For recent scholarship on Song women and religious literature, see Ding-hwa E. Hsieh, 
"Images of Women in Ch'an Buddhist Literature," in Buddhism in the Sung, 148-187. Also see 
Miriam Levering, "Dogen's Raihaitokuzui and Women Teaching in Sung Ch'an," Journal of the 
International Association of Buddhist Studies, 21.1 (1998), 77-110. Also see her The Zen of 
Women: Women Masters in Zen through the Sung Dynasty (700-1276), forthcoming. Scholarship 
on Ming-Qing women's religious poetry, see Beata Grant, "Through the Empty Gate: The Poetry 
of Buddhist Nuns in Late Imperial China," in Cultural Intersections in Later Chinese Buddhism, 
87-113. 

See Ye Mengde, "Zhao furen Murongshi muming," Jiankangji, 8: 20. 
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Another case is found in a Buddhist treatise, Lebang wenlei written by 

the Song monk, Zong Xiao Zong Xiao recorded that a woman named Feng Faxin 

(fl- Southern Song), a devoted Buddhist, once wrote the following verse: 

I have been following my affinity and karma for years and years. 
It is useless to be an old cow just plowing the fields. 
I meditate with my body and mind on returning to [the Western Paradise] shortly. 
And also on preventing my nostrils from being pierced. 

According to Zong Xiao, Feng Faxin of a higher social standing, had poor health from 

her childhood on. Her illness was even more severe following her marriage. When she 

visited a Chan monk, he advised her to abstain from meat and to recite the Buddha's 

name. After practicing Buddhism, Feng Faxin's chronic illness was cured. In her poem it 

is perhaps the image of the cow plowing the fields that represented her perception of the 

oppressive reincarnation and worldly hardship caused by her present life's illness, and 

illness which triggered a yearning for salvation in her supposed next life. 

The anecdotal source, Xianchuang guayi zhi also recounted a case 

of a woman's religious verse composition. Jiang Nianer (fl. Southern Song), a 

devoted laywoman from Haiyan County Zhejiang, composed a Buddhist 

eulogistic poem: 

I have read the Lotus Sutra over fourteen thousand times. 
My offerings throughout my life ensure me good affinity. 

Also see Wang Rixiu, "Song Fengshi furen," Longshu zenguangjingtuwen, in Taisho 51: 1970: 
269b. 
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The Western Region will be my home. 
Wind and Moon will escort me in my voyage on the prajnd boat. 

Jiang Nianer, who unremittingly recited Buddhist books and offered incense every day, 

was said to have written this poem before she died. The above are three examples 

reflecting the elite women's religiosity as well as their considerable literary talent. Other 

sources, such as local gazetteers, also recount a few women's religious verses. For 

example, a woman named Hong Shengbao a Northern Song native of Putian H 

EB, Fujian, was devoted to reciting and composing Chan ji poetry every day. It is 

unknown whether this woman came from an elite or an ordinary family. But it is evident 

that she was literate enough to recite and compose ji poetry.^'^' Besides, Chan literature, 

such as the denglu (the Genealogical Histories), the yulu (the Discourse 

Records), and the gongan (the Public Case Anthologies) contain several ji poems 

composed by both Buddhist nuns and laywomen. It is also worth noting that some 

religious poems were written by the ordinary women, in particular those humble aged 

242 women. 

Lu Yinglong, Xianchuang quayi zhi, 21, in BJXSDG, Ser 3, Vol. 2. 
Hong Shengbao died during the era of the Huangyou reign (1049-1053). For her poem, see 

Kong Fanli ed., Songshi jishi xubu (Beijing daxue chuban she, 1987), 100. Also 
see Li Junfu, Puyang bishi 7, in Wanwei biecang edition; also see Putian xianzhi HEH 
ll/g;, 32; Quanzhou jiizhi 65. 

A group of a lower-class old woman, the pozi ^^or the laopo often composed 
religious poems. Among them, for instance, were Yantou pozi > Yu Daopo 
Chen Daopo and others. See Wudeng huiyuan 3, 11; Shi Xiaoying, Lohuyelu, 
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The above evidence amply attests not only to Song women's spiritual pursuits but 

also to their literary aspirations. It alludes to a prevailing trend toward the cultivation of 

both female religiosity and literary talent during the Song era, and also alludes to an 

intriguing association between women's literary aspirations and religious cultivation. To 

unravel the full implications of the relationship between women's literary learning and 

their spiritual pursuits during the Song, it is necessary to scrutinize the following 

questions regarding Song women's education and upbringing during this period: What 

was the purpose of women's education in the Song? What were the males' attitudes 

toward female literary talent and religious zeal? How did women acquire their learning? 

The following section will answer the above questions in order to demonstrate the nexus 

between Song women's literary learning and their religious practices. 

Women's Education before and during Song China 

1. From Ban Zhao to Zhu Xi—Women's Literary Learning in Didactic Texts 

Early in Chinese history, the Li Ji, the Book of Rites, documented detailed 

familial rules to regulate both men's and women's manners in the household based on the 

principles of gender segregation and ritual propriety. It also presented guidelines for the 

education of both boys and girls. While the Li Ji did not actually stipulate gender-

selective restrictions on education, it did neglect to address explicitly how girls might 

acquire literary learning. Later the rendering of the Li Ji was adopted by Ban Zhao M. 

710, 481; J/ato/ pudeng lu {the Jiatai Comprehensive Record of the Lamp), in 
Xuzangjing (Dainihon zokuzokyo): 11: 95b-c; 24: 170b. See Ding-hwa Hsieh, Ibid. 

Li Ji, 12, 28:20a. Legge 1: 478. Also see Lisa Raphals, Sharing the Light, 232. 
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Bp (A.D. 45-120), the eminent woman scholar, in her instructional book, Nu Jie tcMi 

{Admonitions for Women). From the Han dynasty on. Ban Zhao's Nii Jie had been the 

first and foremost Confucian didactic text for women. It formulated prescription for ideal 

womanhood by providing a systematic set of instructions on how to educate women to 

fiilfill their roles and duties within the domestic sphere.^'*'* Based on the Li Ji prescription. 

Ban Zhao stipulated the side four womanly types of conduct (fude M'^.,fuyan ̂  

^,furong and fugong womanly virtue, womanly language, womanly 

comportment, and womanly work) by which her female audience should abide. The 

central theme of NU Jie, all in all, was to teach women humility in accordance with 

gender and ritual propriety. Ban Zhao indeed acceded to the belief of the superiority of 

man over woman as a preordained given. Despite its deliberately conservative overtone, 

however. Nil Jie was most likely the earliest-known text in Chinese history that 

specifically advocated female literacy. Unlike the canonical texts, such as the Li Ji, that 

preserved literacy acquisition only for men. Ban Zhao went further by addressing 

explicitly the necessity of women's literary learning. She argued that the practice of 

providing boys opportimities for literacy ignored the essential connection between the 

genders that was based on the parity between yin and yang}'^^ Accordingly, Ban Zhao 

Ban Zhao said that "If you examine the gentlemen of the present time, they understand only 
that wives must not be uncontrolled and that [their] dignities and principles must not be 
unregulated. Thus they instruct the boys to take books and histories as models, but they 
absolutely do not understand that husbands and masters must not be unserved, and rites and 
propriety must not be unpreserved. Yet when they teach boys and do not teach girls, do they not 
ignore the connection between the one and the other? According to the Rites they begin teaching 
reading at the age of eight, and by fifteen they reach the point of study [of texts]. So why can we 
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reasoned, women ought to be able to read. Only then could they understand ritual well 

and perform it appropriately, both of which made them better wives to serve husbands 

and their families. 

In a word. Ban Zhao's intention in composing the Nu Jie was to set up a 

normative and prescriptive standard for all women to follow. Despite her radical 

advocacy of women's literacy. Ban Zhao's purpose in promoting female literary learning 

was to have women understand and then conform to what she prescribed in the text. Such 

an idea indisputably had an impact upon the later Song Neo-Confucian literati, who 

endeavored to revive the classic patrilineal principles that highly accentuated ritual and 

gender propriety. Under the banner of such family/clan oriented principles, women's role 

and duties within the domestic household came to be of the vital concern to the Song 

Neo-Confucian reformers. The Song Neo-Confucian literati hence came to share the 

unanimous belief that women's literary learning was both necessary and important. One 

of the Song advocates of women's literary learning, the Northern Song Confucian scholar, 

Zeng Gong (1019-1083), made a remark about women's education which deserves 

quotation here: 

The teachings of the former rulers of antiquity were not merely confined to the 
elite gentlemen (shidafu). The teachings included one for women. Therefore, 
girls [of antiquity] had teachers. Their speeches and acts were taught according to 
the Rituals. Their virtues were cultivated based on the Music. Their good deeds 
were eulogized, and their resolves were encouraged. They were encouraged to 
study Poetry to express their will. It is not that [women] cannot learn. Thus the 
teachings [of former times] were accomplished within and outside [the domestic 
household]. Its custom was admirable, and its rule was appropriate. Today such 
teachings [for women] have been abolished. As long as one's [a woman's] 

not have these [girls] conform to the same principle?" See Hou Han Shu, 84: 2788. The 
translation quoted in Lisa Raphals, Ibid., 243. 
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learning does not alter her natural disposition, and her speeches and acts do not 
go beyond the regulations, then she can be viewed as virtuous. 

Zeng Gong one of the first to acknowledge that female learning and the way of teaching 

women in antiquity were exemplary. In viewing the lack of systematic ways of educating 

women in his time, Zeng Gong emphasized the importance of seeing that women's 

education did not exceed societal expectations of gender propriety, by providing the 

example from antiquity that women's learning should be based on the Classics. 

Sima Guang also emphasized the necessity for both boys and girls to be taught 

with the Classics. He discussed the trajectory of primary education for boys and girls in 

his Simashi shuyi {Document Forms and Ceremonies)-. 

When children are six years old, teach them the numbers and the names of 
directions. Boys start to learn writing characters. Girls start to learn a bit of 
women's work, such as sewing and weaving. When they reach the age of seven, 
boys and girls no longer sit and eat together. They begin to read Xiao Jing 
{Classic of Filial Piety) and Lun Yu {Analects). Even girls need to recite them. At 
the age of eight, boys read the Shang Shu {Book of Documents), but girls are not 
allowed to go outside the inner quarters. At nine, boys study Chun Qiu {Book of 
Spring and Autumn) and history. Explain these texts to them. Also interpret Lun 
Yu , Xiao Jing, LienU zhuan {Biographies of Great Women), Nii Jie {Precepts for 
Women), and the like to girls and make them approximately understand the 
meanings of these texts. 

Sima Guang then concluded that everyone, including women, must study in order to 

know ritual and morality. According to him, the Analects and the Classic of Filial Piety 

served as two primers which children were to leam at age seven. After two years, boys' 

studies included more classics and historical documents, while girls' focused more on 

Zeng Gong, Yuanfeng leigao, 45: 297. Also refer to Jing-shen Tao, BeiSong shizu jiazu hunyin 
shenghuo, 155. 

Sima Guang, Simashi shuyi, 4: 45. 
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instructional books such as Nii Jie. In general, Sima Guang agreed with Ban Zhao that 

literary learning made women better wives in order to serve their husbands and in-laws, 

to manage household affairs, to conduct family rituals, and to teach their children within 

the inner quarters—all of which were regarded as core tasks assigned to women 

• • • • 248 
according to prevailing Confucian patrilineal principles. 

For Zhu Xi, the foremost syncretizer of Song Neo-Confucianism, the most 

important aspect of education to be derived from the Classics was that of moral 

cultivation. Moral cultivation came prior to book learning and it applied to everyone 

regardless of social standing or gender. It was also the linchpin of family regulation, the 

vital part of the Neo-Confucian patrilineal principle which Sima Guang also emphasized, 

as shown above. In view of the latter principle, the central moral cultivations for women 

included the expression of filial piety both to their own parents and their in-laws 

(particularly the latter) and maintenance of fidelity to their husbands. Their basic 

education in womanly work trained them to both fulfill their roles as filial daughters-in-

law and faithful wives, and to perform the duties that regulated the family. In this vein, 

Zhu Xi, in his prescriptive text Elementary Learning, quoted from the chapter titled 

Rulers for Domestic Life, from the Book of Rites, which defined women's education 

toward taking on household tasks, such as textile work, food preparation, and sacrifice 

assistance: "When they reach the age of ten, girls do not go out. Governesses teach them 

to be docile and obedient, and to leam women's work, such as the handling of hemp and 

Sima Guang, Jiafan, 6:594-95. 
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silkworms, weaving, the preparation of foods, and assistance at sacrifices."^'^^ Although 

women's literacy was not mentioned in this didactic book, women's education was not 

left out of Zhu Xi's vision of women's moral instruction. Like his forerunner Sima 

Guang, Zhu Xi also endorsed a basic literaracy for women. In addition to the Classics, 

like The Analects and The Classic of Filial Piety, he recommended two instruction books. 

Ban Zhao's Nti Jie and Sima Guang's Family Precepts, as two important primary texts 

for women to read. He even thought standard Confucian classics, such as The Book of 

Songs, The Book of Documents, The Mencius, and The Spring and Autumn Annuals, 

could also be offered for women's readings. 

Nevertheless, women's education, as outlined in the Song prescriptive texts, was 

frequently restricted to a basic literacy allowing them to read illustrated instruction books 

as well as to the domestic skills of weaving, cooking, and calculating. In other words, the 

goal of women's literacy lay more in pragmatic concerns: in order to manage a family 

efficiently, women were required to be literate. Yuan Cai in his Family Precepts pointed 

out the importance of women's education, including that of basic literary learning and 

arithmetic, from such a practical perspective: 

Some wives with dull-witted husbands are able to manage the household affairs, 
calculating the outlays and income of money and grain, without letting anyone 
cheat them. Some with unworthy husbands are able to manage the finances with 
the help of their sons without it ending in the ruin of the family and its property. 
Occasionally there are even widows whose sons are young, who are able to raise 
and educate their sons, keep the affection of all their relatives, manage the family 
finances, and even prosper. All of these are wise and worthy women. But the 
most remarkable are the women who manage the family's support after their 
husbands have died leaving them with young children. Such women could entrust 
their finances to their husband's kinsmen or their own kinsmen, but not all 

Zhu Xi, Xiaoxue jijie, 1:4. 
Chan Wing-tsit, Chu His:New Studies (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989), 542. 
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relatives are honorable, and the honorable ones are not necessarily willing to look 
after other people's business. When wives themselves can read and do arithmetic, 
and those they entrust with their affairs have enough to live on themselves and 
some sense of fairness and duty, then affairs will usually work out all right. 

Apparently, literary learning here allowed women to take charge of various family affairs, 

including management of finances. According to Yuan Cai, if women could read and do 

arithmetic, they were qualified enough to regulate the family without the latter falling 

into ruin. 

In the eyes of the male Neo-Confucians, women's literacy served as a means not 

only of making women better wives whereby to serve their husbands and to manage the 

household affairs, but also served as a device by which to script their behavior within the 

domestic sphere. Consider the argument of another Northern Song scholar, Zheng Xia ^ 

(1041-1119), regarding the urgency of educating women owing to their ignorance, 

which would likely result in the ruin of their families. Zheng Xia maintained that because 

women dwelled within the inner quarters, they were necessarily ignorant of the outer 

world. It was hence more imperative to teach girls than it was to teach boys, since, if 

women were not educated, they were then out of control, which consequently led to 

difficulties in regulating the family and thus to an incorrect Family Way (jidao buzheng 

Here Zheng Xia's endorsement of women's education echoed Ban Zhao's 

advocacy of female literacy in that it intended to keep women under patriarchal control 

by guiding them in ways of ritual propriety and Confucian ethics. 

Yuan Cai, Yuan Shi Shi Fan, 23. The translation quoted in Patricia Ebrey, Family and 
Property in Sung China, 221. 

Zheng Xia, "Xie furen mubiao," Xitangji, 4: 8b. 
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2. Women's Literary Learning and Religious Practices in Epitaphs 

Despite the limited scope of women's education discussed in the above didactic 

texts, records of women's literary learning found in descriptive sources, like funeral 

biographies and anecdotes, as analyzed in our previous discussion, show that it was not 

restricted merely to basic learning. Numerous Song women also engaged in advanced 

reading and writing. Their readings incorporated classics, histories, philosophies, essays, 

poetry, religious scriptures, medicine texts, and divination books. Many Song women 

even composed essays and poems, and were also skillful at calligraphy and music; they 

were said to have been as brilliant as men. The above mentioned cases of talented female 

Buddhist practitioners, such as Shao Daochong, Lady Xiang, Zhang Zhengyin, and so 

forth, have suggested such a trend of women's advanced literacy. Recent scholarship has 

also exhumed abundant examples of women of letters from the Song period. Although 

numerous women were said to have been able to read various texts, they were often 

described as having merely understood the general meaning of the contents (luexiao dayi 

rather than having grasped their subtler implications. 

Here I do not intend to repeat the examples provided by recent studies. I do wish 

to point out a few more exceptional cases. One of the tantalizing examples is that of Pu 

Zhi?®^ (fl. N. Song), the high educated wife of an early Northern Song scholar Zhang 

Yu (fl- N.Song). She was renowned for her literary talent, one which rivaled that of 

Tao, Ibid., 153-170. Bettine Birge, Neo-Confucian Education, 325-367. Patricia Ebrey, The 
Inner Quarters, 120-124. 



114 

her husband. Her most renown work, a eulogy for Zhang Yu, was collected in the Song 

dynastic history.^^"* In addition to her literary abilities, Miss Qian was depicted as being 

talented and artistic. She studied classics, histories, and Buddhist and Daoist writings. 

She was also skilled in music and in calculations of the calendar. We are told in this 

account that she even composed more than one thousand poems during her life. The 

mother of Huang Zhu (fl. 12"* century), a famous Song poet, was another 

exceptional example. Huang Zhu recalled that his late mother, also known as Chongxi 

jushi was a talented poetess. She had composed copious popular poems and 

very likely had circulated them. According to Huang, the copies of his mother's work 

were destroyed by fire and very little was left. He then strenuously gathered them from 

others who had the original work. 

Other examples among the Song's numerous talented women were those who 

were praised by the male Confucians not for their literary talent, but for their devotion to 

their children's education. Without a doubt, the most famous case was Ouyang Xiu's iJc 

l^fl^ (1007-1072) mother, who personally taught him after his father died. Cheng Yi and 

Cheng Hao's mother, Mme. Hou, was also highly educated. She tutored the Cheng 

brothers in the Classics when they were young. The latter example significantly 

illustrates that in addition to being dutiful daughters-in-law and virtuous wives, the role 

See "The Biography of Zhang Yu," Song Shi, 458. 
Fan Zuyu, "Gongbu Shanshu zhishi Li Zhuanggong Xuchang ju furen Qianshi muzhiming," 

F a n t a i s h i j i ,  3 8 : 1 3 .  
Zhang Shinan, Youhuan jiwen, 8:67-68. In TangSong shiliao biji congkan. Beijing: Zhonghua 

shuju, 1997. 
There are many examples of educated mothers teaching their children in the Song. As for the 

related studies see Jing-shen Tao, Ibid., 165-169; Bettine Birge, Ibid., 348-352. 
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of the dedicated mother educating her children that Song elite women assumed within the 

domestic sphere appeared to be a vital one. In considering the preservation of the family 

and the revival of interest in the patrilineal system as an important goal for a shidafu (an 

elite gentlemen), education for children, particularly for the male descendants, was 

imperative since it served as a means for men to pass the civil service examination and to 

achieve an official career, one that brought to their family and clan reputation, status, and 

privilege. In those Neo-Confucian didactic texts, as we have seen before, women 

received a basic education in domestic skills to manage their family. Women were 

designated as "producers" who spun, wove, and processed food in order to contribute 

toward the family's livelihood. According to those instructional texts, however. Song 

women also needed to leam primary texts, such as the Analects and the Classic of Filial 

Piety, because the former were also expected to play roles as educators of children in the 

family. Therefore Song women, regardless of their family backgrounds, if they were 

both literate and skillful in the womanly work of sewing and weaving, were preferred as 

mates by men of the educated class and would thus have better marital opportunities. For 

example. Miss Wu (1056-1114), who came from a peasant family, was said to be have 

excelled at both women's work and at calligraphy. As a result, many leading families 

• 258 competed with each other to recruit her as a daughter-in-law. 

Following along in this vein, it is clear that the main purpose of Song women's 

literary learning was to qualify women as adepts in regulating the family, but advanced 

literary learning was irrelevant to, or even distracting to women's inclinations to fulfill 

Wang Zao, "Wu furen muzhiming," Fuxiji, 28:2la-b. 
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their household obligations. Under of Neo-Confucian values, true female virtue hinged 

on a woman's self-sacrifice and loyalty to patrilineage, rather than on her own 

satisfaction in exploring her literary talent. In this regard, Sima Guang remarked that it 

was improper for women to compose poetry.^^^ Sima Guang's observation, however, 

somehow mirrored the trend of women's advanced literary practice of composing poetry 

during the Northern Song times. 

Despite the fact that the Song dynasty produced some famous women poets, such 

as Li Qingzhao (1084-ca. 1160) and Zhu Shuzhen (fl. 1095-1131),^^® 

there were many more talented women who, because women's literary pursuits were 

deemed to be "unwifely," either declined to show their literary talent publicly, or refused 

to engage in poetry writing or other literary arts. Even though she was highly educated, 

Cheng Yi's mother never wrote compositions. She thought it was improper for women to 

circulate their writing publicly.^^^ Wang Zhongyi's (N. Song) daughter, Mme. 

Wang (1095-1149), who taught her sons calligraphy, always personally destroyed her 

writings and never showed them to anyone.^^^ Another Miss Wang, who was taught by 

her father and her father's friend, was gifted and able to compose poems and essays, but 

she never showed her work to others. She told Wang Tinggui (1079-1171), a 

well-known scholar-official: "Writing poetry is not the priority for women. Once a 

Sima Guang, Jiafan, 6: 595-596. The other reason men objected to women's practice of poetry 
writing because it might be associated with that of courtesans. 

For Song poetesses refer to Li Er, Songshijishi (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1983). 
Hu Wenkai, Lidai funii zhuzuo kao, vol 3, "Songdai." (Taipei: Dingwen shuju press, 1973), 33-56. 
Zheng Guangyi, Zhongguo lidai cainii shige jianshang cidian, 700-1101. 

Cheng Yi, Er Chengji, 12: 655. 
Sun Di, "Song gu Qinguo furen Wangshi muzhiming," Hongqingjushiji, 40:3. 
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woman's poems are circulated, people would be eager to pass them around. This would 

obscure women's virtuous conduct within the irmer chambers."^^^ According to the above 

examples, together with the previous one of Huang Zhu's mother, it seemed that there 

had a trend of circulating women's literary work, particularly poems, around eleventh to 

twelfth centuries. In addition, Yao Mian's MM (1216-1262) two wives, who were 

sisters from the Zou family, were both highly literate and able to write Yuefu poems, 

but they both declined to do so, replying that composing poetry "is not women's 

business." One more intriguing case reported by Lu You, a famous Southern Song 

poet, is the story of Lady Yin. Though poetically talented when she was young. Lady Yin 

was said to have refused Li Qingzhao's offer to be her tutor, saying: "Literary talent is 

none of my business.This kind of modesty of learned women as described in their 

biographies unanimously won acclaim from the male elite, which reflected a male's 

reaction to female participation in literary practice. 

Also, as the above evidence shows, many learned Song women regarded literary 

pursuits as insignificant compared to the more important tasks of womanhood. Consider 

the above comment by Miss Wang on women's literary writing which she thought that 

the latter would conceal recognition of women's virtuous conduct within the inner 

chambers. These educated women's conflicting feelings toward their "unwifely" literary 

talent reflect the conflict between women's gender role in the sphere of the nei (inner) 

Wang Tinggui, "Gu Wangshi furen muzhiming," Luxi wenji, 44: 10. 
Yao Mian, "Meizhuang furen muzhiming," Xuepo ji, 50:11-12. Also see Ebrey, The Inner 

Quarters, 124. 
Lu You, "Furen Sunshi muzhiming," Weinan weiji, 35: 217. 



118 

and the pursuit of literacy in the sphere of the wai (outer). Study was a legitimate 

entitlement for a man who had the implicit societal mandate to pursue his vocation. In 

traditional China, male literacy paved the road for men's engagement in the study of 

Classics and statecraft, success in which ultimately provided them with the wai mastery, 

officialdom. The female literacy legitimized by the Song Neo-Confucians, on the 

contrary, mandated that women undertake family tasks, educate the children, and perform 

duties within the household, the inner realm. Derived from the writings in the Confucian 

canon, such as the Book of Rites, the concept of neilwai denoted not only the separation 

between men and women, but also elucidated as a gender-based division of work. This 

division, based on ritual propriety, was regarded by the Neo-Confucians as essential for a 

moral society. Literary pursuits typically designated to the outer realm were 

indisputably viewed as male's work. Women who practiced advanced literary arts, such 

as writing, not only physically violated the rule of the differentiation of neilwai, but also 

psychologically threatened their male counterparts, who believed that literary learning 

was their own privileged domain. Thus, it is not hard to understand why Zhu Shuzhen 

• • • 0(^1 
and other Song women writers had a "sinful feeling" about their literary pursuits. 

The concept of neilwai, the inner and outer realms, will be further discussed in next section. 
Part II, From Inner to Outer: Song Women's Practices and Realization. 

Zhu Shuzhen once composed a poem regarding her sinful feeling: "A sin it is for women to 
play with the pen. Let alone eulogizing the moon and praising the breeze. Grinding through iron 
inkstones is none of our business. But praises are high if our sewing needles break with wear." 
See Zhu Shuzhen, "Zati," in Zhu Shuzhen ji (annotated by Zhang Zhang and Huang Yu Shanghai: 
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1986), 154. Translation quoted in Clara Wing-chung Ho, "The 
Cultivation of Female Talent: Views on Women's Education in China during the Early and High 
Qing Periods," JESHO 38, 2 (1995), 213. 
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In viewing the principle of inner/outer demarcation, women's religious practices 

such as siitra reading and religious ji composing, also forms of literary learning, seemed 

to be more acceptable compared to women's advanced literary practices like poetry 

composing. One aforementioned case of talented women practitioners is that of Mme. 

Xiang, a devoted laywoman who possessed a comprehensive knowledge about the 

classics, history, and literature, but later only immersed herself in siitra reading, copying, 

and religious ji composing, which needs to be probed further here. She once dissuaded 

her husband from involving himself in Buddhist studies as she did, by saying: "The 

Buddhist teachings disregard one's family and disvalue life and death. This is not the 

[Confucian] Way to regulate society and to rule state. I, a woman, should not meddle 

with outside affairs, and I am approaching the age of forty, which is no longer young. I 

intend to keep away from worldly troubles and to let my heart wander. You should not do 

as I am doing." Mme. Xiang's remark deserves our attention here. Even though she 

was a pious Buddhist practitioner, she advised against her husband's involvement in 

Buddhist practices, since the Buddhist tenets deviated from Confucian values, and were 

definitely not appropriate model for statecraft. More importantly, such practices belonged 

to the inner sphere—^the realm designated for women's performance of their own roles 

and duties—and theoretically women ought not to transgress the boundary from the inner 

to the outer. In other words, according to Mme. Xiang, these non-Confucian practices, 

like reciting Buddhist texts, copying and annotating its scriptures, and composing 

religious poems, were perceptibly regarded as "inner" practices, ones that were pertinent 

Liu Zai, "Gu Ruren Xiangshi muzhiming," Mantangji, 30: 26-27. 
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and allotted to women rather than to men. Her viewpoint in part explains why there was 

a tremendous amount of women practiced Buddhism during the Song era. 

Given the Neo-Confucian ideology highlighting the patrilineal principles, 

women's advanced literary learning was unnecessary since it served no practical purpose 

related to family regulation or to the wellbeing of the patrilineage. Hence, the above 

findings also reflect an implied Neo-Confucian restraint upon women's advanced literary 

aspirations. With the progressive reinforcement of the Neo-Confucian focus on the 

patrilineal family and clan, opposition to women's literary pursuits, such as poetry 

composition, grew stronger.^^^ The trend of the male literati's commendations of learned 

women's modesty for not flaunting their literary talent proves this point. Moreover, as 

the data demonstrate, at least during the Northern Song and the early Southern Song, 

male scholars did not stint in accounts of women's literary aspirations; however, by the 

late Southern Song, more and more male authors were reticent about revealing the 

literary practices of their female biographees. We do know, however, from the authors' 

repeated recoimtings of women's practices of Buddhist or Daoist scripture reading that 

these women were reasonably literate. This significant surge in female religious practices, 

such as sutra reciting and the like, signaled not only the Neo-Confucian sanction of them, 

but also the shifl;ing trend among women from literary pursuits to religious related 

practices as documented abundantly in funeral biographies. As suggested by previous 

examples of learned women practitioners, in addition to serving as a conduit for women's 

spiritual cultivation, siitra reciting and the related practices also provided Song women a 

Patricia Ebrey has also noticed the ambivalent Neo-Confucian reactions to such female literary 
aspirations. See Ebrey, The Inner Quarters. 
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literary outlet through which to channel literary impulses that had been held in check by 

the male Neo-Confucians. 

As mentioned above, many women's devotion to their religious practices of sutra 

reciting, copying, compiling, and the like, frequently received male acclamation. Here I 

want to provide some more critical examples: Miss Wei (971-1073) was said to have 

practiced Buddhism and to have versed herself in its texts. Therefore she "could keep 

calm and tranquil without letting exterior matters disturb her mind when she encountered 

either failure or success." Shen Gou tfcjS (1025-1067) thus praised her as virtuous, and 

believed that most gentlemen {junzi ^^) would not be able to achieve her level of 

equanimity.^'*' Mme. He devoted herself to studying the Buddhist canon. She always 

recited sutras to people. Her entire clan admired her very much in this regard, and 

extolled her as surpassing men. Her calm poise in dealing with difficult situations was 

viewed as virtuous.^'' One more case is that of a pious woman named Bian Miaojuei^^ii'^ 

^ (1144-1235), who had practiced Buddhism from her childhood. Her Buddhist 

practices such as vegetarian diet, recollection of Guanyin's name, and recitation of sutras 

allowed her to manage family affairs tranquilly and successfully. Her biographer Yuan 

Fu (jinshi 1214) acknowledged her thorough understanding of Buddhist tenets. He 

fiirther eulogized her because she educated her sons and grandsons in Confucian 

™ Shen Gou, "Changshouxian taijun Weishi muzhiming," XTO ji, 10: 16. 
Tang Shichi, "Cao furen Heshi muzhiming," Lingyan ji, 7: 27. 
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teachings, but for herself she cultivated Buddhism, an achievement that even great men 

could not accomplish. 

Although women's religious canon reading and other related practices were also 

forms of literary learning, the Neo-Confucians viewed such female learning as a pursuit 

of spirituality, rather than as an exploration of literary talent. Therefore, women's 

religious learning was more tolerable and praiseworthy. Despite the fact that the 

prescriptive texts like Sima Guang's Family Precepts and Zhu Xi's Elementary Learning 

neither stipulated any religious education nor included any single religious scripture as 

the primary texts for women, it is evident that numerous Song women read religious 

books in their different life stages. As a daily personal cultivation, women's religious 

learning benefited themselves and their families in many ways. As suggested by the 

aforementioned cases of Miss Wei, Mme. He, and Bian Miaojue, Song women's 

practices of religious scriptures reading kept them content and tranquil, enabled them to 

handle heavy household tasks and provide the strength and equanimity needed to solve 

family difficulties—all of which contributed to the solidarity of the patrilineage. The 

previous discussion has also indicated that Song women's involvement in sutra chanting 

following the deaths of their husbands signaled female chastity, a vital womanly virtue 

serving to protect patrilineal interests and to sustain an orderly Confucian family and 

society. Hence, the affirmative attitudes of the Song male literati toward women's 

religious practices and learning notwithstanding, they indeed also imply that such 

practices and learning should be based on practical purposes. Undoubtedly, women's 

Yuan Fu, "Tairuren Bianshi muzhiming," Mengzhai ji, 18:19-20. 
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familial undertakings were prior to their religious practices, and the patrilineal interest 

was more important than female religiosity. As long as women's religious learning 

benefited the male family and clan, as we have seen in the above cases, such learning was 

tolerable and even encouraged. 

By the same token, it is not hard to find that even Zhu Xi, who was also known as 

a hostile critic of Buddhism and Daoism, encouraged and lauded women's practices of 

sutra reading and ascetic behavior. In his epitaph for Miss Yu, Zhu Xi eulogized her 

study of Buddhist texts while she was pregnant, regarding such a practice together with 

the reading of Confucian books, as a good form of taijiao (prenatal education). 

This example shows Zhu Xi's sanction of such religious education received from and 

transmitted by women. 

Religious learning in effect functioned as the complementary base for both 

women's literacy and moral acquisition. Women not only instructed their children in 

Confucian classics, but also taught them from the Buddhist canon. It is an intriguing 

contrast that numerous educated Song women studied Confucian classics, such as the 

Analects and the Classic of Filial Piety, from their fathers or other male relatives, while 

they learned the religious scriptures from their mothers or other female family 

members.Women's piety always catalyzed their children's religious practices. The 

evidence shows that the famous Song Buddhist masters often accredited their religiosity 

™ Zhu Xi, Huian ji, 92: 14-15. 
There are abundant cases regarding women's learning classics through their fathers or other 

male relatives. There is also another contrast between women's learning and teaching found in 
their funeral epitaphs: Women learned classics from their fathers, and reciprocally taught classis 
to their sons. 
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to their mothers' influence.^^^ Mothers or mothers-in-law who were devoted laywomen, 

undoubtedly also molded their daughters' or daughters-in-laws' religious practices. Zhou 

Miaocong inspired by her mother's Pure Land practices, devoted herself to the 

recitation of siitras and the recollection of the Buddha. Another previously mentioned 

example is that of Mme. Hu, Han Qi's mother. Mme. Hu studied the Buddhist canon 

thoroughly and taught Buddhist texts to other female members within the inner 

quarters.^^^ Lady Li practiced Buddhism thanks to her mother-in-law, who was fond of 

reading Buddhist books. She and her mother-in-law were said to have recited Buddhist 

texts every morning and evening for over fifty years. Many funeral biographies of 

female practitioners also tell us that these women either had pious mothers who practiced 

970 
Buddhism, or had religious daughters who became Buddhist nuns. 

For instance, we are told by Zhu Xi that Yin Hejing (S. Song) recited one scripture of 
the Diamond Sutra every day in accordance with his mother's orders. Zhu Xi, "Ji Hejing 
xiangsheng wushi," Huian ji, 71. The well-known monk, Zhiyuan ^HI, attributed his Buddhist 
practice to his mother, nee Ma, who guided him with Buddhist teachings. Zhiyuan, "Xifang jingtu 
zan," in Lebang wenlei, Taisho: 49: 1969: 180a-b. Another Chan master, Guanghui recalled 
that he was particularly influenced by his mother's piousness from very young age. He followed 
the Buddhist precepts and was instructed by his mother to abstain from meat. Pan Ping, "Da Song 
Xiangzhou Fengshan Yanqing Chanyuan chuanfa Huiguang dashi shouta beiming," Quan 
Songwen, 136: 197. There are also many cases of devoted women whose sons became monks. 
See Qiang Zhi, "Runan Zhoushi fiiren muzhiming," Cibu ji, 35:5. Zhang Shou, "Tairuren Shishi 
muzhiming," Bilingji, 13: 15. Yang Shi, "Zhangshi muzhiming," Guishan ji, 30: 3. Cao Xun, 
"Yongjia jun taifuren Tangshi muming," Songyin ji, 36:3. 

Zhipan, "Wangsheng niilun zhuan," Fozu tongji, in Taisho: 51: 2035: 286c. 
Han Qi, Ibid. 
Xu Yuanjie, "Pu Cheng Chenshi muzhiming," Meiye ji, 11:4. 
For example, see Fan Zuyu, "Changshouxian taijun Yangshi muzhiming," Fantaishi ji, 41:1. 

Huang Tingjian, "Yonganxian jun Jinshi muzhiming," Shangu waiji, 8: 20-21. Xie Shenfu, "Li 
Duanxiu qi Zhoushi," in Guzhi shihua, 30:2. Huang Shang, "Furen Linshi muzhiming," Yanshan 
ji, 34:5. Zhou Bida, "Yongguo taifuren Fongshi muzhiming," Wenzhongji, 37:9. Liu Kezhuang, 
"Keruren muzhiming," Houcun ji, 38:19. There are also many cases of devoted women whose 
sons became monks. See Qiang Zhi, "Runan Zhoushi furen muzhiming," Cibu ji, 35:5. Yang Shi, 



125 

Most women acquired their religious learning within their inner chambers, while 

some accessed Buddhist teachings through the sangha. During the Song dynasty, when 

Chan Buddhism flourished among many practitioners, evidence reveals frequent 

instances of Song laywomen's association with the clergy, especially with the Chan 

masters. One well-known case is that of Ji Miaozhen a follower of the eminent 

Chan monk, Dahu Zonggao.^^'' Su Shi once wrote a greeting letter to a religious master 

for his wife, Wang Fu (1039-65). From this letter we know that Miss Wang had 

been studying Buddhism with this master for a while.^^' Yet another example, Zhong 

Lingzhan, followed Miaozong a disciple of Dahui Zonggao, in learning Chan 

Buddhism.^^^ One aforementioned case, Zhang Zhengyin, learned Chan teaching from 

the religious master Jishu.^^^ One intriguing example is Mme. Fong, who had not 

originally received any education. Because her husband was associated with some Chan 

monks and often invited them to home, Mme. Fong became literate through their 

discussions of Buddhist teachings, and their recitations of Buddhist scriptures. She was 

said to have personally educated all of her five sons. Except for this latter case of 

"Zhangshi muzhiming," Guishanji, 30: 3. Cao Xun, "Yongjia jun taifuren Tangshi muming," 
Songyin ji, 36:3. 

Xuzangjing, Ibid. Also refer to Miriam Levering, "Dogen's Raihaitokuzui and Women 
Teaching in Sung Ch'an," "Dogen's Raihaitokuzui and Women Teaching in Sung 
Ch'an," Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 21.1 (1998): 77-110. 

Su Shi, "Dai furen yu Fuyingzhen dashi," Su Shi wenji, 61:1898. 
Ye Shi, "Song gu Mengfuren muzhiming," Yeshi ji, 13:233. Miaozong, a well-known 

Buddhist nun, was the daughter of the famous Song primary minister Su Song She became 
the disciple of Dahui Zonggao and a Buddhist nun at the age of thirty. Li E, Songshi jishi, 94: 
2274. Jiataipudenglu, 8: 26. For the study on Miaozong and her Chan teaching, see Miriam 
Levering, Ibid. 

Liu Kezhung, Ibid., 21. 
Shi Huihong, "Fongshi muming," Shimen wenzichan, 29:27b. 
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Mme. Fong, we know very little about how the aforementioned devotees studied with 

their religious masters. 

Pious women were frequently involved with Buddhist nuns. Su Shi's concubine, 

Wang Zhaoyun, was said to have studied Buddhism with a Buddhist nun, Yi Chong 

(N. Song). She was then able to recite the Diamond Sutra. It was common practice for 

nuns to frequently visit the inner quarters to preach Buddhist doctrines to women therein. 

However, some Song instruction texts admonished against visits by Buddhist or Daoist 

nuns to the home. Consider Lu You's disapproval of women's association with nuns: 

From the Zhou Dynasty on, the doctrines of rites have been declining. Women 
neither listen to the teachings of their governesses, nor follow the precepts of the 
illustrated books and histories. The Buddhist nuns in the neighborhood 
continually agitated the minds of women. Women are not modest and yielding 
anymore. Nowadays women are disobedient, clamorous, voracious, fierce, and 
overbearing. They no longer perform their womanly duties such as taking care of 
parents-in-law, conducting sacrificial rituals, and so forth. 

Song male Confucians, such as Lu You, obviously blamed nuns for their evil influence 

over women and believed they should be responsible for women's failure to perform their 

domestic duties. It is probable that Chinese nuns had been equated historically with 

"obscene" women, like prostitutes, procuresses, fake exorcists, and go-betweens. From 

the Song onward, specifically during the later periods such as Ming and Qing China, 

negative images of nuns broadly and constantly proliferated throughout various literary 

genres, such as poems, popular fiction, and drama. The male elite therefore strenuously 

Su Shi, "Zhaoyun muzhiming," Su Dongpo quanji, 30:107. 
Yuan Cai, Shifan., 5. Li Yuanbi, "Zhijia," Zuoyi zizhen {Sibu congkan guangbian 19), 1: 3a. 

Lu Zuqian, Also see the miscellaneous accounts, for example. Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 902-3. 
™ Lu You, "Qingyang furen muzhiming," Lu You quanji, 33. 
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admonished women to stay away from nuns, who were viewed as detestable pests. 

Furthermore, Song male literati would accept that their female counterparts privately 

engaged in religious pursuits within the inner quarters, rather than that they publicly 

announced their intention to leave their home and become nuns. When serving as a 

local magistrate in Fujian, Zhu Xi showed his hostility toward Buddhist nuns by 

outlawing Buddhist or Daoist nunneries. 

In addition to receiving religious instruction from the religious masters, women 

practitioners also regularly attended sermons or joined the collective recitations of sutra 

in the monasteries. For example, the monk Daocan (S.Song), reported that on 

special occasions laymen and laj^omen would congregate in the nunnery Baoxi jian an 

and collectively recite the Lotus Sutra Such a practice wherein men and women 

commingled, however, evoked vociferous criticism from the male Confucian bureaucrats, 

since it violated the principles of inner/outer distinction and of gender segregation. A 

Confucian scholar Huang Shang (1043-1129), once replied to a religious master, 

impugning the latter's way of conducting sermon as immoral because there were "men 

For the negative image and stories of nuns from the miscellaneous accounts during the Song, 
for example, see Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 902-3; 1424; 1649. Also see Lu, Hui-tzu. 2000. "Review 
of Cai Hongsheng's Nigu tan" Na Nil: Men, Women and Gender in Early and Imperial China. 
2.2,308-316. 

Some elite families even established their "family nunnery" for their female relatives who 
resolved to become nuns. Lu You, Rushu ji, 1. 

Zhu Xi, Ibid. 
Shi Daocan, "Chuzhou Lishuixian Baoxijian ji," Liutang waiji, 2: 26 Also see Zou Hoa, 

Daoxib. ang ji,3>l\\6. 
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and women mingling together." Another critic, Wang Yang 3i|^ (fl. 12 century), 

condemned the practice of women attending religious sermons as one which made them 

unwilling to stay in their irmer quarters.^^^ Some officials even petitioned the court to ban 

women's visits to the monasteries in order to regulate the social practice and to sustain 

the moral custom. The Song goveniment also strictly outlawed the religious 

gatherings of laymen and laywomen in the monastery at night. The Song state was 

exceptionally aware of such public collective observance including any collective 

activities of sutra recitation and recollection of names of religious deities performed by 

the religious groups, particularly the Manichaean sect. As the previous chapter has 

discussed, in addition to the violation against the conventional Confucian values by 

mixing men and women without proper distinction, the practitioners were also suspected 

of involvement in the revolts against the Song court. Laws and policies forbade 

women's practices beyond their inner quarters indisputably reflected the Neo-Confucian 

ideal oriented to the patrilineal principle that positioned women in a domestic world. 

To sum up, even though the religious teachings embraced predominately by 

women deviated from those of primarily male-championed Confucianism, female 

religious learning was tolerated and even encouraged by the male elite, as long as women 

remained within their domestic sphere, and as long as their piety did not disrupt the 

Huang Shang, "Da Zongzhanglao shu," Yanshan ji, 23; 11-12. 
Wang Yang, "Guan Jiangshi yougan," Dongmouji,\-. 24-25. 
Zhu Guangting, "Zai Shang Zhezong qi jieyue shidafu chuan yiduan zhi xueshu," Guochao 

zhuchen zouyi, 84. In QSW, 45:829-30. Cai Xiang, "Jiaomin shiliu shibei," Fujian jinshi zhi, 
6:15. 

"Jin Guanding daochang shuilu zhaihui yeji shinuzhao," Song dazhaolingji, 223. 
See Chapter 1, 67-69. 
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family or contravene the conventional Confucian values. Women who were engaged in 

religious practices such as sutra reciting often served as paragons of sacred and secular 

virtue in the eyes of the Neo-Confucians. Through the practices of sutra reading, copying, 

and the writing of religious poems women could also quench their thirsts for literary 

learning. Song women's religious scripture reading, and other related practices that were 

accepted and even praised by male literati, were therefore interwoven in the formation 

and development of women's learning within the Song historical context. 

Non-Elite Women's Religious Practices in the Song 

Song female religious practices such as sutra chanting, were not confined merely 

to the elite class. Evidence shows that some of the aforementioned Buddhist sutras, such 

as Jingangjing, also appealed to women of humble background. In Yijian zhi. Hong Mai 

reported some interesting stories regarding lower-class women's practices devoted to 

sutra chanting. For instance, an old woman Ms. Zheng, who was a lay Buddhist, had 

"707 
recited Diamond Sutra unremittingly since she was a child. Many ordinary women 

encountered miraculous experiences which were ascribed to their sutra chanting practices. 

In another case, an unnamed old woman was said to have been miraculously rescued 

from bandits due to her efficacious chanting of the Jingang jing?^^ Kuiche zhi recounted 

a story about an ordinary woman who, after chanting the Jingangjing for years on a daily 

basis, was also miraculously saved from death.^^^ Likewise, Zhou Bida once 

"Zheng Xingpo," Yijian zhi, 990. 
"Jingang lingyan," Yijian zhi, 67-68. 
Guo Tuan, Kuiche zhi, 4:4. 
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reported a case about an ordinary woman's piousness of sutra chanting. A woman, nee 

Meng, served as a nursemaid of Zhou Bida's mother. At the age of 35, Woman Meng 

took vows to become a Buddhist. She not only abstained from meat and wine, but also 

constantly recited the Buddhist texts. When she died, she was cremated according to 

Buddhist ritual by Zhou's family. After the cremation, the color of her skull appeared as 

white as snow, her tongue remained intact, and copious relics were found amid the 

cremains. Amazed by all this, Zhou recounted the story and reflected that even the old 

Buddhist masters could not have attained her level of spirituality.^®^ 

A similar case relates the presumed efficacy of sutra chanting performed by an 

ordinary woman. As a consequence of her assiduous practice of sutra chanting, said a 

woman, nee Chen, who worked for a Li family as a nursemaid, evoked a miraculous 

phenomenon after her death: 

In the sixteenth year of the Shaoxing period (1146), Li Yuanzuo was in 
charge of Jianzhou Prefecture, ranking as a Fengguojian. When his baby girl was 
born, he purchased a woman, nee Chen, to be his daughter's nursemaid. When 
his daughter grew up. Woman Chen did not want to return to her family home 
and thus remained in the Li family. Woman Chen's personality was ferocious 
and confrontive. Further, she disparaged those who were also from the lower 
classes. In the forth year of the Qiandao era (1168), when Li's daughter was 
married into the Wang family, Woman Chen was not allowed to go with Li's 
daughter because of her hot temper and rebarbative nature. Three years later, 
Woman Chen died in Lin'an. Li, who had since been promoted to Hubulang, 
ordered the servant to deliver her corpse to the monastery for incineration and to 
have the remains returned to her family home. The next day, when the servant 
was on his way to the monastery, he heard a hubbub and saw several dozen of 
people, young and old, crowded in front of the fire, saying: 'There was a lotus
like fragrance when the body was cremated, and we could smell such a unique 
fragrance from outside. The dead must be a very exceptional person. Therefore 
we came to see [the dead].' The servant stayed one night. The next day, at dawn 
he asked the monks to recite sutras while he went to gather the cremains. But 
before daybreak, a crowd of folk from near the neighborhood and from afar had 
already gathered in front of the monastery, and seeing numerous sheli (relics) 

Zhou Bida, Ibid., 36:20a. 
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within the ash, competed with each other to pick them up. The servant, too busy 
picking up the remains, got only ten of them and returned them to the Li family. 
The color of sheli were golden and gleaming, and the shapes looked like little 
children, no more than one inch tall. Li was astounded at such a miracle. He 
visited and talked with all the female servants asking about Woman Chen. He 
understood that she was indeed disagreeable when she was alive. How then did 
she achieve evidence of such merit after she died? The female servants all told 
him that Woman Chen did not do any good deeds, but merely recited Lotus Sutra 
ten times every morning when she got up. They could not recall its entire text but 
only a few lines containing Tn a lotus vase there sits a jade immortal; every day 
one could hear the endless tranquil bell'. Woman Chen often berated people 
when she was alive, and was thus supposed to have accumulated bad karma, 
based on her outward behavior. But in actuality her twenty-six year of sutra 
chanting had rewarded her. Her tenacious will toward reciting sutra brought her 
into good bao. 

The above story compellingly illustrates an ordinary women's devotion to sutra chanting. 

From it we see that while the quarrelsome and rebarbative Woman Chen could not be 

objectively viewed as a good person while alive, that after death the relics among her 

cremains indicated that she still obtained a good recompense due to merit generated 

through her resolute sutra recitation. 

Since compared to their elite counterparts, women of the lower social status were 

by and large uneducated, how then did they learn to recite the Buddhist books? In the 

above two cases with regard to two nursemaids' practices of sutra chanting, it is likely 

that they were influenced by their mistresses, who were devoted practitioners. In 

multitudinous examples, reflecting both elite and non-elite women's accounts, family 

female members, particularly mothers, would often catalyze their children's adoption of 

religious practices such as sutra chanting, as previous discussion has suggested. The 

following evidence found in a miscellaneous note, substantiates this point: 

"Lishi ruyu," Yijian zhi, 936-7. 
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Lai Shenggan, from Jian'ning was famous for his divination. He was also known 
to use witchcraft utilizing human sacrifice. He had searched for a ten more year 
old girl victim in the middle of Zhejiang. The girl he found had practiced reciting 
Heart Sutra, owing to her mother who was fond of chanting Buddhist scriptures. 
When the girl was bathed and put in an empty room with all its windows locked, 
she knew that she would die soon. Around midnight something broke into her 
room from the skylight in blaze of light. Frightened, the girl blatted out lines and 
spells from the Heart Siitra. All of sudden, light began to erupt from her mouth. 
Though the creature intended to approach the girl, it balked. The girl chanted 
even louder. Later on, the light from her mouth became larger, shining onto the 
creature. The creature then fell from the bed noisily and no longer rose. This 
empty room was near the street. After a while the girl heard the night guard 
passing by and screamed, 'Murder!' The night guard led others to break down the 
room wall and rescued the girl. They went into the room to check, and found a 
huge white snake—dead—undemeath the bed. The local official arrested Lai and 
his family. After investigation, Lai had his face branded as punishment and was 
exiled overseas. His house and property were confiscated by the local 
government. 

This story shows that the girl learned to chant the Heart siitra from her mother. It is not 

clear whether her mother taught it to her directly or if the girl learned it from hearing her 

mother's recitations. Although the evidence does not specifically explicate the girl's 

family background, it can be inferred from the text that she was from an ordinary family. 

The girl's mother was said to love to recite Buddhist scriptures, which indicates that she 

possessed a certain degree of literacy. 

Due to the paucity of sources, it is hard to know how exactly these village women 

with little or no education learned to recite and/or read religious scriptures. Most likely 

the memorization of sutra came through hearing short chants or mantras repeated orally 

by the female relatives (as the preceding cases have shown), neighbors in the villages, or 

the sangha. But the acquisition of literacy required a more active interaction with the 

written language than hearing did. Fortunately such acquisition was facilitated by the 

economic and social changes occurring during the Song: more improved printing 

Pang Yuanying, Tansou, 10, 1906-1907. 



techniques led to large scale printing and wide circulation of religious scriptures which 

thus resulted in the infiltration of religions, such as Buddhism, into the daily life of all 

social strata. It is also likely that the clerical lectures or printed materials, such as the 

sutras with simple words and pictures that circulated among the laypeople, which were 

used to propagate religious doctrine, also encouraged literacy. As discussed previously, 

the Song era was a unique period that provided women access to both religious and 

literary aspiration. Furthermore, compared to their elite counterparts who were 

frequently bounded by the Confucian ideology of irmer/outer division, non-elite women 

likely had more freedom to attend outside religious sermons and activities held in either 

monasteries or markets. Such public religious gatherings, wherein sermons preached by 

the clergy were presented at a level of sophistication graspable by a general audience, no 

doubt provided ordinary women educational opportunities, albeit in religious form, 

through both oral transmission by the sangha and through printed copies of sutras 

distributed by the believers. 

An example found in Yijian zhi tells how a woman's attendance at such monastic 

religious lectures saved her life. In the second year of the Shaoxing period (1132), a girl 

named Zhang Foer said to have died suddenly during one night, astonishingly 

awoke next day, and recalled her deadly experience. She told her grandmother that she 

was supposed to have reincarnated as a dog into a certain Chen family, who lived in the 

neighboring village, since she was in debt to them from a previous life. But she was 

spared this canine incarnation because she used to attend Buddhist sermons held by 
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Master Jingxiang in Hongfu Temple with her mother. This girl, 

apparently from an ordinary family, had little or no formal education. The sermons 

preached by the clergy unsophisticated so as to be easily adopted by the general audience, 

including non-elite men and women. 

While scriptural acquisition by many women, including Zhang Foer, was at a 

more doctrinal monastic level, others found spiritual resonance with emerging vernacular 

interpretations of scripture. Such was the case with Woman Chen from the 

aforementioned story, who died leaving numerous relics owing to her relentless siitra 

chanting. This particular rendition of a Buddhist stitra, due to its vulgar content, 

represented a type of Buddhist folk scripture, as compared to the doctrinal Buddhist 

literature. This genre, analogous to and possibly a forerunner of that of baojuan 

(Precious Scriptures), was presented in a colloquial and ballad style and was widespread 

among sectarian groups during the Ming and Qing times.^''"^ Folk Buddhist texts of this 

ballad-chanting genre were particularly embraced by female practitioners, especially by 

•n AC 
those of the non-elite group. While according to some recent scholarship on Chinese 

"Zhang Foer," Yijian zhi, 55-56. 
For the studies on the sectarian literature or Precious Scriptures, see Daniel Overmyer, 

Precious Volumes: An Introduction. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999. "Values 
in Chinese Sectarian Literature: Ming and Ch'ing Pao-chuan,'" in David Johnson, Andrew J. 
Nathan, and Evelyn S. Rawski eds.. Popular Culture in Late Imperial China (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1985), 219-254; "Alternatives: Popular Religious Sects 
in Chinese Society," Modern China 7.2 (April 1981), 153-190. Folk Buddhist Religion: 
Dissenting Sects in Late Traditional China. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1976. 

Based on the version of the Biography of Dabei written by a Northern Song scholar official 
Jiang Zhiqi (1031 -1104), for example, the famous Xiangshan baojuan §[JL(^# 
(Precious Scroll of Fragrant Mountain) which told of the story of Princess Miaoshan 
who reincarnated to bodhisattva Guanyin, appealed to numerous female practitioners in the later 
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sectarian literature, the Precious Scriptures did not become popular until the Ming era, 

others suggest that this genre may already have emerged during the Song period, as 

Woman Chen's case has shown.^"^ Woman Cui's is another case regarding this genre of 

literature being recited by an ordinary woman in the Southern Song times: 

Woman Cui, from Zizhou, who served for Liang family of Dongping, was the 
nursemaid of the Xuanyi lang (the Court Gentleman for Manifesting 
Rightness),^"^ Yuan Ming. Woman Cui, a vegetarian, was slow-witted and could 
not compete with her peers. Her mistress, Mme Chao, was fond of Chan 
Buddhism. Cui served and accompanied Mme Chao day and night, and thus 
could invocate Amitabha Buddha unremittingly. She did not use counting beads 
but did her recitations of the name of Amitabha Buddha over ten thousand times 
a day. In the eighteen year of the Shaoxing era (1148), when she was seventy two 
years old. Woman Cui was very ill and could not get up from her bed, but she 
still recited and fervently invocated the name of Amitabha Buddha. Sometimes 
she looked as if she were not ill at all. She frequently chanted a Buddhist verse, 
saying 'It is easy to cultivate yourself all the way to the Western Paradise. There 
are no high peaks to go up and no pits to fall down into. When you go you do 
not need to wear socks and shoes. The lotus flowers will blossom step by step as 
you walk.' She recited it ceaselessly. When she was asked about who composed 
it, she replied: '1 did.' Someone asked her: 'When will you go?' She answered, 
'at the time of shen.' She then died exactly at the time she had predicted, shen, 
which was the fifth day of the tenth month. After her body was cremated, her 
tongue remained intact, and in the shape of a lotus flower. 

The ballad-reciting style of the Buddhist verse Woman Cui chanted in this story, which 

anticipated that of Precious Scriptures, was in a form that made it easy for scantly- or 

non-educated women to grasp. Moreover, this source also implies that Mme Chao's 

Buddhist belief had an effect on her servant's piousness. Woman Cui's ability to chant 

periods on account of its heroine Princess Miaoshan and its implied egalitarian salvation 
regardless of sex. See Glen Dudbridge, The Legend of Miaoshan. London: Ithaca Press, 1978. 

According to some recent studies, such genre of popular Buddhist sutras was indeed the 
p r o t o t y p e  o f  b a o j u a n .  S e e  W a n g  P i n g y u ,  I b i d .  1 1 .  

Xuanyi lang, was the Court Gentleman for Manifesting Rightness. 
"Cui Po ji", Yijian zhi, 262. 
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the name of Amitabha Buddha and the Buddhist verse might thus have been influenced 

by her elite class-hailing mistress. 

The Efficacies and Incentives of Religious Practices and Gender Discourse in Buddhist 
and Popular Literature during the Song 

1. Sutra Reciting and Copying 

Previous examples of both elite and non-elite women's practices relate instances 

wherein devotion to sutra chanting or copying was believed to have effected meritorious 

outcomes, such as inexplicable rescues from perilous situations or miracles related to 

death. The evidence also includes the cure of disease, the relief of sufferings from 

accouchement, the attairmient of rebirth in the Western Paradise, reincarnation into a 

male body, and so forth into the roster presumed efficacies of female practices of sutra 

chanting or copying. These practices and their reported outcomes reveal that during the 

tumultuous Song period women sought for religious aid with the concerns they faced in 

their lives, illness, and childbirth, and for better rebirths. 

Findings such as miscellaneous notes and Buddhist treatises particularly 

substantiate Song women's practices of sutra chanting in relation to their childbirth 

experience. For instance, in the ninth year of the Shaoxing period (1139) a woman, nee 

Wang, from Mingzhou recited the Diamond Sutra, a practice which she believed 

enabled her to then conceive. Afraid that she would have difficulty during parturition, a 

monk suggested that she print and distribute one thousand volumes of the Diamond Sutra. 

Woman Wang then gave birth to two healthy sons. She hence became a vegetarian and 
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chanted sutra assiduously until she died at the age of ninety one. Hong Mai also 

recounted a story concerning the potency of sutra chanting for women's childbirth. A 

woman, nee Ou, had previously suffered from dystocia during childbirth. Her son, Qi 

Yige learned from a scholar to recite two sutras: Jiutiansheng shenzhang 

and Fodingxin tuoluoni He then chanted the two scriptures day and 

^ 1 n 
night; Woman Ou later delivered without suffering. Although the efficacy was 

believed to have resulted from the scripture chanting by the son Qi Yige instead of 

Woman Ou, this story still illustrates the belief that the merit of sutra chanting would 

relieve women's sufferings during childbirth. 

Another central theme, that of women's better rebirth through sutra chanting or 

copying, was explicitly addressed in the vast body of literature including miscellaneous 

notes and Buddhist texts. In the narrative, Kuiche zhi, a courtesan named Yang Yun 

was said to have always copied the Lotus Sutra after she fasted and bathed. During the 

night after her demise, her mother dreamt of her, reporting that, thanks to the efficacy of 

copying scriptures, her daughter had already been reborn into the family of the magistrate 

of Wucheng County.^'' Buddhist writings like Wangsheng ntilun zhuan (The 

Biographies of Heroines Who Are Reborn in the Pure Land) collected by the renowned 

Southern Song monk Zhipan in Fozu tongji recorded numerous stories relating 

to miraculous rebirth ascribed to pious women's devoted practices, such as the chanting 

of siitras. From these stories, while the Song women were of divergent social standings, 

"Bowu huibian shenyi dian," Gujin tushu jicheng 106, 34. 
Hong Mai, "Qi Yige jiumu," Yijian zhi, 13. 
Guo Tuan, Kuiche zhi, 3. 
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from the prestigious imperial house to the impecunious peddler's family, they were all 

depicted as having obtained miracles at death or a better afterlife, such as rebirth into the 

Western Paradise. One more example worth noting found in this text recounts the 

story of a woman Qin Jingjian (N. Song), a Songjiang native. Due to 

detesting her female body, she separated from her husband, abstained from meat, read 

Buddhist texts such as the Lotus Sutra, and performed Pure Land rituals daily. She later 

died while meditating, and was believed to have gained rebirth in the Western 

Paradise.^ 

It is not surprising to find that women engaged in religious practices owing to 

their revulsion against their gender, as the above story has suggested. Both the anecdotal 

literature and Buddhist writings recorded abundant relevant stories during the Song times. 

Accordingly, the wish for reincarnation into the male body was another important factor 

prompting women to observe their practice of scripture reciting. One tantalizing reference, 

found in both Buddhist treatises and among anecdotes, is a story concerning a woman 

who reincarnated after death into the famous Northern Song scholar-official and poet, 

Huang Tingjian, as a result of reciting Buddhist sutras. According to Chunzhu jiwen ̂  

composed by He Wei (1077-1145), Huang Tingjian once accompanied Su 

Shi to visit an old monk. This old monk told Huang that he used to be a woman in his 

previous life. Huang Tingjian later dreamt of a woman telling him that Huang was her 

reincarnation in this life because she resolved to recite the Lotus Sutra and to be reborn as 

Zhipan, Wangsheng nulun zhuan, 'mFozu tongji, Taisho: 49: 2035: 286a-288c. 
Ibid., 286c. 
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a man of wisdom and fame.^'"^ Another similar case citied in Yijian zhi took place in the 

tenth year of the Shaoxing period (1140). In this recounting, a courtesan, Yang Keren 

also recited the Lotus Sutra throughout her entire life in the belief that such 

devotion would prevent a reincarnation into a lower form and would assure a male-body 

rebirth in her next life. After she died, she was reported to have been reborn as a boy in a 

•2 1 c 
military officer's family. 

In juxtaposition with other practices, such as vegetarian feasting and geomancy, 

the chanting of sutras had been gradually integrated into popular funeral rituals since the 

time of the Tang dynasty. A major activity during funeral services, scripture reciting 

played a vital role in popular fiineral rituals during the Song era. Sutra reciting during 

funeral services was believed to obliterate the sins of the dead, to release their souls, and 

to bring them to a better afterlife. Although many Song Confucian literati, such as Sima 

Guang, Yu Wenbao and Lu You, strenuously denounced such practices as 

uncanonical and vulgar, the latter ultimately became ubiquitous and were adopted by all 

the social classes, from the imperial houses to the peasants, and even by the Confucian 

o 1 A 
elite themselves. For example, the famous Northern Song official-scholar. Fan 

Zhongyan, was said to have held a mortuary ritual for his deceased mother's otherworldly 

He Wei, "Pogu qianshen," Chunzhujiwen, in BJXSDG, ser 4, vol.3, 1768. Wang Rixiu, "Jie 
Chanshi houshen Dongpo," Longshu zenguangjingtuwen, 7, in Taisho: 47: 1970: 275b. 

Hong Mai, Yijian zhi, 1213-4. 
For studies on Song funeral practices, refer to Ebrey, "The Response of the State to Popular 

Funeral Practices," in Religion and Society in T'ang and Sung China, 209-240; and "Cremation 
in Song China," Women and the Family in Chinese History (London and New York: Routledge, 
2003), 144-164. 
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benefit by having members of the Buddhist clergy recite the Diamond Sutra in her 

memory for seven days. 

The paramount merit women could hope to derive from sutra reciting done on 

their behalf during the mortuary ritual would be the continuity of subsequent male 

reincarnation. Sources from anecdotes and miscellaneous notes starkly confirm the 

prevalence of holding services for women. Yijian zhi tells a story concerning a woman's 

rebirth into a male body due to her families' recitations of Buddhist scriptures. On the 

fifteenth day after Ding Yu's T'lSj mother, Woman Shi, passed away. Ding Yu dreamt of 

his mother speaking to him and requesting a mortuary ritual to recite sutras for her. She 

told him that without such a ritual she would never be able to reincarnate into a man. 

Several days later her grandson, Ding Baipeng had a similar dream about his 

grandmother's request. In his dream, however, a deceased friend of his grandfather 

specifically advised him to have monks and family members recite two sutras, the 

Yueshangnu jing and the buzen bujian jing for his deceased 

grandmother. The Ding family then held a Water Land Ceremony during which these two 

scriptures were recited. After one hundred days, Ding Yu's father, Ding Shu who 

served as the Tongpan Ml"'!! (the Controller-general) of Chizhou dreamt of his 

deceased wife. In the dream she informed him that, owing to the potencies of the sutras, 

she had already been reborn as a baby boy into a Huo family.^'^ 

Yijian zhi, 422-423. Hong Mai also recorded a similar story revealing the theme of changing 
female body: An unknown woman often patronized monasteries, a meritorious deed similar to 
religious practices, such as sutra chanting and copying, which would hopefully result in her 
rebirth into a male body after her death. She died suddenly and went to the purgatory awaiting the 
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While one might question the credibility of preceding narratives which expound 

upon Song women's incentives to take up religious practices, such as sutra chanting, we 

should nevertheless remain cognizant of the motivating female ecumenical anticipation, 

that of attaining a better rebirth, particularly that of reincarnation into a male body. Thus 

from the above stories reflect the prevalence of pervasive misogynistic attitudes 

conspicuously surrounding conventional perceptions of the female body and gender 

during the Song period. I will return to address this issue during my discussion of the 

practices of invocation and mantra chanting to follow. 

2. Invocation of Buddha or Bodhisattva's Names and Mantra Chanting 

A multitude of sources ranging from fiineral biographies to anecdotal notes 

suggest that the practices of recitation of the names of Buddhist deities, such as Amitabha 

or Guanyin, and Buddhist mantras were also pervasive among women of diverse social 

standings. Abundant evidence, including the aforementioned, shows that these pious 

Song women observed the invocation of Buddha's names and the recitation of mantra 

along with other practices, such as sutra chanting, ingesting a vegetarian diet, meditation, 

and so forth. To cite but one typical example, the daily observances of Mme Li, a 

Buddhist practitioner, included the recitation of the Heart Sutra, the invocation of 

postmortem judgment of infernal bureaucrats. But she was not allowed to become a man in her 
next life because of her licentious affair with someone during her previous life. See Yijian zhi, 
953-4. 
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Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva, the offering of incense and a meditation in front of the image 

of Guanyin. 

As previous analysis has pointed out. Song China was a period during which Pure 

Land thought flourished. The preaching by sangha during gatherings open to the entire 

social spectrum increased its propagation. Moreover, from the Tang to the Song, 

numerous clergy and laypersons were involved in compiling, editing, and commentating 

upon related Pure Land sutras. Many of them even endeavored to collect stories regarding 

the miraculous rebirths of practitioners. Thanks to the improved printing technology from 

the early Song on, these Buddhist texts and stories, became widely circulated among 

followers. They undoubtedly catalyzed the dispersion of the Pure Land Belief that 

emphasized the recitation of Amitabha's name. In the meantime. Esoteric Buddhism and 

Daoist influenced popular religion became more and more prevalent, so that their rituals 

and practices which relied on numerous forms of mantra incantations reached out to a 

•> 1 Q 
broad spectrum of society. Consequently, it is not surprising to find that numerous 

female devotees engaged in the practices of the invocation of Amitabha Buddha or 

Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva's names, and in the chanting of charms as well. Sutra 

reciting, copying, or annotating represent expressions of women's higher spiritual and 

literary pursuits; the practices of the invocation of Buddhist deities' names and the use of 

Hu Su, "Litaifure xingzhuang," Wengongji, 40: 31. 
For the related studies, see Lu Jianfu, Zhongguo mijiao shi. Beijing: Zhongguo 

shehui kexue chubanshe, 1995. Osabe Kazuo Toso mikkyo shi ronko 
Kyoto: Nagatabunshodo, 1982. Edward L. Davis, Ibid., 115-152. Xiao Dengfu, Daojiao shuyiyu 
mijiao dianji Taipei; Xinwenfeng shuju, 1994; Daojiao yufojiao 

Taipei: Dongda chubanshe, 1995. 
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Buddhist charms served more practical efforts toward securing worldly benefits such as 

salvation, health, prosperity, protection from misfortune, and after-worldly benefits of 

improved incarnations. 

The efficacy that resulting from the invocation of Buddhist deities' names and 

from the recitation of Buddhist mantras is often described in Song women's funeral 

epitaphs. For instance, while Mme Sha recited Buddhist texts tirelessly during the 

daytime, at night she chanted esoteric charms to feed the hungry ghosts. Neither dreadful 

weather nor severe illness could deflect her assiduous practices. She was said to have 

• « . 320 • • • 
experienced several miraculous encounters owing to her practices. Also, in his wife's 

epitaph, Ge Shengzhong (1072-1244) recalled that his wife. Lady Zhang, who 

was fond of Buddhist teachings and sutra reciting, chanted the Dabeizhou a very 

popular mantra associated with Guanyin, over a billion times. Once, when she was very 

ill and almost died, she dreamt of Guanyin in a white robe pouring willow dew all over 

her body. She sweated profusely then awoke, her illness utterly cured. Another case, 

Bian Miaojue, a pious laywoman from an eminent family, who had abstained from meat 

since childhood, unrelentingly recollected the name of Guanyin, and reported having had 

miraculous dreams of her journey to the Western Paradise. She was said to have been 

healthy and had longevity owing to her practices.^^^ In addition, abundant accounts of 

Zhang Shou, "Song gu ruren Shaoshi muzhiming," Bilingji, 13:17b-18a. 
Ge Shengzhong, "Qi shuoren Zhangshi muzhiming," Danyangji, 14: 22b. 
Yuan Fu, Ibid., 18-19. 
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such women's practices and their consequent numinous experiences have been detected 

among Song Buddhist writings.^^^ 

Compared to sutra chanting, which was popular among practitioners from among 

the elite classes, Buddhist deities' names recitation and mantra chanting tended to be 

espoused by the more illiterate, less educated, believers due to the practices' convenience, 

simplicity, and perceived potencies. The expedient practice of less educated women, that 

of invoking the names of Buddhist divinities, is seen, for instance, in the v^iting of the 

Northern Song Pure Land thinker and official Wang Rixiu: 

Old Woman Jiang, who came from Zhulin Village, Jintan County, Zhenjiang, 
was seventy years old. When she died prematurely, she went to Hell. Because her 
allotted lifespan hadn't been exhausted, however, she was entitled to return to the 
human world. Yama, the king of Hell, asked her if she could read Buddhist sutras. 
Old Woman Jiang replied that she couldn't. King Yama said: 'If you cannot 
recite Buddhist scriptures, you can recite Amitabha's name instead.' He then let 
her return to the world of the living. Afterward, Old Woman Jiang always told 
others: 'It is true that King Yama taught me to recollect Amitabha Buddha.' She 
then unremittingly recited the name of Amitabha Buddha. She died at the age of 
one hundred and twenty. Is it not likely that her longevity was due to her practice 
of reciting Amitabha Buddha? Without a doubt, she must have attained rebirth 
into the Pure Land. 

Likewise, sources, including Song Buddhist texts and miscellaneous notes, recount that a 

considerable proportion of ordinary female votaries fervently espoused the practices of 

reciting deities' names as well as chanting mantras. As stated in the miraculous narratives 

from the Fozu tongji, compiled by the Southern Song monk Zhipan, many women among 

the lower social strata diligently recollected Amitabha's name and chanted spells, thereby 

See Zhipan, Wangsheng niilun zhuan, in Fozu tongji, 287a-288c. 
Wang Rixiu, "Yanluowang quan po nianfo," Longshu zenguangjingtuwen, 277b. 
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encountered numinous death and afterlife experiences.^^^ It is worth noting that these less 

privileged women took up their practices not only through teachings by the sangha, but 

also through examples set by family members and female friends. In addition to 

Amitabha Buddha, Guanyin, Dizang (Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva), and Yaoshi rulai 

^ (Bhaisajya-guru-vaidtiyaprabh^a; the Buddha of Medicine), were other salient figures 

whom ordinary Song women frequently invoked in times of peril. 

The invocation of Buddhist divinities, like Amitabha, was believed to be as 

efficacious as was the practice of sutra chanting. To women practitioners the very merit 

stemming from their invocation of Amitabha provided assurance of rebirth into the Pure 

Land or male reincarnation in the next life. Consider the advice to women by Wang Rixiu, 

in his famous Buddhist treatise, Longshu zengguan jingtuwen, wherein he said that a 

woman ought to recite Amitabha's name frequently in order to maintain the pureness of 

her body and the tranquility of her life. If a woman followed such an injunction, she 

would never have to incur a rebirth into a female body in her next life: 

Women should look within themselves often. Based on what the Buddha said: 
those who do not introspect but are lustfiil will be reborn into female bodies. This 
is, accordingly, not good karma. If a woman still shows no repentance [after 
rebirth into a female body], it [the lack of repentance] will increase her jealousy 
and greed, and her bad karma will intensify. The retribution she will reap is 
horrifying. As long as she can repent of her sins, end her evil thoughts, be 
benevolent to the servants and concubines, and gently treat everyone with 
courtesy, she will be saved. She must frequently recite Amitabha's name 

Zhipan, Ibid, 287a, 287b, 287c, 288a, 288b. 
Ibid. 
For women's invocations of Guanyin, for example, see Yijian zhi, 89-90; 921. Wen Tong, 

"Lingmeng ji," Danyuan ji, 22: 9-10. For Dizang, see Changjin Dizangpusaxiang lingyan 
ji (Record of Numinous Verifications of the Images of Dizang Bodhisattva), 
mXuzangjing^^^^ 149, 365a, 366b. For Yaoshi rulai, see Fei Zhuo, Sanbao ganyingyaolue lu 

Taisho: 51: 2084: 833a-b. 
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affirming: 'I hope my bad karma will be obliterated and good karma will develop 
day-by-day. I will keep my present life pure and tranquil. No matter whether I am 
within or outside the household I shall feel peaceful and safe. After this life I will 
never be reborn into a female body.' Continue your invocation of Amitabha 
unremittingly, and you will be assured of being reborn in the Western Paradise. If 
you can similarly influence your family, servants, and relatives, your recompense 
is infinite. 

In this vein, Wang Rixiu further exhorted young girls to practice the recitation of mantras 

in order to avert severe disease or death during childbirth and the pureperium: 

I see women who have encountered severe disease or even death more often than 
usual because of childbirth. These afflictions are the result of karmic retribution 
caused by wrongdoings to their children committed by the women in their 
previous lives. According to Buddhist canon, if you recite ba yiqie yezhang 
g e n b e n  w a n g s h e n g  j i n t u  z h e n y a n  f j i — ( M a n t r a  o f  
obliterating all fundamental bad karma and rebirth into Pure Land)^^', Amitabha 
will reside at the top of your head, and protect you from all harm. Your present 
life will be secure, and when you die you shall be able to be reborn [into the Pure 
Land]. If you invoke [the name of Amitabha] more than two hundred thousand 
times, your bodhi (enlightenment) will begin to bud. If [you invoke the mantra] 
over three hundred thousand times, you can perceive the presence of Amitabha 
Buddha. I advise those young girls who still reside with their parents to recite the 
names of Four Western Sages ten times, the verse of Daci pusa, then the 
aforementioned mantra five hundred to one thousand times. Within no longer one 
or two years you will have recited it over thirty thousand times and you will 
survive the ordeal without suffering while giving birth to a child. If parents spoil 
their young daughters, or their daughters do not heed my words, they will regret 
it when they (or their daughters) suffer the afflictions.^^' 

In conjunction with the aforesaid women's practices of Buddhist sutra chanting and 

copying, Wang Rixiu's pair of remarks on women's practices of reciting Amitabha's 

name and chanting a specific mantra, cogently mirror both the denial and hardship of 

Wang Rixiu, "Quan Furen," Longshu zenguangjingtu wen, Taisho: 51: 1970: 271b. 
This mantra was translated in Chinese around the Liu Song period (420-495). For this mantra, 

refer to Taisho; 12: 351c. 
Xifang sisheng, the Four Western Sages, are Amitabha Buddha, Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva, 

Mahasthamaprapta Bodhisattva (Dashizhi and Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva (Dizang 
IK^I^)- This quartet is usually invoked in the Pure Land texts. See Zhiru Ng, The Formation 
and Development of the Dizang Cult in Medieval China, 281. 

Wang Rixiu, "Quan Shinu," Ibid., 274c. 
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womanhood throughout traditional Chinese society. As a pious Pure Land believer, Wang 

Rixiu in his first exhortation to women, denounced women's bodies by emphasizing that 

the female gender was collectively lustful, jealous, and greedy. Those who were reborn 

into female bodies were regarded as having bad karma or bao (retribution). To obliterate 

the bad karma inherited by incarnating into the female gender, the female practitioners 

had to constantly repent for the sins of their regrettable female bodies and to invoke the 

name of Amitabha Buddha. In the latter advice to unmarried girls, Wang advised them to 

recite the aforementioned mantra which would thus avert the distresses caused by 

childbirth, the depravity of the feminine destiny, and the inexorable female state that 

condemned them to eternal reincarnation and sufferings. Such a dismissal of and 

condescension toward women by men indeed stemmed from the prejudiced perception of 

the woman's body in Buddhist and popular religious literature. 

Antecedents to Misogynistic Views Reflected in Song Religious Literature and Practices: 
The Analysis of Motivations for Song Female Religious Practices 

Many early Buddhist texts, particularly those of HTnayana Buddhism, reflected 

canonized and institutional misogynies. Such a socially and culturally rooted revulsion 

toward women resulted from certain prejudiced perspectives of the female physiology. 

The female body was regarded as defiled and dangerous; women's menstrual blood and 

lochia, the blood from childbirth, precluded them from becoming faqi (vessels of 

the Dharma) and stigmatized them as being the source of such pollution. Much 

Early Indian Buddhist sangha had inherited such widespread socially and culturally 
misogynies. In a sutra titled Zhuan niishen jing {The siitra on Changing the Female Body), the 
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Buddhist literature denotes that women are biologically determined to be sexually 

uncontrollable. In addition, femininity was not viewed as a positive value among the 

Buddhist leadership. Feminine traits, accordingly, are portrayed as emotional, deceitful, 

sensual, and lustful. This view of female nature led to the collective societal image of 

woman as a temptress and seductress.^^^ Daoxuan (596-667), the renowned Tang 

Vinaya master, pointed out: "The four hundred and four grave illnesses have their origin 

in last night's undigested food; the suffering in the eight places where one is unable to see 

the Buddha or listen to the Dharma has as its source—^woman."^^'* In this context, the 

well-known Northern Song monk Hui Hong (1071-1128) also commented that "all 

women are the obstruction" ( It appears from these comments that 

women who arouse sexual desire in men contribute to most of men's problems. Such an 

female body is viewed as a vessel of impurity: "It is filled with a foul smell. The female body is 
similar to a dried-up well, a vacant castle, and waste material and is not to be lusted after. The 
female body should therefore be despised and abandoned and thrown away." Zhuan nushen jing, 
Taisho: 14: 919a. Quoted in Masatoshi Ueki, Gender Equality in Buddhism (New York: Peter 
Lang, 2001), 89. Also refer to Alan Sponberg, "Attitudes toward Women and the Feminine in 
Early Buddhism," in Jose Ignacio Cabezo, ed., Buddhism, Sexuality, and Gender (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1992), 3-36. Edward Kamens, "Dragon-Girl, Maidenflower, 
Buddha: The Transformation of a Waka Topos, 'The Five Obstructions'," Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, 53, 2 (Dec. 1993), 393-394. Elizabeth Wilson, "The Female Body as a Source of 
Horror and Insight in Post-Ashokan Indian Buddhism," in Jane Marie Law, ed.. Religious 
Reflections on the Human Body (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 76-99. For 
studies on women's bodies as a source of pollution, see Emily Martin Ahem, "The Power and 
Pollution of Chinese Women," in Margery Wolf and Roxan Witke eds.. Women in Chinese 
Society {SXaniord-. Stanford University Press, 1975), \93-2\A.M2xyT>o\x^as, Purity and Danger: 
An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. New York: Praeger, 1966. 

For related discussion on this point, see Diana Y. Paul, " 'Temptress,' Daughter of Evil," 
Women in Buddhism: Images of the Feminine in the Mahaydna Tradition (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1985), 3-59. Bernard Faure, The Power of Denial. 
Buddhism, Purity, and Gender (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 62. Masatoshi Ueki, 
Ibid., 33-54. 

Daoxuan, "Rules to Purify Mind and Maintain Insight," quoted in Bemard Faure, The Power 
of Denial, 55. 

Hui Hong, "Shi Liu shou," Shimen wenzichan, 15: 13b. 
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emphasis on sensual femininity in reality indicates a male anxiety wherein women are a 

distraction from and a threat to their spiritual practices and goals. Therefore, women 

336 become convenient scapegoats, responsible for all of men's sins. 

The most blatant misogyny in Buddhism, encountered particularly in Hmayana 

Buddhism, is the denial of women's ascension into Buddhahood. The mere fact of their 

defiled, polluted bodies and their too sensual depraved natures invokes the rule of Five 

Obstacles, which asserts that women are thwarted from rebirth into any of the five forms 

of higher-level divine Buddhist beings, the most important one of these being the Buddha. 

This point is argued in many Buddhist scriptures, significantly by KumarajTva's 

-f-f" (343-413) version in the Lotus Sutra. But the Lotus Sutra further relates the 

popular story of a naga girl, the daughter of Sagara, the Serpent King, who transformed 

T-J Q 
her body into that of a male body just before attaining Buddhahood. One of the most 

influential Mahayana sutras since that time in Chinese history, the Lotus Sutra, was 

meant to eliminate such gender discrimination and to reveal the egalitarian Mahayana 

ideal that all sentient beings are equally entitled to the attainment of enlightenment and 

Buddhahood. However, the Lotus Sutra seemingly compromises this ideal by changing 

the girl into a man before she becomes a Buddha. A similar idea of gender transformation 

Ibid. 
According to KumarajTva, "a woman is subject to the five obstacles: First, she cannot become 

a Brahma god king. Second, she cannot become the king Sakra. Third, she cannot become devil 
king Mara. Fourth, she cannot become a Wheel-turning King. Fifth, she cannot become a 
Buddha." The translation is based on that of Burton Watson with slight difference. See 
KumarajTva tran. Miaofa lianhua jing. Taisho: 9; 262. Burton Watson, The Lotus Sutra (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 188. 

Ibid. 
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can be discerned in several other Mahay^a sutras.^^^ Another typical and influential 

example demonstrating women's sexual transformation is seen in the Pure Land Siitra. 

This scripture tells that Amitabha Buddha, when he was still a Bodhisattva, vowed that 

all women who desired to be reborn into his paradise and had the resolution to attain 

enlightenment would be transformed into men. In other words, the sutra suggests 

connotatively that there was not a single woman in his paradise, the Pure Land. One 

might question the soteriological program of Amitabha Buddha, since there is a 

contradiction between the above vow and a different one made by him in another part of 

the Pure Land Sutra, which proclaimed that all living beings were equally entitled to 

salvation.^"^® Was Amitabha's vow to transform would-be female entrants into males a 

vicarious expression of the culture's contemporaneous misogynistic attitudes? Or did he 

just sympathize with women's plight, and then generously vow to emancipate women 

from their social disgrace and bodily sufferings by transforming them into men? Perhaps 

the answer lies between those extremes. 

We see then that on one hand, many Mahayana Buddhist texts indeed conveyed 

an encoded denunciation of the female gender. On the other hand, however, they also 

expressed the Buddhist core tenet of compassion in these instances toward women, 

For example, the Sutra of the Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Verses {the 
A§tasahasrikd-prajnd-pdramita-sutram), the Sutra on Changing the Female Body {the 
StrJvivarta-vydkarai}a- sutram), the Siitra of the Dragon King Sdgara {the Sdgara-ndga-
rdjaparipfcchd), Sumati Siitra, Vimaladattd Siitra, Gangottara Siitra, and StrJvivarta Siitra all 
reveal the concept of gender transformation from female to male. For the related study see 
Masatoshi Ueki, Ibid., 87-105; Bernard Faure, Ibid., 120-122; Diana Paul, Ibid., 166-181. Nancy 
Shuster, "Changing the Feminine Body: Wise Women and the Bodhisattva Career in Some 
Mahdratnakiitasutras." Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 4.1, 24-69. 

Diana Paul, Ibid., 167-170. Also see Kajiyama Yuichi, "Women in Buddhism," Eastern 
Buddhist n.s. 15. 2 (1982), 67-69. 
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empathizing with them for their bodily sufferings during pregnancy and childbirth, and 

for their endurance of an inferior and subordinate status within a patriarchal society. Thus, 

through the very Mahayana spirit that highlighted universal compassion and salvation, 

both the Lotus Sutra and the Pure Land Sutra ultimately arrived at the same conclusion: 

the sutras deftly sidestepped the problematic issue of women's ascension into 

Buddhahood by changing women into men before they were reborn into the Pure Land or 

had attained Buddhahood. 

Because Mahayana texts, such as the Lotus Sutra and the Pure Land Sutra, 

project a discriminatory perception toward women's bodies as well as explicit promise of 

women's emancipation, we see reflected in them both the rhetoric of misogyny as well as 

the Mahayana spirit of egalitarianism. These apparently contradictory notions had each 

become part of the Buddhist thought penetrating all levels of Chinese society ever since 

beginning of the proliferation of Buddhism, particularly from the Song period. As 

mentioned earlier, the Song dynasty was the era during which religious sutra printing, 

translation, and dissemination escalated, owing to more lenient state policies toward 

religion, and to the improved printing technology. Thus, during this period, believers, 

which included many women, found engagement in sutra chanting to be much more 

accessible then it had been as earlier times. 

While the Lotus Sutra was popular among Song female practitioners (as the 

previous analysis has shown, one of the sutras popular among Song female readers was 

the Lotus Sutra) the Song dynasty also witnessed a great efflorescence of Pure Land 

followers, which undoubtedly prompted women's Pure Land practices, such as the 
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recitation of scriptures from the eponymous sutra. The funeral biographies of Song elite 

women did not explain the motivation these women may have had for their religious 

practices. It is tantamount to saying that Song women who devoted themselves to reading 

sutras were probably influenced by both the misogynic and the egalitarian notions 

embedded in the aforementioned scriptures (the Lotus Sutra and the Pure Land Siitra). 

One previously cited example found in the Fozu tongji strongly supports this argument. 

We recall the Songjian native woman, Qin Jingjian, who, detested her female body, 

unremittingly recited Buddhist scriptures, such as the Lotus Sutra, and strove to be 

involved in spiritual pursuits. Also, we have seen abundant cases wherein the female 

protagonists showed strong devotion to Buddhist practices such as reciting its scriptures 

or mantras. Many of them were reported to gain better rebirth into the male bodies. These 

cases manifest the association between Song women's religious practices and their hope 

for salvation, namely, male reincarnation. 

The orthodox Buddhist canon was not the only medium corroborating negative 

viewpoints on women's gender and bodies. The promulgation of the popular Chinese 

Buddhist apocryphon, Xuepen jing {Blood Bowl Sutra), which appeared no later 

in the twelfth century Song,^"^' offers a vivid depiction of the female body as a polluted 

and sinful entity for whom religious salvation must be won particularly through a male 

descendent. This popular sutra describes how Mulian § ̂  (or Maudagalyayana) 

endeavored to redeem his deceased mother, who was suffering in the Blood Pond Hell, 

Mizubo Sawada believes that this Chinese apocryphon appeared around late 
Northern Song times. Mizubo Sawada, Jigoku hen: Chugoku no meikaisetsu. Ajia no shukyo 
bunka 3. Kyoto: Hozokan, 1968. 
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the domain reserved for sinful women whose menses and lochia had polluted the earth's 

soil and its rivers. The punishment for women was to force them to drink up the blood 

from the pool.^"*^ Two popular Daoist texts, the scripture of the Yuanshi tianzun jidu 

xuehu zhenjing and the liturgy of the Taiyi jiuku tianzun shuo 

badu xuehu baochan which were mainly used in female 

mortuary rituals, beginning around the Song dynasty, also addressed women's sins and 

sufferings.^''^ Presumably, the conception of the Blood Pond Hell wherein women go for 

punishment, emerged during the Song era. The above folk religious (both Buddhist 

and Daoist) misogynies associated with women's infernal sufferings undoubtedly reflect 

the degradation and hardship of womanhood at that time. 

Nonetheless, religious sutras revealing misogynic biases were certainly not the 

only template molding attitudes of sexual discrimination in traditional Chinese society, 

although they played a crucial role in reinforcing the preexistent notion of women's 

inferior status in Confucian patriarchal society. Conventional Confucian patrilineal values 

Mulian is the abbreviated Chinese translation of "Maudagalyayana," one of the ten great 
disciples of the Buddha. Among the ten disciples, Mulian was well-known for his supernatural 
power {shentong WS). For more studies on the subject of Mulian, Mulian's mother, and the 
Ghost Festival, see Sufen Sophia Lai, "Father in Heaven, Mother in Hell: Gender Politics in the 
Creation and Transformations of Mulian's Mother," in Sherry J. Mou ed.. Presence and 
Presentation: Women in the Chinese Literati Tradition (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1999), 
187-214. Steven Teiser, The Ghost Festival in Medieval China. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1988. Alan Cole, Mothers and Sons in Chinese Buddhism. Standford: Standford 
University Press, 1998. Chen Fangying, Mulian jiumu gushi zhi yanjin ji qi youguan wenxue zhi 
yanjiu [A Study of the Development of the Tale of Mulian Rescuing his mother and Its Related 
Literature] History and Literature Series, 65. Taipei: National Taiwan University, 1983. 

See Daozang (Daoist Canon) "Dongzhenbu, suzihao," and 
Dongxuanbu, beizihao" Also refer to Zhang Xun, "Jizhong Daojing zhong dui 
niiren shenti miaoshu zhi chutan," Siyuyan 35.2 (June, 1997), 257-58. 

Faure, Ibid., 74. Also see Makita Tairyo Gikyo Kenkyu (Kyoto: Kyoto 
University Press, 1976), 79-80. Alan Cole, Ibid., 197. 
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and practices that underscored the importance of perpetuating the family line only 

through its male descendants had inevitably contributed to the prevalent attitude of 

gender subordination, inequality, and oppression of women in Chinese society for many 

centuries. The Song Confucian literati endeavored to revive the classic patrilineal 

ideology that affected women's roles and lives in many ways. Prescriptive texts ranging 

from Li Ji, and Ban Zhao's Nil Jie, to Song contemporary family instructional texts 

written by the male Neo-Confucians, all unanimously underscored those patrilineal 

principles by strengthening the gender division and separation, shedding light on 

women's subordination and gender inequality. Social practices during this period, such 

as female infanticide (the killing of female infants) and concubinage (the institution of 

taking concubines),which stemmed from the patrilineal principle of carrying on the 

family line, also suggest women's dire social plight and gender oppression. 

Song popular stories, which reflected the then-current social thought and practices, 

similarly reveal gender prejudice and female distress. They also shed crucial light on the 

expression and dissemination of the misogynic perception in the Song society at large. 

The stories found in these anecdotes illustrate the fact that rebirth into a female body was 

regarded as severe infernal punishment for a previous life's evildoings. One tantalizing 

reference in Hong Mai's Yijian zhi tells the story of a village girl who died at a young age. 

For study on the custom of infanticide in the Song, see Chen Guangsheng. "Songdai shengzi 
buju fengsu de shengxing ji qi yuanyin." Zhongguoshiyanjiu (1989)7.138-143. Liu Jingzhen, 
Bujuzi: Songren de shengyu wenti. Taipei: Daoxiang chuban she, 1998. 

For study on Song concubinage, see Patricia Ebrey, "Concubines in Song China," Women and 
the Family in Chinese Histor (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 39-61. 



155 

Accordingly, she was said to have been the reincarnation of Bai Qi (d. BC 257), the 

notorious Qin general who brutally killed nearly half a million captives of Zhao H (BC 

475- BC 230). Owing to the sins committed in that earlier life, she was doomed to be a 

woman forever: 

In the third month of the first year of the Qingyuan period (1195), a young 
woman, Chen, a native of Fuzhou, became very ill at the age of seventeen. While 
she was dying, she told her family: 'I am the reincamation of Bai Qi from ancient 
times.' She was not educated, so her family felt stunned and said: 'Bai Qi was 
the general of Qin, and has already been dead for thirteen or fourteen hundred 
years. Why did you say this?' Woman Chen replied: 'This is true. I had killed 
seven to eight hundred thousand people, and have suffered unending torments 
ever since. I was only [now, in this present incarnation] allowed to achieve a 
human body, but as punishment only as a woman and only for no more than 
twenty years. Today is my death date. This is my destiny!' She then died after 
this talk.^''^ 

The above story, together with similar stories, such as the one wherein the heroine was 

the reincamation of Li Linfu (d. 752), the infamous Tang prime minister, or 

where the protagonist had been a butcher who slaughtered numerous animals, for 

instance, all reflect the blatant gendered revulsion toward women during the Song 

348 
period. These stories illustrate that being a woman was an afterlife punishment, a 

sentence consigning the malefactor to an incarnation fraught with the afflictions of 

pregnancy and childbirth. 

The prevalent negative beliefs surrounding women's sexuality that permeated 

Song popular literature and religious writings suggest that men with the authority to 

interpret, record, and propagate the traditional doctrine, played a vital role in perpetuating 

Yijianzhi, 1056. 
Yijianzhi, 1056, 1093; Zhang Shizheng, Guayizhi, 1016. 



such misogyny. Their intention was to rationahze women's socially inferior position.^'^^ 

Although misogynistic ideas invariably promoted the prevalence of women's inferior role 

and defective image, such beliefs might have facilitated their spiritual pursuits. Religious 

practices like sutra reciting did not just satisfy a woman's spiritual needs, but also 

promised her the religious merit of good karmic retribution regardless of her sin or 

impurity, as long as she cultivated assiduously. Hence, we can hypothesize that such a 

religio-cultural misogynic stance crucially contributed to the significant surge of Song 

female religious practices through which women of all social standings could obliterate 

their sins and gain the salvation of eternal freedom from womanhood. 

Conclusion 

In addition to various significant economical, social, and political transformations, 

the Song dynasty also witnessed religious changes and proliferation that were aided by 

the growth of the economy, improved printing technology and facilities, support from the 

court and officials, and so forth. Religious ideas and practices, particularly those of 

Buddhism, deeply infiltrated the ordinary life of all social strata in the Song era. Through 

private and public observation of religious tenets, the Song laity hoped to gain secular 

and sacred benefits for themselves and their families. This in part explains the 

overwhelming increase in women's sutra reciting and related practices during the Song 

period. 

Refer to Gary Seaman, "The Sexual Politics of Karmic Retribution," Ibid. 
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Religious practices served women as personal cultivation, and also expressed 

their chastity and filial piety, the two core female virtues that were highly accentuated by 

the Confucians. Women usually adopted their religious practices from their female 

relatives, particularly their mothers. They also acquired religious learning from the clerics 

by receiving personal instruction or by attending monastery sermons. Apart from sutra 

reciting, the elite women practitioners also engaged in sutra copying, annotating, and in 

composing religious poetry. These were also forms of literary practices. The Song male 

Neo-Confucians supported female learning for the sake of family regulation and 

patrilineal interests; however, they objected to women's literary practices such as poem 

writing. Women's literary talent was considered detrimental to their virtuous conduct 

within the domestic realm. By the late Southern Song, more male literati praised 

women's religious practices of sutra chanting and the like. This reflects the shifting trend, 

as seen in female funeral biographies, from women's literary learning to their religious 

practices. The sanction of the Neo-Confucians also produced a significant surge of such 

female religious practices. For women, these practices not only functioned as accessible 

avenues for their spiritual pursuits, but also for their literary aspirations checked by the 

male literati in the Song period. 

The Song dynasty was also an era when viewing women's bodies as negative 

became more and more popular. The misogynistic ideas permeating Song religious and 

popular literature actually encouraged women's devotional practices at that time. 

Abundant accounts considering the efficacies of female religious practices among both 

elite and non-elite groups reflect the association between such misogynistic notion and 
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women's incentives for their religious practices. But from the Confucian perspective, 

women's religious zeal was to be confined to the domestic realm. Their practices should 

be private and kept within in the inner sphere. Women's public religious observation, 

such as their visits to monasteries or religious societies and women's association with 

Buddhist nuns, ought to be discouraged. 
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Part II: From Inner to Outer: Song Women's Practices and Realization 

Introduction 

Idealized presentations of gender relations in traditional China stipulate that 

women belong to the inner quarters and that they are to have no dealings with outer world. 

Such idealizations permeate epitaphs written by the Song literati about women. Close 

scrutiny, however, reveals that the activities of Song women were not restricted merely to 

their irmer spheres. Their involvement in various forms of patronage and in philanthropic 

activities in the local community is discernible from the vast amounts of available data, 

particularly from female grave biographies and stone inscriptions. These sources all refer 

to regnant female practices, such as religious offerings, donations, contributions to public 

works, and other sorts of non-fmancial deeds, both in and outside the inner quarters. In 

light of the gender-based spheres and practices supposedly dictated by the conventional 

values of the Song Confucians, the history of women's patronage and philanthropic 

activities needs to be scrutinized in the broader context of social and economic changes 

during the Song period, especially. Some questions arise: Why were these women 

enthusiastically involved in these charitable activities and by what means? What 

underlying causes contributed to such a widespread phenomenon? What was the reaction 

of predominantly male Song literati to these female practices as s type of their self-

cultivation? Why have these female practices in Song China become a significant issue 

in the study of Chinese socio-economic history and Chinese religion? This section 

attempts to answer these questions by investigating a breadth of sources ranging from 

epitaphs written for Song women, to inscriptions, scholars' essays, anecdotal accounts. 
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and poems. It analyzes various women's practices, such as offerings, donations, and other 

community participations, during Song times. In examining the gender discourse on 

issues of inner and outer spheres with which the Song literati occupied themselves, this 

section argues first that such Song women's charitable practices which occurred mostly 

beyond the domestic arena, although they appeared to conflict with traditional Confucian 

ideology that espoused gender segregation and propriety, actually epitomized Song 

female virtues like filial piety and benevolence, virtues that were viewed as Confucian 

core values. Further, this section demonstrates that Song women's multifarious 

patronage and philanthropic activities were the fulfillment of their moral-cultivation, 

evincing not only their spiritual autonomy, but also their considerable financial power, a 

power that was curbed in later dynasties due to dominance of Neo-Confucian values. 
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Song Gender Discourse on Inner and Outer Spheres 

Areas of Chinese thought and philosophy that ostensibly designated separate 

spheres to men and women have been the subject of intense re-examination in recent 

studies. While aware of the rigid conventional ideals advocated by male literati, which 

had valorized women's role and position for centuries, contemporary scholars of Chinese 

history have questioned whether literati's meticulously delineated elucidations of sexual 

dichotomies were actually replicated in real life. The greater likelihood is that the era's 

inextricable and controversial gender relations were defined by the dynamic social, 

economical, and cultural forces that shaped the identities and daily lives of men and 

women within a complex historical context. 

The Song Dynasty witnessed unprecedented transformations politically, socially, 

economically, and culturally. Agricultural and technological revolutions prompted an 

enormous growth of population. These shifts spurred trade and urban expansion along 

with an explosive growth of the economy. The system of civil service examinations, 

together with enormous economic changes, led to the emergence of a new literati class, 

one which replaced the existing system of entitlement based on family pedigree. These 

literati's claims to social and political authority rested principally on their learning. Such 

learning, tested in the examinations after years of arduous studies, was based on the 

Confucian classics. But during the Song, these literati began to reappraise the meanings 

of these classics from the perspective of orthodox Confucian thought. As reformers, they 

sought to revitalize certain Confucian traditions such as ancestral rites and patrilineal 

principles, by applying more rigorous regulation to the family and household. Women's 
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roles and their positions within the domestic arena, as "inner helpers" of family and 

household,^^'^ hence became one of the vital discourses during the Song period. 

With ideas of women's roles derived from the classics, these Song Neo-Confucian 

scholars accentuated an idealization that a woman's position should be properly confined 

to the inner realm {nu zhengwei hunei ^lEf4^P3). They cited the Yi Jing MIS, the 

Book of Changes, which said that "women's position should be properly confined to the 

inner sphere; men's position should be in the outer sphere" {nu zhengwei hunei, nan 

zhengwei huwai This arrangement was one part of the "grand 

principle of heaven and earth" {tiandi zhi dayi They also drew on the Li 

Ji lanH, The Book of Rites, which decreed that "men should not speak of what belongs 

inside [of the house], nor women of what belongs outside" {nan buyannei, nubu yanwai 

The concept of the inner/outer realm not only delineates a 

spatial separation between men and women, but also predicates a gender-based division 

of labor. It further proclaims the high moral value of gender propriety for women 

confined to the realm of the nei (irmer). According to Confucian principles stressed anew 

by the literati, a proper distinction between men and women based on their social 

functions and different natures essentially signified a well-ordered state. Integral to good 

governing, this proper gender distinction was also a defining feature of "civilized" human 

Patricia Ebrey, "Upper-Class Wives as Inner Helpers," The Inner Quarters, 114-30. 
YiJing, "Jiaren gua," (Hexagram 37); trans, c.f. Richard Wilhelm and Cary F. Baynes, The I 

Ching. Bolingen Series XIX. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), 214-224. 
352 Legge (1967) I: 478-9. For a discussion on conceptions of women and gender roles in the 
Book of Rights, see Richard Guisso, "Thunder Over the Lake: The Five Classics and the 
Perception of Woman in Early China," in Richard Guisso and Stanley Johannesen eds.. Women in 
China: Current Directions in Historical Scholarship (New York: Philo Press, 1981), 47-61. 
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society as opposed to a more primitive model of life that makes no such gender 

distinctions.^^^ 

The Song dynasty was crucial in the articulation of gender segregation. In the 

writings of Song intellectuals, the boundaries demarcating irmer/outer became 

increasingly sharp, compared to those of previous dynasties such as the Tang. The Tang 

was an era when women behaved with considerably more freedom in crossing the 

gendered boundary than did the women of the Song. Accordingly, Tang upper-class 

ladies engaged publicly in vigorous and athletic activities such as horseback riding, polo, 

and ball kicking. They were described as to wear dress and shoes in the fashion of their 

husbands or male relatives.^^"^ In addition, the political stage of the Tang also provided 

opportunities for upper-class women to play active roles in the outer sphere: They either 

participated in political business like Shangguan Waner (664-710) or became 

involved in court struggles. Among them the Empress Wu (r.684-704), Wu Zetian ;^M!J 

offered the best illustration, especially through her fifteen-year rule. It is worth noting 

that, during her era as regent. Empress Wu made efforts to improve women's position by 

implementing legal policies. Chen Jo-shui's study on Wu Zetian and her proto-feminist 

Both Mozi and Guanzi mentioned the distinction of the sexes with the distinction between 
civilized and primitive models of life. For the study on the related passages in Mozi and Guanzi, 
see Lisa Raphals, Sharing the Light: Presentations of Women and Virtue in Early China (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1998), 207-211. 

Fu Lecheng, "Tangdai funu de shenghuo," in Pao Chia-lin ed., Zhongguo funiXshi lunji (Taipei: 
Daoxiang chubanshe, 1988), 165-169. Also see Howard Levy, Chinese Footbinding (rpt. Taipei: 
Nantian shuju, 1984), 38, 41. Also refer to Gao, Shiyu, Tangdai funu. Xi'an: San Qin Chubanshe. 
1988. 
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sentiments suggests that Wu indeed contributed to enhancing women's status while she 

was struggling to legitimatize her female emperorship.^^^ 

In considering as immoral the aforementioned phenomenon of Tang women 

transgressing the inner/outer boundary, the Song intellectuals reacted by articulating a 

much more dogmatic position on gendered demarcation. The following often-quoted 

lengthy passage found in Sima Guang's Jiaju Zayi (Miscellaneous Proprieties 

for Managing the Family) lays out strict regulations for family members based on ritual 

properity presented in the Neize of Liji, the Book of Rites. The passage is often 

quoted to support the claim of the mutual exclusivity of the iimer and outer spheres: 

In housing there should be a strict demarcation between the inner and outer realms, with a 
door separating them. The two parts should share neither a well, a washroom, nor a privy. 
The men are in charge of all affairs on the outside; the women manage the inside affairs. 
During the day, the men do not stay in their private rooms nor do the women go beyond 
the inner door without good reason. A woman who has to leave the inner quarters must 
cover her face. Men who walk around at night must hold a candle. Men servants do not 
enter the inner quarters unless to make house repairs or in case of calamity. If they must 
enter, the women should avoid them. If they cannot help being seen, they must cover 
their faces with their sleeves. Maids should never cross the inner gate without good 
reason; if they must do so, they too should cover their faces. The doorman and old 
servants serve to pass messages and objects between the inner and outer quarters of the 
house, but must not be allowed to enter rooms or kitchens at will. 

The above passage adumbrates a rigid ideal of gender segregation resulting in the 

absolute seclusion of Song women in their inner chambers. Such gender segregation and 

seclusion embody a principle permeating the female epitaphs written by Song literati, 

Wu's proto-feminist policies included changing the imperial consorts' titles, the lengthening of 
the mourning period of one's mother, and her personal reception of women during her trip to her 
hometown. See Ch'en Jo-shui, "Empress Wu and Proto-Feminist Sentiments in T'ang China," in 
Frederick Brandauer and Chun-chieh Huang eds.. Imperial Rulership and Cultural Change in 
Traditional China (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1993), 77-116. 

Sima Guang, Simashi shuyi 4,43. The translation quoted in Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters, 
23-24. 
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namely women should have no dealings with the outside world, that "women [should] 

have no outer affairs" {furen wu waishi As a Confucian revivalist, Sima 

Guang undoubtedly embraced the concept of inner/outer spheres wholeheartedly, and 

even demurred at the recording of women's "outside affairs." After his wife died, for 

example, Sima Guang did not compose a funeral inscription or memorial for her. He 

wrote only a short prologue proclaiming his belief that "women should have no outer 

affairs, and that their good conduct would not go outside the irmer chambers" (furen wu 

waishi, youshan buchu guimen His intention, apparently, 

was to "let women of later times have a model to emulate" (shi houshi weifuzhe, yousuo 

jinshi ye Although Sima Guang seemed exceptionally 

strict, he still composed four funeral biographies for women of his time. 

Another advocate of this principle was the eminent Southern Song Daoxue 

scholar, Lu Zuqian (1137-81). Like Sima Guang, Lii Zuqian asserted that women 

should have no dealings with the outer sphere. For example, a man named Wang An 

(fl. century), who came from Boyang MM, beseeching Lu to compose a funeral 

inscription for Wang's deceased mother. Lii refused, saying: "...Women's names should 

not go beyond the inner chambers. The custom of carving inscriptions on graves has 

dates to the decadent period of the Han Dynasty. You should aspire to cultivate yourself 

so as to make later generations know your name. In this way, your mother couldn't be 

Although it is not clear when such a phrase exactly appeared, it was not until the Song that this 
saying had been frequently cited by the male literati. 

Sima Guang, "Xu Qinghejun jun," Sima wengong wenji 78. 
Ibid. 
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utterly forgotten. If you yourself achieved this, what need to write any words [for 

her]?"^^° Unlike their male counterparts, who dominated the outer sphere, the wai, and 

sought to have their names recorded, women, according to Lii Zuqian, since they should 

have nothing to do with the outside world, ought not spread their names to the outer 

realm. On the other hand. You Jie WHt (A- 12^*^ century), a young scholar at that time, 

also asked Lii Zuqian to compose inscription for his deceased mother. Probably knowing 

Lii's standpoint very well, You carefully explained to Lii that he understood the principle 

in which women should have no outer affairs, and that according to that rule, it would be 

inappropriate to write inscriptions for them. But he was afraid that if he died his younger 

brothers could not take care of their mother's grave since there were not any inscriptions 

on it for him to identify. Lii Zuqian finally agreed to write the inscription for You's 

mother.^^^ 

Sima Guang and Lii Zuqian might represent the conservative extremes in terms of 

composing women's biographies in the Song. However, even though they rigidly upheld 

the Neo-Confucian principles and were in general unwilling to write epitaphs for women, 

both of them—perhaps on account of renqing A'lW (human feelings)—occasionally 

consented to pen one. However, in the works of other scholars from throughout the Song, 

we finds vast numbers of extant women's epitaphs composed by Song male scholars, 

showing that, in practice, Song men wanted to have the names and lives of their female 

Lii Zuqian, "Boyang Wang An mu Chengshi muzhiming," Lii Donglai wenji ( Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshu guan, 1937), 198. 

Ibid., 200. 
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relatives recorded for posterity. Consider Zeng Gong's (1019-83) opinion on 

writing women's biographies: 

In antiquity, the rulers who governed countries first regulated their families as the 
fundamental task. Only then the world could be well-ruled. Thus, women's 
words and activities should be documented in order to serve as templates and 
admonishment for later ages...Since women's goodness, however, is not that 
which worldly teachings award, the truth of such goodness is rarely known by 
posterity. If it is so, then it [women's goodness] will increasingly decline.^®^ 

According to Zeng Gong, the purpose of composing women's epitaphs is to write down 

their virtuous deeds for later generations of women to emulate. Whatever their purposes, 

what is obvious is that a great many Song elite men composed funeral biographies for 

their female counterparts. 

But what if the women transgressed the normative gender sphere? And, whether 

or not boundaries were breached, what was the accepted criterion for composing female 

funeral biographies during Song China? Although most of the male literati did not 

embrace the extreme mind-set Sima Guang and Lu Zuqian toward women's funeral 

biographies. Song scholars did encounter a dilemma when writing the epitaphs of elite 

women who engaged in work outside the household. The problems of how to define 

the "outer affairs" based on the ideal of the irmer/outer demarcation, and how to 

rationalize women's work outside the inner chambers, became a predicament among 

Song male literati. 

Without a doubt, the concept of "outer affairs" contrasts to that of "domestic 

affairs." Wang Gui defines women's role and work as that "wherein the wife would be 

Zeng Gong, "Shouchangxian taijun Xushi muzhiming," Yuanfeng leigao, 45: 286. 
^''^Also refer to Liu Jingzhen, "Nu wuwaishi? Muzhi beimingzhong sojianzhi BeiSong shidafii 
shehui zhixu linian," Funuyu liangxingxuekan 4 (1993), 26-27. 
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frugal in regulating the family and be agreeable in caring for the clan." In other words, 

the term of "domestic affairs" denotes the related family and clan tasks performed by 

women within the household. As discussed in the foregoing, Sima Guang and Lii 

Zuqian were two who strictly advocated the principle of inner/outer demarcation. Xia 

Song MW. (984-1050) inclined to Sima Guang and Lii Zuqian's viewpoint, bitterly 

disapproved of women's outer affairs. He reproached Ba Guafu Qing (Widow 

Ba Qing) for her involvement in outside business: 

Nu Huai Qing Terrace was built in Qin Dynasty (221-206 B.C.). Widow Ba Qing 
ran her business by quarrying cinnabar and made a large fortune. She used her 
fortune to defend herself. The First Emperor of Qin treated her with great 
courtesy and built this [aforementioned] terrace for her in Ba Shu. But treating a 
woman with great courtesy is against the teachings of the classics, and building a 
terrace to honor her is against the proper rites. There are two categories of people 
who can be treated with courtesy by the rulers: the descendents of the previous 
royal family and the delegates of foreign countries. There are four types of 
groups who deserve the rulers' reward: those who are chaste and those who are 
filial can each be emulated by the people; those who are meritorious and those 
who are virtuous can inspire the ministers. However, a woman who crosses over 
the inner chambers and involves herself in outside business cannot be regarded as 
chaste. Aiming to make a fortune and forgetting her obligation to perform 
household tasks, such as taking care of the elderly family members, cannot be 
viewed as filial. Mining cinnabar and abandoning weaving and sewing cannot be 
considered meritorious. To be treated as an equal to the ruler and to violate 
women's manner can not be deemed virtuous. 

The widow, Ba Qing, was probably one of the most well-knovra business women in 

ancient China. By running the family business of mining cinnabar, she became 

enormously wealth and influential her local region. This led the First Emperor to treat her 

respectfully. Xia Song criticized her as unchaste, unfilial, and immoral, mainly according 

to the principle that women should not involve themselves in businesses outside the 

Wang Gui, "Weiguo furen Chenshi muzhiming," Huayangji, 40; 
Xia Song, "Nu Huai Qing tai," Wenzhuangji, 25. 
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household. He even argued that the examples of Widow Ba Qing and her terrace were 

ruinations that contributed to the collapse of the Qin court. 

The distinct roles for men and women, based on their functions and different 

natures, were considered essential for an orderly society. In classical discussions, order 

and disorder of a political nature were frequently correlated with order and disorder of a 

sexual nature. Xia Song's aforementioned denunciation on Widow Ba Qing mirrors such 

an association between political and sexual order. According to the principles of 

demarcation between inner and outer and gender segregation, women were excluded 

from the outer realms, wai, particularly, from the realm of literary learning and state 

governance. In the male elite's mind, a woman crossing the line between nei and wai, as 

Widow Ba Qing did, was like "the hen announcing the dawn, [in that it] indicates an 

inauspicious sign in the household" {pinji sichen, weijia zhisuo 

Without gender propriety, which signified a well-ordered state, actions like Widow Ba's 

could contribute to the rise of social and political chaos. Similar themes, expressing 

concern and criticizing the disorder caused by lack of the separation between the sexes, 

can also be found in many Song scholars' essays. For example, a Northern Song 

Confucian reformer, Shi Jie (1005-1045), held that social and national chaos 

resuhed from disorder in gender relations, which in turn could be viewed as the original 

disorder that begat all kinds of chaos. Wu Zetian, the Empress Wu of Tang who 

usurped the throne, served as the favorite target for the Song male literati, who impugned 

Ibid. 
See Yi Jing, Ibid. 
Shi Jie, "Yuan Luan," Julai xiangsheng quanji, 5. 
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her for her "hen announcing the dawn" conduct when they believed caused the Tang 

regime's demise.^^^ 

The demarcation between the inner and outer realms marks the beginning of 

gender disparity between men and women. Some social practices in the Song such as 

foot-binding, wherein subjugation was inflicted upon women, were often rationalized and 

sustained under a banner of gender propriety and its requisite segregation, as well as 

under the code of Han civility. However, it becomes evident that in social and 

historical reality, women's activities and achievements extended far beyond their inner 

spheres and domestic obligations. The above passages, such as the previous quotation 

from Sima Guang's family instruction, in conjunction with male Confucian revivalists' 

discourses on inner/outer realms, should be seen as a regulative ideal rather than as 

descriptions of real practices; further, demarcated spaces designated to distinguish 

genders should be interpreted as ritual spaces where the symbolic representation of 

gender propriety was always more important than any physical walls or gates that 

segregated men and women. In other words, the neilwai sphere indeed served as a 

theoretical restriction, particularly for women. While women inevitably crossed the 

gender boundary in their everyday lives, such infractions always needed contextual 

justification. Nonetheless, whether the neilwai polarity functioned as a ritual boundary or 

as a physical boundary, as Dorothy Ko argues, it was both flexible and negotiable. Song 

male literati might encounter dilemmas when their female biographees in reality had 

Li Gang, "Lun nuhuo," Liangxi ji, 151, 6-7. Fan Zuyn, "Jiaren gua," 23, 5-6. 
Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters, 37. For footbinding as the sign of Han civility in imperial 

Chinese history, refer to Dorothy Ko, "The Body as Attire: The Shifting Meanings of Footbinding 
in Seventeenth-Century China," Journal of Women's History 8. 4 (1997), 8-27. 
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transgressed the inner/outer boundaries designated by gender propriety; nonetheless they 

still could find ways to rationalize their biographees' anomalous behavior outside the 

domestic sphere, such as involvement in the patronage of monasteries and public works. 
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Chapter 3 

Female Religious Offerings in Song China 

Female Religious Patronage in the Chinese Historical Context 

Female patronage in Chinese religions like Buddhism had already emerged prior 

to the Song. From the time of the Six Dynasties (220-589) and through the Tang dynasty 

(589-905), two periods of great efflorescence in Buddhism, the names of women as 

gongyangren (sponsors of offerings) appear in epigraphical collections, that 

record inscriptions on various Buddhist sculptures, like statuary stelae.^^' During the pre-

Song times, upper class women played a prominent role in Buddhist patronage, 

contributing enormous sums of wealth toward various constructions and restorations. The 

most influential patronesses during this time, Empress Wu, zealously promoted Buddhist 

institutions, scholarship, and art in a host of ways. Accordingly, numerous women from 

the Tang court in the wake of Empress Wu, actively patronizing Buddhism for either 

religious or political reasons. Such patronage by imperial women is part of the 

complex political and religious interactions that led to the consolidation and spread of 

Buddhism throughout Tang China. 

Liu Shufen, "Art, Ritual, and Society: Buddhist Practice in Rural China during the Northern 
Dynasties," Asia Major. Third Series. Vol.VIII, Part I (1995), 35. Also refer to her Cibei 
qingjing—Fojiaoyu zhonggu shehui shenghuo (Taipei: Sanmin Shuju, 2001), 83-85. 

Antonio Forte, Poltical Propaganda and Ideology in China at the end of the Seventh Century 
(Naples: Instituto Universitario Orientale, 1976); Stanley Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang, 
37-47. Diana Paul, "Empress Wu and the Historians: A Tyrant and Saint of Classical China," in 
Nancy Auer Falk and Rita M. Gross eds.. Unspoken Worlds: Women's Religious Lives (Belmont: 
Wadsorth Publishing Company, 1989), 149. 
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It is generally held that Tang Buddhism was a religion of the aristocracy, because 

its expansion relied largely on powerful patronage from the upper class. Imperial 

patronage assuredly catalyzed the popularization of Buddhism from the court and the 

aristocratic families to the peasantry and city-dwellers. By Tang times commoners, 

especially village women, were already making Buddhist offerings. This 

popularization accelerated greatly during the Song period. The Song dynasty witnessed 

unprecedented changes, an explosive expansion of economic prosperity, enormous 

technical changes, huge growth of population, an urban revolution which led to an 

extraordinary number of large cities, a great increase in literacy due to the expansion of 

the printing industry, and so forth. All these critical changes catalyzed the infiltration of 

religious beliefs like Buddhism, Daoism, and popular religion into all strata of Chinese 

society. As Valerie Hansen has shown, the Song dynasty witnessed the increasing 

participation by less educated people in religious activities.^^"^ Suffice it to say that a 

substantial percentage of this increasingly religious populace were women. 

Although sources, such as inscriptional texts, document a multitude of women's 

religious offerings in the Song society, this area of literature has not been fully explored. 

Thus we know very little about women's monastic patronage in Chinese history. 

Liu Shufen, "Art, Ritual, and Society," 35. 
Valerie Hansen, Changing Gods in Medieval China, 1127-1276, 42. 
A few Japanese and Taiwanese scholars already noted the importance of this type of source 

and have produced some related scholarship. See Ihara Hiroshi "Toshi rinan ni okeru 

shinko wo sasaeta shomin no keizairoku" 

^ — ( R e l i g i o n  a n d  P o p u l a r  E c o n o m y  i n  H a n g z h o u  u n d e r  t h e  
Southern Song) in Komazawa daigaku zenkenkyujo nenpo Annual Report of The Zen Institute) 5 
(March, 1994), 25-47. Liu Shufen, Ibid. Huang Minzhi, "Songdai funu duiyu fojiao siyuan de 
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Several factors contribute to the above problem: first, although many inscriptional 

collections are extant, the evidence therein concerning women's patronage is scattered 

sporadically, making textual traces of women's devotional practice difficult to locate. 

Furthermore, in most of the texts many of the women are simply identified by their 

surnames or as the unnamed wives of men. As adjuncts of male donors, women were 

portrayed as playing negligible roles in monastic patronage. As some contemporary 

Western scholars, like Timothy Brook, have put it, traditional Chinese monastic 

patronage tended to be a male activity, that is, there was a barrier to female patronage in 

c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  w o m e n ' s  r i g h t s  t o  d i s p o s e  o f  p r o p e r t y . T h u s ,  

women were involved in monastic patronage only to a limited degree; however. Brook 

argues that, male literati credited their enthusiastic patronage to their female relatives' 

influence in order to avoid criticism by their Confucian contemporaries. Late Confucian 

literati, consistent with earlier imperial traditions, also supported the view of male 

dominance in religious patronage. As previous chapter has demonstrated, women's 

religious practices within the inner chambers, such as sutra-chanting, meditation, and 

fasting were tolerated, even encouraged, as perpetuating the Confucian value of family 

harmony. Practices outside the inner quarters, such as visiting monasteries, provoked 

condemnation, because such behavior threatened the men's patriarchal control over 

gongyang—^yi shike wenzi weizhu," in Zhongguoshi xuehui disanhui guoji xueshu dahui: 
tongguo zhongguo funu kan zhongguo lishi, 2002. 

Brook further applies a case occurring in the 1330s concerning a widow of a high official who 
was prevented legally from endowing a monastery with her dowry land to prove his point. 
Timothy Brook, Praying for Power: Buddhism and the Formation of Gentry Society in Late-Ming 
CAwa (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 190. 
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• 377 women's sexuality, and generally increased male anxiety. As a result, women's 

patronage outside the inner chambers was discouraged by late imperial Confucians. It in 

fact mirrored the Chinese male antipathy to women's non-Confucian practices outside the 

domestic realm. 

While one could scarcely question the dominance of patronage by males in late 

imperial Chinese society, where the Neo-Confucian ideology thrived, it is still 

problematic to suggest that Song monastic patronage culture was exclusively male-

centered. By closely scrutinizing the evidence, particularly the various stone inscriptions 

of both Northern and Southern Song China, we can find innumerable scattered references 

to female religious devotion and to their monastic patronage, outside the inner quarters. 

These female protagonists came from diverse strata of Song society. A close 

investigation reveals that numerous women's surnames, as well as full names, were 

engraved on various religious inscriptions, together with those of their families or other 

members in their community. Quite often their names appeared alone. One type of 

frequently-seen stele inscription text, for example, would begin with the date the material 

was carved, followed by the identity of the donors, together with their birthplaces. The 

texts then continue to cite the motivation behind the offerings. Indisputably, while female 

religiosity inspired their overall patronage, much of their munificence was motivated by 

hopes of procuring secular and sacred welfare for themselves as well as for their existing 

and deceased families. 

Ibid. 
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Female Religious Offerings in Song China 

Apart from their everyday cultivation in the domestic realm, such as food 

asceticism, sutra chanting and copying, and meditation. Song women frequently 

expressed their piousness by patronizing a range of religious activities beyond their inner 

quarters. Their patronage by and large included financial offerings toward construction of 

statues, temples, halls, pagodas, steles, bells, and dharani pillars. Many of them donated 

land to monasteries, deposited money in the changshengku or Long Life 

Treasuries run by the clergy, sponsored various public festivals, and endowed sutra 

printing. Besides monetary donations, women's own handiwork, particularly embroidery, 

represented a distinctive female offering. The following section will investigate a variety 

of women's patronage activities as embodiments not only of female virtue, but of a 

collective voice of women articulating their spiritual and financial autonomy during the 

Song era. 

1. Embroidery as a Female Offering 

Female offerings of needlework began before the Tang. Chinese women, 

particularly those from elite families, embroidered the images of various divinities, not 

only to express their devoutness and to plead for beatitude (welfare), but also to 

memorialize on behalf of their deceased relatives. Consequently, needlework became a 

Such a female practice can be traced back to Liang Dynasty. For instance, see Shen Yue, 
"Xiuxiang tizan," in Mei Dingzuo ed., Shiwen ji, 295:25. For related female offerings of 
needlework in the Tang, see Zhiru Ng., Ibid., 286-291. 
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notable expression of female patronage during the Song, and was acknowledged by the 

male elite as an act of female virtue. Ban Zhao, the Later Han woman historian and writer, 

in hex Admonitions for Women, characterized women's needlework, including sewing and 

weaving, as fugong (Womanly Work or Womanly Achievement), one of the "Four 

Typical Female Virtues" that she and later Confucian moralists advocated. 

Embroidery, being a form of needlework, naturally also received recognition by the male 

literati as womanly work. 

References to the female practice of embroidering are frequently cited in scholars' 

essays, usually as a genre of zan ^ (eulogies). In commending needlework as a unique 

offering, Su Shi states that practices of sewing divine images would gain great merit for 

the artisan and further her progress toward attainment of enlightenment. Therefore, he 

continues, those who embroider should be venerated as daoshi ^ (venerable 

masters). It is noteworthy that the image of Guanyin (AvalokiteSvara), the 

Bodhisattva of Compassion, was one of the most popular figures stitched by Song women. 

The worship of Guanyin which had become prevalent among believers, was particular 

espoused by Song women, owing perhaps to the feminization of Guanyin around that 

time.^^' Su Shi further composed a eulogy for a woman, nee Xu, of Jing'an County 

Nancy Lee Swann, Pan Chao: Formost Woman Scholar of China (New York; Century, 1932), 
86. 

Su Shi, "Xiu Fozan," Su Dongpo quanji, 15, 111. 
See Yu Chun-fang, "Princess Miao-shan and the Feminization of Kuan-yin," Kuan-yin: The 

Chinese Transformation of Avalokitesvara (Columbia University Press, 2001), 293-352. It is 
believed that Guanyin's female form first appeared in the Song resulted from the popularity of the 
legend of Princess Miaoshan. Also refer to Glen Dudbridge, The Legend of Miao-shan. London: 
Oxford University, 1978. 
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II who had embroidered an image of the Guanyin Bodhisattva. Impressed by her 

ingenious skill, Su Shi praises Ms. Xu's spiritu al resolve, which had inspired her to sew 

the Guanyin image after her three-year practice of contemplating Guanyin. Zhou Zizhi 

tells of a woman, Mme. Penglai, who had embroidered a similar Guanyin image. She 

dedicated it to Songlin shi (Master Songlin). Receiving the embroidered image 

with delight. Master Songlin composed a ji poem (fl) eulogizing her needlework. 

Another Northern Song scholar, Huang Tingjian, also wrote eulogies honoring each of 

two clergy members, one a monk and one a nun, who, in a departure from 

aforementioned cases wherein lay women embroidered offerings, themselves 

embroidered the Guanyin image.^^"* 

Other Buddhist figures, notably the Buddha Sakamuni, Amitabha, and arhats 

(lohan), were also objects of pious needlework, vindertaken either for the merit of 

practitioners themselves, or for the spiritual welfare of their deceased family members. 

Shi Huihong (1071-1128), a well-known Northern Song monk, eulogized a 

woman, Ms Zou, for her exquisite embroidered rendition of the images of Sakamuni and 

eighteen Arhats. When Ms Zou was very sick and close to death, she dreamt of a group 

of monks coming to comfort her in her illness. When she awoke, she felt much better and 

realized that the monks who had appeared in her dream were the eighteen arhats. She 

Su Shi, "Jinganxian jun Xushi xiu Guanyin zan," Ibid. 
Zhou Zizhi, "Songlin daoren shi xiu Guanyin," Taican timiji, 64, 1-2. 
Huang Tingjian, "Liaoguan shi xiu Guanyin zan," "Pang Daozhe xiu Guanyin zan," Shangu ji, 

14: 14-15. Another long eulogy composed by Chao Buzhi was to praise Lady Chen and her 
Guanyin sheli embroidery. Chao Buzhi, "Chenshi xiu Guanshi sheli zan," Jile ji, 69, 8-10. 
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then vowed to stitch the figures of the eighteen arhats as an offering. By the time she 

•IOC 
finished her needlework, she had totally recovered from her illness. According to other 

findings from grave biographies and from anecdotal accounts such as Yijianzhi, women's 

worship of arhats was not uncommon during this time. Some scholars suggest that it was 

not until the Song that belief in arhats started to gain prevalence among practitioners, 

especially among women. Akin to Guanyin, the guardian goddess for women in the 

Song era discussed previously, Arhats apparently also functioned as female protectors, 

particularly when women encountered crises like fatal illness (as the above case shows) 

and childbirth.^^' 

Embroidery offering indeed functioned as a unique avenue of women's religious 

participation within the overall historical context of the syncretizing of Buddhism and 

TOO 
Daoism in Song afterlife practices. The extant records contain two eulogies celebrating 

the practice of embroidering Buddhist images, such as that of Amitabha, on behalf of the 

deceased. The first eulogizes of the image of Amitabha sewed by Ms. Du as a memoriam 

to her deceased mother, Mme. Lu.^^^ Another eulogy, entitled Lishi xiufo zan 

^ (The Eulogy of Woman Li's Embroidery of the Buddha), attributed by Liu Qi 

(d.l 117), lauds a woman, nee Li, who stitched an image of Guangming zang Bodhisattva 

Shi Huihong, "Xiu Shijia xiang bing shiba lohan zan," Shimen wenzi chan (in Siku quanshu 
zhenben shiji), 18, lOb-lla. 

Zhang Rongfang, "Nanhuasi faxian de BeiSong mudiao lohanxiang mingwen suo fanying de 
jike wenti," Zhongguoshi yanjiu 1(1999), 90. 

In Yijian zhi. Hong Mai tells of some stories regarding women's seek reproductive blessing 
and protection. One story regarding a young woman's belief in Arhats was found in Xie Yi, 
"Yingmeng Lohan ji,"X/to«gy7, 7, 15-17. 

For study on Tang women's Embroidery offering and afterlife practices, see Zhiru Ng., Ibid. 
Zong Xiao, "Xiu Ami tofo zan," Lebang wenlei, in Taisho 47: 1969, 180a. 



in memory of her father?^® One more case, reported by Su Shi, concerns his 

family pennants, upon which two bodhisattva images were embroidered by his 

grandmother. The pennants, used in funeral rites by his father Su Xun (1009-1066), 

were later donated by Su Shi as offerings to the monastery, in memory of his 

grandmother.^^' Aside from expressions of filial piety, women's needlework practices 

also served as avowals, particularly among widows, of female chastity. After her husband, 

Zhao Wuyi, died. Lady Mao embroidered both Buddhist and Daoist images on 

streamers on Zhao's behalf to enhance his spiritual welfare and to declare her ovra 

determination not to remarry.^^^ 

While amalgamation of women's practice of embroidery and afterlife practices no 

doubt took place in pre-Song times, the use of female needlework for funeral services 

probably emerged from Song society itself, particularly from the elite women therein. 

Despite scanty documentary evidence, it is apparent that these female contributions 

played a significant role in the consolidation of Buddhist and Confucian afterlife 

practices. During the Song, when intra-scholastic discourse on funeral practice became a 

protracted battle of words, Confucian literati were particularly antagonistic to certain 

Buddhist practices, such as the cremation ceremony. The use of paper money, sutra 

chanting by monks and nuns during Buddhist services, and so on, were also strenuously 

criticized by Song scholars like Sima Guang, Lu You, and Yu Wenbao (ca. 1200-

Liu Qi, "Lishi xiufozan," Xueyi ji. 
Su Shi's grandmother Mme Shi embroidered two Buddhist images: Changshou wang 

Bodhisattva and Xiaozaizhang Bodhisattva Su Shi, "She fantie 
yishou," Su Shi wenji, 1899. 

Han Yuanji, "Taiyiren Maoshi muzhiming," Nanjian jiayigao, 22, 24. 
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1260).^^^ However, literati's objections could not prevent the populace from adopting 

practices unsanctioned by Confucians. It was even harder for the state to control funeral 

ceremonies performed within households, especially since the performance of funeral 

rites and afterlife practices were considered traditional expressions of filial piety, an 

important Confucian value and tradition. 

Women's needlework, which also expressed female filial piety, fell within the 

sanctioned paradigm of female virtue, as previously discussed. Furthermore, such female 

fabrications conducted within the domestic household would be viewed as forms of inner 

practice, ones pertaining specifically to women in light of gender-based role divisions. Its 

congruence with current social gender expectations is probably why Song women's 

embroidery, associated with Buddhist and/or Daoist afterlife practices, never evoked 

reproof from, indeed was praised by, male literati. 

2. Women's Offerings beyond the Inner Quarters 

(1) Village Women's Religiosity and Filial Piety 

Women's religious patronage outside their irmer sphere was frequently associated 

with the renovation of monasteries, land donation, and the erection of stupas, statues, and 

pillars.^^"^ These constructions, all of them types of public works since the temples were 

located in the public areas and open to every citizen, played a vital role in the daily lives 

See Patricia Ebrey, "The Response of the Sung State to Popular Funeral Practices," in Patricia 
Ebrey and Peter Gregory eds.. Religion and Society in T'ang and Sung China (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1993), 209-240. Also refer to Zhang Bangwei, "Songdai sangzang 
xisu juyu," 79-94. 

Women practitioners often involved in secular public works in their community owing to their 
religious beliefs. 
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of the populace. During the Song, the ubiquity of monasteries and cloisters demonstrated 

that religious congregation was no longer the privilege of the upper class. Thus, no matter 

what the social standing of lay believers, Buddhist or Daoist practices and tenets 

infiltrated profoundly into their patterns of daily life. The populace frequently 

participated in religious activities held in the monasteries. In temples, religious rituals for 

the dead, such as the Retreat of Water and Land, and various ceremonies, such as the 

ghost festival, the Buddha bathing festival, various Daoist deities' birthdays, vegetarian 

feasts, and the release of living creatures on special occasions, were held for the public. 

There were also routine gatherings of laity for sutra preaching performed by the sangha. 

In the Song, monasteries functioned both sacredly and secularly. Most 

monasteries, located at scenic spots, were thronged with visitors and travelers, and were 

home to business stands. The temple Xiangguo si located in the Northern Song 

capital of Kaifeng |I3 ̂ , the biggest monastery at that time, was a well-known 

commercial and trading hub. Moreover, it also served as a big entertainment center: 

People visited it not only to buy or sell goods, but also watch entertainers, taste assorted 

foods, divine their fortunes, and listen to the stories told by either the clergy or story

tellers. In short, the Buddhist and Daoist institutions provided important public spaces 

for men and women of virtually all social strata. They also provided abundant 

opportunities for patronage by women outside of their domestic arena, i.e., for "outer" 

practice. 

Meng Yuanlao, "Xiangguosi nei wanxing jiaoyi," Dongjing menghualu, 19; Wang Yong, 
Yanyiyimoulu, 2,20. 
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a. Erection of Divinities' Images 

Aside from embroidery, which was performed within the inner sphere, pious Song 

women's votive offerings included monetary donations toward the creation of various 

religious objects, such as images of divinities. The erection of religious statues was 

probably the most frequently-seen religious patronage performed in the lay world. Unlike 

the practice of embroidery, mostly undertaken by elite women who had the skill and 

more leisure time, the practice of erecting statues and other objects enjoyed high 

popularity among the village women. Buddhist adherents believed that they could 

accumulate merit for themselves, their family members, and their ancestors by 

erectingBuddhist statues. One example worthy of note, found in the Jurong jinshiji 

records a donation toward the erection of Buddhist statues made exclusively by 

Song female participants from the same village was sought to obliterate sinful karma and 

to procure puti zhengguo (direct reward of enlightenment) for themselves and 

for their deceased relatives in their next lives. Even before the Tang China, many 

sutras describing the merits and benefits to be achieved by patronizing monasteries in 

various ways had been introduced to China from India and translated into Chinese. After 

the early Song these sutras became more and more widespread among practitioners, 

owing to the expansion of the printing industry and to advocacy by both the clergy and 

"Zao Kanxiang ji," Tangfenglou bailu Quoted in QSW, 43, 718. Also see Zhang 
Rongfang, "Nanhuasi faxian de beiSong Mudiao Lohanxiang mingwen fanying de jige wenti," 
Zhongguoshi yanjiu 1 (1999), 91-97. 

Jurong jinshiji, 4, 9. In SKSLXB, ser 2, vol. 12. 
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the ruling class. According to sutras such as Foshuo dasheng zaoxiang gongdejing 

juan (The Sutra on Buddha's Preaching of the Merits of 

Erecting Mahayana Buddhist Statues), descanting upon the merits of making donations 

towards the erection of Buddhist statues, donors would be reborn into wealthy families, 

be blessed with attractive features, and be able to lead lives of leisure. Most importantly, 

by achieving better and better rebirths, they would eventually attain Nirvana. It provided 

male practitioners better rebirths. They would never be reborn in a female body. It held 

out to female practitioners the possibility of being reincarnated in a male body.^^^ The 

above accrued merits would indisputably valorize women's endowments in erecting 

Buddhist statues; the promise of a male-gendered reincarnation held a particularly 

powerful appeal for women. 

From the statuary inscriptions we find that women made donations to erect 

Buddhist statues and other related objects not only to gain merit for themselves, but also 

to acquire spiritual welfare for their family members, especially for parents. In one 

account, for example, from the third month of the second year of the Qiande era 

(964), a female practitioner, Li Shiniang endowed two statues of arhats on behalf 

of her deceased father, Li Silang and mother, Wang Yiniang 3:—aspiring to 

enhance their spiritual welfare. Furthermore, she hoped for a healthy and peaceful life in 

For the study on the advocacy by sangha and the imperial house in the early Song, see Huang 
Chi-chiang, BeiSongfojianshi lungao, 31-84; 108-117. 

See Foshuo Tasheng zaoxiang gongdejing juan, Taisho: 35: 694, 793-796. The related original 
Chinese text is 

Also refer to Foshuo zuofo xingxiangjing in Taisho: 35: 692, 788; 
Foshuo zaoli xingxiangfuhao jing, in Taisho: 35: 693, 788-790. 



186 

order to continue to make offerings for her parents.'*'^® Another similar statuary inscription, 

dated in the early Northern Song and built using fimds contributed by Xu Baniang 

bore cartouches {tiji MbH) stating that she sponsored the establishment of three niches 

containing three statues. Her endowment of statues of Amitabha Buddha, Avalokitesvara 

Bodhisattva (Guanyin), and Mahasthamaprapta (Dashizhi Bodhisattva, the 

Three Sages of Western Paradise, were intended to obliterate the sins of her deceased 

parents and to ensure their rebirth in the Pure Land paradise.'"'' The third account, 

recorded in the fifth month of the fifth year of Xining period (1072), tells of the wife of 

Guo Chong nee Wei, from Guoxia Rongyang County who financed 

the erections of a statue of Sakyamuni Buddha for her deceased parents, as well as 

sixteen Arhat images for her son, Wuge Slf, and daughter, Shisan gu 

Except in the case of Guo Chong's wife, these textual inscriptions do not record 

where the women came from. It is possible that they were from northern regions, where 

the erection of carved stone Buddhist statues had been prevalent among practitioners 

since the Six Dynasties.'^®^ After the Song state was forced into the south, the practice of 

engraving stone Buddhist images was gradually replaced by that of modeling clay images 

Li Shiniang, "Zao Lohan ji," in QSW, vol.43, 713-714. 
Xu Baniang, "Zao kanxiang ji," Ibid., 718-719. 
"Song Guochong qi Weishi zaoxiang," Xuanlutang shoucangjinshiji, in 

SKSL, ser 2, vol. 5. 
I also found several references regarding Song female patrons from the northern region, 

including village women and Buddhist nuns, who funded erection of stone statues. See "Song 
Wufeng Shan lianhuadong zaoxiang bing timing," Shandong 
tongzhi vol. 149, in SKSLXB, ser 2, vol.12, 9208. 
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and even of casting gold-plated idols."*"'' This change was perhaps due to the availability 

of different materials and to a flourishing southern economy. Abundant evidence reveals 

that Southern Song women frequently donated their wealth toward the construction of 

divinities' images for monasteries and shrines. These statues were said to be made of 

substances such as gold, crystal, fine gems, and other valuable materials. In addition, 

available sources suggest the existence of women's practices of erecting stone sculptures 

in the southern regions."'''^ 

b. Erection of Stupas 

Aside from erecting Buddhist sculptures. Song women also financed in a variety of 

constructions, such as stupas, dharani pillars, stele, bells, and so forth, as votive offerings 

for their parents, husbands, and themselves."*®^ According to the sutra Foshuo zaota 

gongdejing (The Sutra on Buddha's Preach on Merits of Erecting 

Stupas), which was translated into Chinese during the late Tang period, building stupas, 

like erecting statues, is said to bring merit, and can lead greater longevity, good fortune, 

Ye Changzhi (Qing), Yushi, vol.5, 1, in SKSLXB, ser.2, vol.19. 
Fujian zongjiao beiming huibian, 71. Another case is about a woman, Chen Sanniang 

together with her son, Huang Qisan building the jinglan (well-fence) on behalf of 
her deceased husband Huang Sishisi lang ^^IZ3+|Z3^[5. Fujian jinshizhi, SKSLXB, ser 2, vol. 15, 
11165. In a statuary inscription dated in the later period, a woman named Chen Miaoyi 

from Putian ^E5, Fujian sponsored construction of a huge stone statue of Manjusri 
0 in memory of her deceased parents and husband. 

Some ordinary women could only afford part of the material, such as an individual pillar. For 
example, a woman named Gu Jinsi (N- Song) sponsored the purchasing of a stone pillar 

for her own welfare. "She shizhu ji," Jiangsu tongzhigao quoted in QSW, 13, 
458. 
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better rebirth and attainment of Nirvana, for patrons and their families.'^®^ Many findings 

demonstrate such a trend, particularly among ordinary women. For instance, one 

cartouche records a woman, Gu Wuemiang SIS—from Wu County, who endowed 

one single pillar of a pagoda, on behalf of her late parents and husband.''''^ An inscription 

dated in 1145 regarding a village woman named Liu San'niang states that she 

donated money to build two pagodas to ensure her ovm peaceful and healthy life. 

Another long cartouche carved on a five-story stupa located in Guanghua Temple (Mffc 

^), lists about 120 donors who contributed money toward the construction of this huge 

pagoda in 1165. The list indicates that a considerable number of the participants were 

women. Next to the donors' names, the amount of money they contributed and the 

motivation for patronage are reported. Many women, together with their husbands, 

financed the erection of Buddhist stupas on behalf of both their parents; many other 

women, however, funded individually. Also, some women sponsored collectively.'^"' It is 

worth noting that both individual and group donations made by women were large 

amounts at that time: for instance, the woman Song Ershiemiang single-

handedly gave away the very considerable amount of five hundred guanwen (strings 

of cash); ten women from the same neighborhood together contributed over one thousand 

Fushuo zaota gongdejing, in Taisho: 699: 801a-b. 
"Ruiguang tazhuan tizi," in SKSLXB, ser 2, vol 20, 14417-8. 
"Kaiyuan si Liu San'niang zaotaji," Fujian jinshizhi, 8, 18, in SKSLXB , ser 2, v.l5, 11175. 

"Guanhuasi dongta tike," (Inscription on the Eastern Tower of the Monastery of Broad 
Transformation), in Fujian zongjiao beiming huibian Xinghuqfu fence, Zheng Zhenman and 
Ding Hesheng eds. (Fujian remin chubanshe, 1995), 23. 

"Guanghua si dongta tike" in Fujian zongjiao beiming huibian, 20-25. The patronage of 
husbands' and wives together is very frequently seen in the inscriptional texts. 
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guan. Many women donated jointly with their husbands. For example, Lin Nian Sanniang 

and her husband, Xu Ren jointly bestowed two thousand guan, which 

was the largest amount given among all patrons."^'' In this case, fifty guanwen, 

apparently the minimum unit of donation, was not a small sum of wealth in terms of the 

average living cost among the commoners at that time. Zhu Xi, in a report written 

sometime after 1178, notes that soldiers serving in a local tart, were paid only five strings 

per year, though such soldiers did also receive rations of rice and a clothing allowance.'^'^ 

These findings attest not only to ordinary women's devoutness, but also to the striking 

financial power they exerted beyond the inner quarters. 

c. Erecting Dharani Pillars 

Available data also reveals the practice among female practitioners of erecting 

jingzhuang (dharani pillars). The dharani pillar is a type of Buddhist sculpture with 

six vertical facets, namely, a hexagona/column, on which the dharani sutra was carved. 

These pillars became highly prevalent during the late Tang.'^^^ During the Song times. 

In fact, numerous examples regarding couples' donations, i.e., husbands and wives' joint 
patronage. This chapter however primarily discusses women's own offerings. 

Zhu Xi, Zhu Wengong wenji 20, 1 lb-14a. 
"Foding zunyan fazhuang," Qiushizhai beiba^^^T^^, 4:6, in SKSLXB, ser 2, v. 13, 14050. 

As Liu Shufen suggests, the key factor behind their spread throughout the urban and rural 
landscape of Tang China involved an imperial decree issued by the Tang emperor Daizong 
^ (r.762-779) in 766, which ordered all members of the sangha to recite the Foding zmsheng 
toloni jing {dharani sutra) a total of 21 times every day. See her "Foding 
zunsheng toloni jing yu Tangdai zunsheng jingzhuang de jianli—jingzhuang yanjiu zhiyi," 
Zhongyang yanjiifyuan lishi yuyan yanjiuso jikan 61A (1996), 145-191. Liu further argues that 
such pillars derived from the stone stupas of the Northern Liang and the octagonal pillars in the 
medieval era. According to Liu, dharani pillars were indeed a type of stupas wherein Buddhist 
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particularly in Northern Song, such Buddhist sculptural pillars were very common.''''^ 

Archaeological findings suggest that dharani pillars, located primarily around graves, 

were built to commemorate the deceased. A noteworthy reference dated in the fourth 

year of the Tianxi period (1020) tells of a woman, nee Zhang, who ordered her 

oldest son to erect a dharani pillar in Shifo Chanyuan (Stone Buddha Chan 

Monastery) in commemoration of her deceased mother, nee Wu, from Cangzhou Gu'an 

who died at age of eighty-eight and was buried in Wujun Fearing that 

her mother's soul would not find peace outside her place of birth, the Woman Zhang thus 

financed the building of a dharani pillar in her hometown for her mother's spiritual 

welfare. Five years later another woman, Chen Ershisanniang from 

Nan'an County of Fujian Quanzhou financed the construction of a tall 

dharani pillar adjoining Taoyuan Shrine in honor of her deceased parents. While filial 

devotion motivated much of jingzhuang construction, numerous Song women contributed 

out of a desire to enhance their own worldly or spiritual welfare. The Yanshi jinshiji fgBil] 

(The Inscriptional Record of Yanshi), in a reference regarding the erection of a 

texts, like dharani sutras, were stored. Liu Shufeng, ^'jingzhuang de xingzhi, xingzhi he laiyuan" 
Zhongyangyanjiuyuan lishiyuyanyanjiuso jikan 68.3 (1997), 644-725. 

Liang Sicheng, "Zhejiang Hangxian zhakou baitaji Lingyinsi shuangshita," Liang Sicheng 
wenji 2 (Beijing: Zhongguo jianzhu gongye chubanshe, 1984), 162. 

"Zhangshi zao tolonizhuan ji," Yiduxian tuzhi, in QSW, 326; 498. 
"Taoyuangong zunsheng toloni jingzhuang," Minzhongjinshilue, vol. 3, in SKSLXB, Ser.l, 

Vol.8. 
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dharani pillar in Shengshousi indicates that the pillar was sponsored by a group 

of village women for the sake of their own personal benefit.'*'^ 

d. Casting Monastic Bells 

Casting bells for the monasteries was a very popular practice during Song times. 

People believed that, when the bells were struck, the sound "above extended to heaven 

and below down to hell" and could relieve the souls of the dead from their sufferings in 

hell and increase merit for the living."^'^ A number of official Song documents reveal a 

zealous imperial sponsorship of bells. But govenmient officials were not the only 

sponsors of bell casting. A Northern Song scholar-official, Yu Jing (1000-1064), in 

a commemoration regarding a newly-cast bell in Xinghua Chansi (Xinghua 

Chan Temple) located in Tanzhou wrote that while both the court and government 

officials were actively involved in the casting of the bell, a multitude of villagers, 

including numerous women, were also its fervent supporters."^^® 

Another example of female participation in endowing monastic bells is found in a 

short inscription text dated in the eleventh month of the fourth year of the Xuanhe 

(1114) and engraved on an iron bell in Wangsui Temple This inscription reports 

"Song jian jingzhuang ji," Yanshijinshiji {11^^512, in SKSLXB, ser 2, v.l4. "Foding 
zunyan fazhuang," Qiushizhai baiba 4, 6. 

Mu Xiu, "Bozhou faxiang chanyuan zhongji," Henan mugongji, 3:12b. For the study of bronze 
bells in the Song monasteries, see Huang Minzhi, "Guanyu Songdai siyuan de tongzhong," 
Dierjie Songshi xueshu yantaohui lunwenji, 459-530. 

The court even set the rules which in the capital Kaifeng only certain higher-rank officials and 
their family could be qualified to hit the bells for them. Nonetheless, this regulation seemed to be 
not rigorously followed by the mass. "Xingfa," 2, in Song Huiyao, 165; 6485. 

Yu Jing, "Tangzhou Xinghua Chansi xinzhu zhongji," QSW, 571: 82. 
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that a woman named Wang Sishisi niang the wife of Lin Kangguo 

from Huai'an County, had funded the casting of the bell on behalf of her parents' 

spiritual welfare."^^' Interestingly, unlike previously mentioned women who patronized 

for the sake of their deceased parents. Woman Wang's patronage was for her living 

parents. 

e. Financing Public Works 

Along with the endowment of memorials associated with religious practices, Song 

women also engaged in secular construction, such as, the building of bridges, for the 

sake of filial piety. Several sources reveal some nuns' contributions on behalf of their 

parents. In one example dating to the fourth year of Jiading era (1211), a Buddhist 

nun, Shidao contributed toward the restoration of a bridge near Baiti (White 

Weir), located in Changzhou County in order to repay the kindness of her own 

parents (baoda shengshen fumu zhien Buddhist nuns and Daoist 

priestesses also fit with the category of devoted daughters: akin to the above-mentioned 

patronesses, they eagerly engaged themselves in various construction and public works 

projects on behalf of their deceased parents. Evidence suggests that these religious 

women frequently played leading roles as they involved themselves in local public 

Fujian jinshizhi, in SKSLXB ser3, vol. 16, 347-8. 
"Song Wang Yi'niang zaoqiao ji," in SKSLXB, ser 2, vol. 20, 14409. Another data I found is 

about numerous nuns' offerings. Of these offerings, one nun offered to build two images 
especially for her parents. See footnote 53. 



construction. I will return to the theme of public works and Song women, including 

building bridges, in our discussion in next chapter. 

(2) Elite Women's Monastic Patronage 

In the aforementioned analysis, most of the female protagonists were categorized 

as ordinary women. Female religious fervor, however, was not lacking among the 

Confucian elite families; on the contrary, elite Song women by and large fervently 

espoused their beliefs. In epitaphic data, such as funeral biographies and 

commemorations, references to the theme of elite women's munificent monastic 

patronage amply attest to such female religious fervor. Findings reveal that elite women 

not only patronized numerous religious erections and construction; but also that many of 

them engaged in other philanthropic works within the local community. For example, in 

early Northern Song, Hu Zhizhong eulogized a woman, Mme Shi, for her 

munificence in erecting and repairing numerous temples and cloisters, relieving the 

destitute, burying the dead, building bridges, and so forth."^^^ Another heroine, Lady Liu, 

won applause of the Southern Song scholar-poet, Yang Wanli (1127-1206) for 

her generosity when she contributed to the repair of ruined temples as well as to the 

betterment of other charitable works in her community.'*^'' The above two cases typify 

the pattern of elite Song women's religious patronage and other philanthropies. Unlike 

many of the inscriptional texts that noted donors' motivations, male authors of female 

Hu Zhizhong, "Song gu Shifuren muzhiming," QSW, 2008; 781-782. 
Yang Wanli, "Furen Liushi muzhiming," Chengzhai ji, 132:8-9. 
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donor biographies or commemoration often did not provide a detailed account of these 

patronesses' charitable incentives. Rather, these male elite attributed women's patronage 

mostly to benevolence or to philanthropic inclinations. 

a. Construction and Renovation of Temples or Cloisters 

Elite Song women frequently involved themselves in multifarious monastic 

sponsorship, particularly in erecting temples. Li Gou (1009-1059) once composed 

two commemorations for a Buddhist monastery regarding its renovation in which two 

upper-class women were involved. According to Li, the temple Jingdesi 

originally built in the mid-Tang, was located near Nancheng in Jianchang jun 

^ (Jianchang Military Prefecture, in Jiangxi Province) during the Northern Song period. 

Over the course of time the temple was demolished. Its renovation relied on a woman, 

nee Huang, who sold her deceased husband's precious belongings to raise the necessary 

funds. Another patroness was also a widow, nee He, who financed the erection of a new 

pavilion.'^^^ A Southern Song scholar-official Li Shi (b.l 108), impressively depicted 

Su Mao's (fl- Southern Song) mother as having contributed immense funds towards 

the building of temples, the erecting of Buddhist and Daoist sculptures, and the 

completion of other related construction.'*^^ The biography of Su Mao's mother suggests 

that her generosity was not merely confined to Buddhism. Evidence from the Huangyou 

Li Gou, "Jianchangjun Jingdesi chongxiu dadian bingzao mitoge ji," "Jingdesi xinjoian ji," 
Yujiangji 24:5-6; 24: 6. 

Li Shi, "Su Mao mu Mushi muzhiming," Fangzhouji, 17:14. 
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era (1049-1053) describes a woman, nee Dong, a Daoist practitioner, who was 

solely in charge of funding the renovation of the cloister hall of a Daoist temple. 

Although the above three findings did not reveal exactly how much the various 

constructions cost, they amounted presumably to enormous fortunes at that time. Of 

particular note is that women single-handedly contributed a great amount of wealth. 

Among numerous data which do reveal costs and donation amounts, we learn that Song 

elite women's monetary contributions frequently exceeded one hundred thousand qian 

one hundred strings. A commemoration regarding the construction of a sumptuous temple 

subsidized by a widow, Lii Nangong (1047-86) reported that the woman had 

spent all her savings of half million qian on the temple. Even though Lii disagreed with 

the Buddhist practice of erecting costly buildings, he still agreed that her munificence and 

selflessness deserved approbation."^^^ Again, in a memorial involving a Daoist temple 

hall renovation, Zhou Bida stated that a Mme Wang gave away three hundred thousand 

qian to rebuild a hall.'^^^ During the Song many Daoist patronesses came from the 

imperial clan. Zhao Zizhen (d.ll50), an imperial woman, was a pious Daoist 

believer who had received the lu register.'*^'^ She was said to have spent over nine hundred 

thousand qian to sponsor a lavish Daoist temple."^^' 

An Daoqing, "Song Chongxiu Xianheguan shilu," Yanshi jinshilu, SKSLXB, ser 2, vol.14, 
10149. 

LuNangong, "Huayansi fodianji," Guanyuan ji, 9:5-6. 
Zhou Bida, "Magushan xianduguan xindianji," Wenzhongji, 80:10. 
As for the lu register, refer to Chapter 1. 
Sun Di, "Yangguo furen Zhaoshi mubiao," Hongqingjushiji, 41: 4. 
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Data attesting to women's monastic patronage alludes to the patent cormection 

between laywomen and monasteries. During the Song period, elite women's patronage 

often resulted from persuasion by clergy. The last line of Liu Kezhuang's (1187-

1269) poem Fenghu (Feng Lake) illustrates the situation: "The Palace Writers take 

off their girdles and search for valuables to give away. The sanghas persuade women to 

donate gold and cash for building bridges." In this poem, the clergy is involved in the 

construction of a bridge across the Feng Lake, a project which needed enormous financial 

support. This poem indicates that in addition to officials, who usually generously 

patronized various public constructions in the communities, women would be another 

target group which the sangha would straightforwardly solicit for contributions. The 

following evidence found in the commemorational texts fiilly explicates this point: A 

monk, Yiji was said to have convinced Lady Xu to sponsor the construction of a 

corridor lined with a large number of huge statues by donating two hundred thousand 

qian.'^^^ A renowned monk, Qi Song (1007-1071), once recorded two women's 

donations—each over one hundred thousand ^/a^-toward the construction of two huge 

pavilions beside a monastery. Their devoutness, according to Qi Song, was influenced by 

a monk, Jujin and the monastery's abbot, Xiaoyue 

Liu Kezhuang, "Fenghu sanshou," Houcmji, 12:5. 
Qian Yan, "Jian Chuanjiaoyuan beiming," QSW, 57:249. 
Qi Song, "Letan shuanggeji," Tanjin ji, 14:12. 
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b. Donation of Estates 

In addition to gifts of money, donation of estates was another form of elite 

women's patronage frequently seen in women's funeral biographies as well as in 

inscriptional texts. A few pieces of evidence recount stones of elite women in the 

Northern Song era who bestowed lands or farms upon monasteries. One example, dated 

in the early Xianping (998-1003) years, is found in a local gazetteer, Jinling zhi ̂  

A woman donated her deceased father's official dwelling and surrounding land to 

the monastery X/'«gc/5/ PIM#- The second account occurs in an inscription collected in 

the Genealogy of Li Clan of Longxi It says that in 1085 Lady Huang, 

inspired by a miraculous dream, expressed her dedication by giving over one hundred mu 

of land on Mountain Mei ^ll[ to build a monastery."*^^ Such practices by women seem 

to have become increasingly popular in the southern regions. One account found on a 

stone inscription recounts land gifts to a monastery, Guanghua si located in 

Chengnan in Fujian. This inscription says that during the Chunhua era (990-

994), a woman, nee Yu, not only built several temples, but also donated a number of 

pieces of land to the monastery; 

During the Chunhua period, the wife of Houli zhangshi Huan Gong, nee Yu, 
newly founded the Chongshengan (Chongsheng nunnery) and other monasteries. 
She also bequeathed several acres of forested land fronting Pingyang cemetery 
for the monasteries to log. The forest products could be sold for two hundred and 
thirty four guan yearly. After the temples were built, descendants were not 

"Nengrensi yuanqilu," Yuan Jinlingzhi, 32:4, in Zhongguo fosi shizhi huikan 
fij (Taipei: Mingwen shuju, 1983), vol.2, 1152. 

Fujian zongjiao beiming, 20. 
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allowed to encroach upon the lands, and the monasteries' clergy were not to steal 
the property either. 1 dedicatedly record this event. 

Mostly, patrons donated land to build monasteries, but many donations were made for 

other purposes, such as the above case where Woman Yu donated forested land as a 

source of income. These two accounts each date to the Northern Song period and the 

patronages both occurred in Fujian. 

Akin to the women's practice in the Northern Song, such land bestowal by female 

patronesses in the Southern Song period is frequently seen in women's funeral 

biographies and in monastery commemorations. In one noteworthy example, Zhao 

Mengjian tSiSS (1199-ca.l264), when he was appointed as the local official in Jiaxing 

in composing a commemoration for the monastery, Shengchansi praised 

two women's generosity. Zhao states that Shengchansi could be viewed as a well-

functioning monastery except for its lack of land to grow food to feed the monks. Upon 

learning of this, Dai Jingjue also known as Wuan daoren together 

with her mother Wang Miaozhen bestowed on the temple dozens of mu of land 

for vegetable cultivation. Because he was impressed by their generosity, Zhao Mengjian 

composed his commemoration to praise their devoted and unselfish deed. Other cases 

found in women's funeral biographies tell of land donations by the Southern Song elite 

women.'^^^ In yet another example, a monk Ju Jian tells of a young woman from 

"Guanhuasi tanjoie zhengshi shetian beiji," Fujian zongjiao beiming, 1. 
Zhao Mengjian, "Xingshengsi shudiji," Yizhai wenbian, 3:15. According to Zhao, Dai Jingjue 

was an unmarried lady at that time. 
See Han Yuanji, "Taigongren Lishi muzhiming," Nanjian jiayigao, 22:29-30; Wei Zongwu, 

"Xiujian Xuanmiaoyuan ji," Qiushengji, 5:28. 



199 

the Guo family, who, encouraged by the clergy, granted her thirty mu estate to a 

monastery to be used as the land for building a bath house in the fifth year of Shaoding 

(1232)/"^° As in the above case of Dai Jingjue, these two patronesses were 

urmiarried ladies. Their generosity demonstrates their powerful financial autonomy in the 

family. 

(3) Patronesses of Song Monastic Treasuries 

Begirming at least in medieval times, Chinese Buddhist communities showed an 

adroitness in financial tactics that far surpassed that of the laity. It is believed that 

Chinese pawnshops originated from earlier monastic treasury practices. And, in the 

twelfth century, Lu You mentioned pawnshops, known as changshengku or 

Long Life Treasuries, in Buddhist monasteries of his time, saying, "Today treasuries are 

frequently instituted [in the monasteries] for the purpose of granting loans of cash against 

pledges. The treasures are called changshengku.He further said that such practice could 

be traced back to the end of fifth century. In the Song, the funds of monastic treasuries 

were amassed from contributions made by individual devotees. Similar to the banking 

system, interest accrued by patrons was based on a fixed rate set by the monastery. The 

donors exerted full control over the disposition of the interest, usually using it to finance 

ritual services, to refurbish monasteries, or to purchase ordination certificates dudie JE^ 

The bathroom was considered an indispensable facility in a monastery. Therefore building 
bathrooms would be regarded as a major monastic patronage. Ju Jian, "Shu dongchan joishibi," 
BeijianJi, 3:7. 

Lu You, Laoxuean biji, 6:52. 
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Although the practice of monastic treasuries originated before the Song, it appears 

to have become more prevalent—particularly among the populace—during the Southern 

Song.^« 

Considering their other religious philanthropic activities, it is no surprise that 

Song women also played prominent roles in the institution of Changshengku Long Life 

Treasuries. One detailed and vivid account concerning Song monastic treasuries and 

women's practice, carved on a stele and collected in a local gazetteer Kangxi chongxiu 

caoxi tongzhi was written by Hou Anshi (jinshi 1225) in the 

seventh year of the Jiading (1214). This data, which contains very valuable 

information regarding women's practice and Buddhist institutions in Huizhou 

Guangdong deserves full quotation: 

[People who] Despise fortune and are philanthropic are very rare in this world. 
Among the hundreds and thousands, there is no one like that. People who 
indefatigahly bestow money are rare in the world. Of a thousand or even ten 
thousand people, there is no one like that. The elite, official, and well-off families 
all have daughters. When their daughters are young, they are raised in the inner 
quarters. They are pampered, having sumptuous cosmetics and liniments to 

Yijianzhi reports a story concerning the practice of Long Life Treasuries in monasteries during 
the Song: "At the Lohan cloister of the Yong-ning monastery, a pawn treasury was established by 
collecting the personal money belonging to the novices. The interests were accumulated in order 
to purchase their ordination certificates. This bank was called a Long Life Treasury. In all the 
towns of Lake Boyang, all the Dhyana and Vinaya communities practiced this system alike. The 
monk in charge of the administration of the Lo-han yuan had appointed a fellow monk, named 
Chi-hsi, to supervise the accounts. On the twenty-ninth day of the fourth month in the third year 
of the Qingyuan period (1197), as they were balancing the accounts and reviewing the objects 
placed on the shelves, they realized that a pin with golden head was missing..." Yijianzhi, 
"Xuqian shanren,"1280. The translation quoted in Jacques Gemet, Buddhism in Chinese 
Soceity:An Economic History from the Fifth to the Tenth Centuries. Franciscus Verellen. tran. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 187. 

Jacques Gernet, Ibid., 173-5. For the study on Song Long Life Treasuries, see Huang Minzhi, 
"SongYuan fojiao siyuan de changshengku yu jinrongye." In In the Preceding of the Symposium 
of Song Social and Cultural History .Taipei: Academia Sinica, 2000. 
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primp themselves. When they grow up and are ready to get married, they are 
provided with luxurious gold, silk, cash, furniture, and other expensive 
embellishments as dowry. This is the value of human relationships and it cannot 
be neglected. However, there are some elite families who do not heed such 
values of human relationships: When their daughters are young, they are not 
engaged. They believe that it is inauspicious if the daughters are married off. 
Thus, their daughters are made to practice Buddhism. When the daughters grow 
older, their families give the daughters most of the family property to purchase 
ordination certificates, to tonsure their hair, and to uniform themselves in robes. 
They do not feel distressed at terminating their human relationships. Miss Wen 
Sanjiuniang, who lost her parents when she was a child, lived together with her 
elder sister Sanbaniang, her younger sister Sishiniang, and her younger brother 
Wentong. They jointly did business to make a living for over fifty or sixty years. 
Wen Sanjiuning and her sisters did not want to get married. They did not become 
Buddhist nuns either. They stored up [their fortunes] year by year. Except for the 
cost of food and clothing, they did not buy any unnecessary items. Thus, the state 
of their family finances was somewhat fulfilled. One day the sisters talked to 
each other: "We have been orphaned since we were very young. We have not yet 
repaid the kindness of our parents. Today we are lucky to have some savings. 
Let's spend our wealth to gain spiritual welfare for our parents, and also to obtain 
merits for ourselves in our next life. Isn't it a wonderful idea?" The rest of the 
siblings all joyfully complied with such an idea. They hence put two hundred 
guan of qian into a Nanhua Long Life Treasury. One hundred gum was used to 
hold the Water and Land Retreat ritual for the elder sister Sanbaniang, and 
another one hundred guan was for Sanjiuniang's Water and Land Retreat ritual. 
There was some interest on their capital, which was used to hold a ritual offering 
and feast for their deceased mother, nee Cheng, on every twenty fourth of the 
seventh month of each year. After the death of Sanjiuniang, [they] also used the 
interest to hold feast and offering rituals [for Sanjiuniang] based on the example 
of Sanbaniang. Also, [they] bestowed money, one hundred and twenty guan, for 
the expenses of the Water and Land service held for Sanjiuniang and Sishiniang. 
They put one hundred guan back into the treasury fund as the capital to 
accumulate interest again. On the nineteenth day of the ninth month every year, 
Sanjiuniang used the money to finance the offering and feast for her elder sister 
Sanbaniang. She also put another one hundred guan into the treasury fund in 
order to increase interest. Every year, on the first day of the fourth month, they 
used the [interest] money to hold a feast for Sanjiuniang's birthday. Another one 
hundred guan would then be deposited to again build up interest. On the 
seventeenth day of the first month of each year, they spent this money to hold a 
ritual for their younger sister, Sishiniang. They then donated sixty guan for 
renovation and ritual services, and twenty guan for the supply of a shrine table 
and the offering of utensils in the temple hall. In addition, Sanjiuniang and her 
siblings deposited more twenty guan to accumulate interest for the expense of 
lamp oil to illuminate the Buddha in the temple hall. The above bestowal took 
place in the autumn of the seventh year of Jiading, Jiashu era (1214). Guanying 
Chang Gongshi had already noted the total amount of the bestowal. My brother, 
Anxin, took account of this. The inscription still exists. Afterwards, the elder 
sister, Sanbaniang, and younger brother, Wentong, passed away in succession. 
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Only Sanjiuniang is alive now. Feeling sorrowful that she had no means of 
seeking the spiritual welfare for her deceased elder sister and younger brother, 
Sanjiunaing therefore dedicatedly donated seven Hang of gold and asked 
craftsman to mold and engrave it into the offering utensils for the Buddha. She 
further deposited forty five guan in advance of her death on behalf of herself to 
cover the cost of her mourning service as well as the Repentance of Water and 
Land ritual to be held after her death. She then donated thirty guan as the expense 
of bedroom repair and meals for sangha in order to gain spiritual welfare for her 
deceased younger sister. In the aggregate, the above eight bestowals together 
amounted to six hundred and thirty guan. The latter three donations cost two 
hundred and twenty five guan. Altogether these eleven bestowals exceeds several 
thousand min.'^'^'^ Munificent deeds and tireless philanthropy like these can be 
deemed "perfect fulfillment." Of thousand and ten thousands of people, no one 
can be found like this. If there is no affinity with Buddha, how can this be? 
[Therefore] It's better to write down such virtuous deeds completely in order to 
repay the Buddha's kindness, and to set the standard for the later men of 
goodness and women of faith. The one who seeks this commemoration from me 
is my aunt. Wen Sanjiuniang. One day she wrote me a letter with all detailed 
bestowals requesting me to compose a commemoration for her. I dare not to 
disappoint her so I write this commemoration to pay my respects.'*'^^ 

Several critical themes are discernible from this lengthy piece. First, it reveals a type of 

custom prevalent in the southern region, particularly, in the Lingnan areas in 

which some elite families did not marry off their daughters owing to their religious 

beliefs. Second, it indicates that these daughters stayed at home yet still gained their share 

of family property. In this passage, the Wen sisters came from an elite family. None of 

them married during their entire lives. They lived together with their younger brother for 

over fifty years. They were good at managing business and at accumulating a fortune, 

although the evidence does not clearly state the kind of business with which they were 

involved. Third, we are further told that the Wen sisters could both control and direct 

Min a monetary unit refers to a string of cash. 
Hou Anshi, "Changshengku beiji," Kangxi chongxiu Caoxi tongzhi, 

in Zhongguo fosi shizhi huikan, 2. 3, 319-324. Also refer to Huang Minzhi, Ibid. 289-
291. 

Lingnan means Guangdong and Guangxi 0®. 
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their finances. As evidence shows, Wen Sanjiuniang and her siblings contributed cash of 

over thousand min to the Caoxisi toward its treasury ftinds as well as toward the 

cost of ritual services, such as the Repentance of Water and Land ritual for the redemption 

of their deceased parents and themselves. Their donations amounted to over one thousand 

min, a large endowment at that time. Impressed by Wen's generosity and virtue, the 

author, Hou Anshi, extolled Wen Sanjiuniang and her siblings as generous benefactors 

"rarely found on earth Also, it is noteworthy that Wen Sanjiuniang asked 

the author to record the patronage of her and her siblings. Such a phenomenon seems to 

be not uncommon during the Song era. The aforementioned woman, Dai Jingjue, was 

another indication that female patronesses requested the male's commemoration for their 

devotedness.'*'^^ 

The patronage by Wen and her sisters was certainly not an isolated case at that 

time. Li Xinchuan (1166-1243), in a commemoration entitled Baoguosi beiji 

(The Inscription on the Tablet of Baoguo Monastery), also attested to Song 

elite women's contributions to monastic treasuries: A woman, nee Bu, a wife of a local 

official with the rank title Yunshu was said to have put two hundred guan of 

coins into the Long Life Treasury of Baoguosi Accumulated interest would 

cover the cost of monastic refurbishment and personal ritual services. As in the case of 

the Wen Sisters, Ms Bu's services on behalf of her deceased father, mother, and step 

mother, would be held on the anniversaries of their deaths; those for her still-living 

See footnote 87. 
Yunshu MS probably would be the official of fiscal commission such asyunsi 
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mother-in-law would be held on her birthday. The ceremonies included feasts and sutra 

recitations by the clergy. Evidence also shows that Ms. Bu not only granted money to the 

Long Life Treasury, but also donated lands to the monastery several times."^"^^ 

These two cases both took place in the southern Chinese regions during the 

thirteenth century. Anecdotal accounts also contain data concerning non-elite women's 

practices and the Long Life Treasury system in the Southern Song. For instance, Hong 

Mai's Yijianzhi tells of a story of a woman Wang who made her living by selling food. 

She frequently put her savings into the monastic treasury to purchase paper money for her 

ovra afterlife use."^^® Another similar case, also found in Yijianzhi, tells of an aged woman, 

nee Yang, who also deposited cash into the Long Life Treasury monthly to be exchanged 

after her death for paper money. One day, after she died, her daughter dreamt of Ms. 

Yang wearing nice clothes, holding gold and precious objects, and living in a luxurious 

house. Yang told her daughter that this lavishness was due to her accumulation of merit 

from having put money into the monastic treasury.These two stories starkly reveal 

that the monastic treasuries in the Song period also functioned as private pawnshops and 

banks for the deceased in their afterlife. Unsurprisingly, as findings show, such 

investment practices, which were particularly embraced by the non-elite classes, indeed 

incurred the disapprobation of the male literati. In his Longshu zengguang jingtuwen f| 

Wang Rixiu (fl. Northern Song) criticizes such practices; 

Li Xinchuan, "Baoguosi bei," Wtaingjishiji, in SKSLXB, ser.l, vol. 14. See Huang Minzhi, 
Ibid., 291. 

"Ezhu Wangyu," Yijianzhi, 775. 
Anon. Guidong, 4. 
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I have been studying numerous texts and sutras, and found no references therein 
to banks run for the deceased in the afterlife. I thus give advice to folks: use up 
the fortune you put into the monastic treasuries and then invite the sanghas to 
hold ritual services. Just concentrate your mind on the Western Paradise (yixin 
xifang), and then you will be reborn [in the Pure Land]. If your intention is only 
to put money in the bank for afterlife use, then your goal is hell and you will 
enter that hell when you die. It is just like someone who, rather than engaging in 
moral conduct and cultivation of good friends, puts money in the prison fund of 
the Office of Public Order in order to redeem himself of his crime after he goes 
to jail. Doesn't this sound absurd? 

The above examples convincingly demonstrate that the existence of treasuries and 

their use by the laity had spread widely, particularly to the female laity, which was not 

concerned that the practice elicited the male elite's condemnation. Such practices, 

however, not only imply associations between female practitioners and sanghas, but also 

portrays the preponderant female afterlife practice prevalent in the Song. 

The Significance of Female Offerings during the Song 

The numerous aforesaid cases undoubtedly serve to illustrate Song women's 

offerings as female practices outside the domestic arena. There are many more scattered 

references regarding various manifestations of women's patronage. However, because 

the masses of women described in these strewn findings are identified simply by their 

surnames as adjuncts of male donors, they are not discussed in this chapter. In short. 

Wang Rijiu, "Xiuchi famen shiwu," Longshu zengguangjingtu wen, in Taisho 47: 1970: 265c. 
Another critique is the Southern Song monk Zongjian He strenuously lambasted the 
practice of monastic treasuries popular among lay practitioners of his time. Zongjian, shimen 
zhengtong, 4. 

For example, newly-excavated evidence reveals women's sponsorship of burial objects such as 
multi-cylindrical vases that prevailed in the Northern Song. See Zhongguo wenwubao (1990), 3. 

There are numerous cases concerning paired group patronage, i.e., the donation made by the 
couples or the entire families. The contributions of husbands and wives are the most 
representative examples. A whole family sponsorship, including all male and female family 
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these patronesses donated not merely for their own practical concerns, such as 

reproductive and day-to-day health, long life-span, and spiritual welfare in the afterlife, 

but also for the sake of their families, particularly, for their deceased parents. Although 

these female patrons' social strata differed, they shared similar devoutness, and were 

probably influenced by the concept of guobao, requital or retribution, a concept prevalent 

during the Song China which held that religious offerings incontestably brought forth 

good merit to their votaries."*^^ 

Needless to say, such devoutness was not gender-specific; patronage appeals, 

after all, could be addressed to both men and women. Men typically sponsored various 

Buddhist constructions and activities, contributions which usually exceeded women's in 

terms of amounts of money or hands-on involvement. Historically, in pre-modem China, 

men unarguably dominated the public arena and controlled institutional philanthropy. But 

inscriptional records of great value for the study of women's practices and their 

devotional culture in the Song, not only reveal the reality, that women, like their male 

counterparts, played an active role in shaping the trend and tradition of patronage in Song 

social and religious contexts, but also enunciated a distinct feminine voice fervently 

pining for individual welfare and for salvation. This voice resonated with an ecumenism 

among practitioners of Buddhism, Daoism, and other popular religions throughout all 

social classes. Confticianism by and large ignored women's need to pursue their own 

sacred and secular welfare. These non-Conftician practices, which all accentuated karmic 

members, is a frequently-seen model found in the sources. For instance, see "Baosheng zhanyuan 
Li Jun zaotaji," in SKSLXB 3; "Guanghuasi dongta tike," Fujian zongjiao beiming, 22. 

For the discussion regarding gMoZ)ao, see Chapter 1, 47-50. 
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reward, naturally provided women avenues to do so. When women in the traditional 

Chinese society encountered numerous major crises related to their life experiences, such 

as marriage, childbirth, difficulties in household management, and so forth, religious 

assurance allowed them to endure. Women who contributed offerings were promised the 

hope of a rewards in this and/or future lifetimes. Seeking physical and reproductive well-

being as well as better rebirths, such as male-body reincarnation. Song women gave away 

their wealth. Their names and wishes were engraved on stone inscriptions that have stood 

for many centuries. 

Evidence alludes to an amalgamation of Song women's religious practice with a 

yearning for a continuing relationship with their natal families. The divinities' images 

sewed stitch-by-stitch and the inscriptions carved on the surfaces of the cold excavated 

metals, in addition to reflecting their religious piety, also represented women's voices 

fervently uttering their nostalgia. Because Chinese patriarchal society emphasized 

women's roles as wives, daughters-in-law, and mothers more than it did roles as 

daughters, and because marriage forced women to leave their natal families, daughters, 

once married, might have not been able to see or to serve their parents again during their 

entire lives. The Confucian patriarchy did not offer married women many avenues to 

express their filial piety toward their own parents and ancestors. Thus, for a married 

woman, being filial to her parents-in-law would become her only choice and destiny, as 

the connection between her and her parents had been cut off. Women could not usually 

physically undertake their duty as filial daughters after they were married. They could, 

however, seek alternate ways in which to make filial offerings for their parents. Through 
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religious offerings, then, women found channels through which to fulfill their wishes and 

to keep strong ties with their natal families. 

Song women's practices of religious patronage in the daily life indeed shedslight 

on the social sanction and collective recognition of the importance of female devoutness 

in sustaining and working for the continuous existence of the Confucian patriarchal social 

order. The abundant epitaphic data concerning widespread patronage of religious 

institutions by Song women, outside the domestic sphere, implies the male elite's 

tolerance of this practice. Evidence such as ommemorations for women's offerings 

conspicuously shows the recognition of male literati. In the eyes of some male 

Confucian scholars, outer religious activities would not be appropriate in light of 

orthodox Confucian principle underscoring the gender segregation which confined 

women within the inner realm. However, as the previous chapter has indicated, Song 

male literati still approved women's generosity and devoutness and regarded them as 

virtuous. In an aforementioned case, Lii Nangong criticized a widow's costly 

sponsorship of a monastic renovation, but he still praised her munificence and 

unselfishness. Needless to say, women's religious offerings, when they revealed 

women's filiality, a key Confucian patriarchal value, would be allowed and applauded by 

their male counterparts even though their nature deviated from other Confucian precepts. 

Female patronage also makes crystal clear Song women's 

remarkable degree of financial autonomy, a power that distinguishes themselves from 

women of other dynasties, in particular from women in Ming and Qing dynasties. Song 

women's property rights and their considerable financial power invariably shaped the 
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female religious devotional practices that were praised as virtuous by most Song male 

literati. To unravel the full implications of Song female devotional culture and Song 

women's considerable economical independence, it is necessary to describe in brief how 

Song women accessed and controlled both personal and family finance. I will return to 

this point subsequently in the later discussion of Song women's involvement in public 

works. 
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Chapter 4 

Song Female Practices and Realization: 

Women and Public Works in Their Communities 

Building bridges is to make affinity with all beings. 
Do you not remember the entire family fell in the malaria vapor? 
The Palace Writers^^^ take off their girdles and search for valuables to donate 
away. 
The sanghas persuade women sponsors' donations of gold and cash. 

-

-

Liu Kezhuang 

The foregoing discussion has focused on women's multifarious religious 

patronage in their communities. In addition, much can be gleaned from the innumerable 

references in the sources concerning Song women's less overtly religious philanthropic 

activities performed outside the irmer quarters. The above poem composed by Liu 

Kezhuang, for instance, starkly portrays Song women's financial involvement in 

community public works, such as bridge construction. Besides bridge building, evidence 

reveals that women also engaged themselves in such philanthropies as constructing roads, 

erecting and repairing weirs, irrigating farms, relieving the distressed, and the like. The 

reality of women's extensive activities in the so-called "public sphere" renders suspect 

The Chinese term is neihan 
Liu Kezhuang, "Fenghu sanshou," Houcunji, 12:5. 
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the validity, in everyday practical life, of the conventional patriarchal norms advocated 

by the Song male elite and suggests rather that the gendered boundary, in real life, was 

flexible. The phenomenon of women's involvement in public works at this time invites 

an examination of the socio-economic backdrop and religio-cultural milieu that 

contributed to Song women's involvement in public works, and the implications of their 

participation in prevailing Song Neo-Confucian patriarchal project which focused on self-

cultivation as a requisite to doing moral duty in the society. 

Public Works and Philanthropic Culture within the Song Historical Context 

Yang Lien-sheng has discussed public works in imperial China from an economic 

perspective. Adopting Karl A. Wittfogel's classification of construction works among 

traditional hydraulic societies, Yang lists six types of public works common to imperial 

China: 1) productive installations, such as canals, aqueducts, reservoirs, sluices, and dikes, 

for the purpose of irrigation; 2) productive installations, like drainage canals and dikes, 

for flood control; 3) aqueducts for provision of drinking water; 4) navigation canals; 5) 

works of defense and communication, such as walls, highways, and bridges; 6) edifices 

serving the public and personal needs of secular and religious masters, such as palaces, 

^co 
capital buildings, tombs, and temples. Another major category of public works notable 

during the Song era, relief works in times of calamity, such as distributing grain to the 

starving, burying the dead, and the like, may be added to this list. 

Lien-sheng Yang, "Economic Aspects of Public Works in Imperial China," Excursions in 
Sinology. Harvard-Yenching Institute Studies XXIV(Cambridge-Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), 192. Also see Karl A. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative 
Study of Total Power (rpt by New York; Vintage Books, 1981), 42. 
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We should note that during the Song these types of construction projects, 

particularly irrigation and communication projects and relief works as mentioned above, 

were undertaken not only by the court and local government, but also by the local 

families who were self-consciously public-spirited, and often affluent. The word public 

here does not imply the concept of a collective "public sphere" or "civil society" 

idealized by the German social philosopher Jurgen Habermas (1929— ) which 

frequently appears in Western histories. Rather it addresses the relation of state and 

society, and the distinct sphere between the state and familial realms where the local 

gentry or wealthy families actively became involved. This idea of public sphere has 

served as a critical element in many aspects of the state-society discourse of later 

dynasties like Ming and Qing China.'*^^ But as some modem scholarship suggests, issues 

regarding the relation of state and society and the sphere between the state and familial 

The connotation of public sphere originated early in Westem political discourse, and was 
further developed by G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) and Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). According 
to Habermas, the ideal public sphere means "a domain of our social life in which such a thing as 
public opinion can be formed. Access to the public sphere is open in principle to all 
citizens.. .Citizens act as a public when they deal with matters of general interest without being 
subject to coercion; thus with the guarantee that they may assemble and unite freely, and express 
and publicize their opinions freely. See Habermas, "The Public Sphere," in Candra Mukerji and 
Michael Schudson eds., Rethinking Popular Culture: Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural 
Studies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 398. 

For related studies, refer to William Row, "The Public Sphere in Modem China," Modern 
China, 6.3 (July, 1990), 309-29; Frederic Wakeman, "The Civil Society and Public Sphere 
Debate: Westem Reflections on Chinese Political Culture," MoJem China, 19.2 (April 1993), 
108-38; Mary Backus Rankin, "Some Observations on a Chinese Sphere," Modern China, 19.2 
(April 1993), 158-82; Philip Huang, " 'Public Sphere'/ 'Civil Society' in China—The Third 
Realm between State and Society," Modern China 19.2 (April 1993), 216-40. 
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realms, had already been discussed among the statesmen and political thinkers in the 

much earlier in the Song era."*®' 

The political, economic, and cultural flux during the Song prompted discourse 

among scholar-officials around issues of statecraft and the ordering of state and society. 

Many political thinkers at that time tried strenuously to put their ideals into practice to 

improve the world. Such activism was exemplified by the reform policies developed by 

the two famous Northern Song reformers Fan Zhongyan (989-1052) and Wang 

Anshi (1021-86).'*^^ During the Southern Song era, however, the pursuit of 

personal cultivation upheld by the Neo-Confucians became the principle whereby social 

change was induced. James Liu has argued that during the Southern Song period Chinese 

civilization began to "turn inward." The Song court's struggle for dynastic survival 

during the ongoing though intermittent warfare against the Jurchen, gave rise to profound 

political and intellectual changes which engendered the triumph of Daoxue, 

(Learning of the Way) or Neo-Confucianism."^^^ Although Southern Song men who 

engaged in the practice of Daoxue took a far less optimistic and ambitious view of central 

politics and institutions their focus on the self-cultivation manifested in the new 

philosophical and moral movement, did not preclude their social commitment and 

Robert P. Hyraes and Conrad Schirokauer eds., Ordering the World: Approaches to State and 
Society in Sung Dynasty China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 2. 

On Fan Zhongyan, James Liu T.C., "An Early Sung Reformer: Fan Chung-yen," in J.K. 
Fairbank ed., Chinese Thought and Institution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 
105-31. About Wang Anshi and his reform policies, see James Liu T.C., Reforms in Sung 
China: Wang An-shih (1021-1086) and His New Policies. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1959. Qi Xia, Wang Ahshi bianfa, Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 1979. 

James T.C. Liu, China Turning Inward: Intellectual Changes in the Early Twelfth Century. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988. 
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involvement. In other words, Neo-Confucians' ultimate goal was to fulfill one's moral 

duty in society through personal cultivation. In so doing they might realize the highest 

moral ideal, ren jH, perfect virtue or humanity. Zhu Xi, the most eminent teacher of 

Daoxue in the Southern Song period, while espousing the primacy of moral cultivation, 

sought also to revitalize the literati's role in the great tasks of ordering state and society. 

As Richard von Glahn suggests, Zhu, due to his perception that existing institutions were 

inadequate, and that classical institutions had not been sufficiently restored, "proposed a 

new vision of political activism grounded in both moral cultivation and in the pressing 

social needs of the times.""^^^ Whether Wang Anshi and Zhi Xi's activism differed in 

approach or principle, their goals were identical: to put the world in order. Such activism 

had the effect of evoking both central and local enthusiasm in constructing public works 

and in social welfare as a means to create a state of "ordering the state and society". 

As some modem scholars point out, the high point of Chinese official and 

populace enthusiasm toward public works, such as water control and famine relief, 

occurred during the Song period. The Song state played an indispensable role in 

Ren has been translated by Westem scholars with many terms— altruism, benevolence, charity, 
compassion, love, goodness, kindness, magnanimity, humaneness, human-heartedness, humanity, 
perfect virtue, true manhood, and so on. See Wing-Tsit Chan, "The Evolution of the Confucian 
Concept of Jen," Philosophy East and West 4.4 (1955): 295-319. Also refer to Chenyang Li, "Jen 
and the Feminist Ethics of Care," in Chengyang Li ed.. The Sage and the Second Sex: 
Confucianism, Ethics, and Gender (Chicago and La Salle: Open Court Publishing Company, 
2000), 24. 

Richard von Glahn, "Community and Welfare: Chu Hsi's Community Granary in Theory and 
Practice," Ordering the World, 222. 

For example, refer to Shiba Yoshinobu, "Environment versus Water Control: The Case of the 
Southern Hangzhou Bay Area from the Mid-Tang through the Qing," in Mark Elvin and Liu 
Ts'ui-jung eds. Sediments of Time: Environment and Society in Chinese History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 164. Another modern Song scholar, Wang Deyi, also 
believes that the Song state relief policy was the most complete and thorough one by 12* century 
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catalyzing such enthusiasm. In order to deal efficiently with periodic subsistence crises, 

the Song court, near the beginning of the eleventh century, launched a broad range of 

productive installation projects aimed at increasing crop production. Various relief 

systems, including institutions such as Yicang (charitable granaries), Juyangyuan ̂  

(nursing homes), and Lozeyuan (charitable cemeteries), were established to 

assist the destitute."^^^ As the evidence shows, the Song state frequently prompted heads 

of local governments to become involved in public works. Local prefects and magistrates 

in theory could utilize the Guanqian hu (Official Expense Allotment) that was set 

up to purchase grain and to construct dams, weirs, and the like. Ever-Normal Granaries, 

or Changping guanghui cang or Changpingcang^^-^, built in 992, were 

institutions for rural relief which functioned to increase the amount of available rice in 

circulation and to stabilize its price by purchasing grain immediately after the harvest at 

the higher prices and selling it later at discount prices.''^® In times of peril, it also served 

as a system of relief for the indigent. While the state subsidized the poor with the 

resources from Ever-Normal Granaries, they also disbursed expenses for public works, 

such as irrigation projects, as well as for the work of water control. Charitable 

in Chinese history. Wang Deyi, Songdai zaihuang de jiuji zhengce (Taipei: Taiwan Shangwu 
yinshuguan, 1970), 2-8. 

For the studies on various Song relief institutions, see Wang Deyi, Ibid., 92-120; "Songdai de 
yanglao yu ciyou," Songshiyanjiu lunji. Vol. 2 (1972), 371-401; Jin Zhongshu, "Songdai jizhong 
shehui fuli zhidu—juyangyuan, anjifang, louzeyuan," Songshiyanjiuji. Vol. 18 (1988), 145-198; 
Song Caiyi and Yu Song, "Songdai guanban de youer shiye," Shixue yuekan 5 (1988), 25-30. 

Songhuiyao, Shihuo, 53, 19a; 32a. Also see Richard von Glahn, Ibid., 228-229. 
Ibid.-, 58, 2b. 
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granaries {Yicang and community granaries {Shecang were the other two 

vital institutions of rural relief. 

In practice, however, some underlying problems thwarted access by local officials 

to official allotments for their various local construction projects or for relief distribution. 

While on one hand the state promoted local public works, on the other hand, it restricted 

the fiscal discretion on the part of local officials. The Song state, a highly centralized 

sovereignty, not only dominated political and military authority, but also possessed 

absolute economic control. The local officials were not allowed to make free use of even 

a penny from their official expense allotment without having to petition higher authority, 

even during times of peril.'^^' In addition, during the Song period the central government 

frequently appropriated the revenues from Ever-Normal Granaries and from the various 

charitable granaries for its own military expenditures and other disbursements, which 

then led to a scarcity of the funds for local public works."^^^ Further, malfeasance on the 

parts of government supernumeraries and village officials usually impeded the actual 

disbursement of expenses that were to be used for local construction projects and relief 

About studies on shecang, see Richard von Glahn, Ibid. About studies on Yicang, refer to 
Liang Gengyao, "Nan Song de Yicang," Nan Song de Nongcun jingji (Taipei: Lianjing chubanshe, 
1984). 

A Qing scholar-official Shen Yao (19"' century) remarked that during the Tang era, public 
works in the local areas were usually left to the discretion of the prefects and magistrates; 
however, from the Song times on, the heads of the local government were restricted in their 
prerogatives of utilizing the money to carry out construction works. See Shen Yao, Luofanlou 
wenji, 7, 21b. Also refer to Lien-sheng Yang, Ibid., 197; Liang Gengyao, Ibid., 191-94; von 
Glahn, Ibid., 228. 

Zhou Qufei, "Fazhimen, Changping," Lingwai daida (rpt. by Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1999) 
4, 12. Dong Wei, Jiuhuang quanfa (Siku quanshu zhenben shiji ed.) 1, 5. Wang Yong, Yanyi 
yimou lu, 34. Also see Liang Gengyao, "Henghao yu zhangzhe: Nan Song guanghu yu shiren 
juxiang de liangzhong xingxiang," Songdai shehui jingjishi lunji (Taipei: Yunchen wehua, 1997), 
502-03. 
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work. Contemporary observers such as Dong Wei (12-13'^ centuries), in his work 

Handbook for Relieving Famine and Reviving the People (ca. 1201-1204), described the 

punishment meted out to corrupt local officials who embezzled the resources of the 

Changpingcang or other charitable granaries."^^^ 

When the funds for local construction projects fell short, the prefects and 

magistrates had to subsidize them by themselves or to solicit financial assistance from the 

local citizenry. When contributing their own wealth, local officials often initiated 

projects without the authorization of the central government. Often times village 

officials had to appeal to affluent families or to Buddhist monasteries to undertake 

needed public works. Enthusiastic contributors sometimes even launched local public 

works projects voluntarily.These public-spirited residents, which included women, 

consequently became major benefactors in sponsoring the philanthropic works in their 

community. 

As the foregoing discussion has suggested, the Daoxue tenet that emphasized 

personal cultivation as well as moral commitment to society played a vital role in the 

Dong Wei, Ibid., 7. On Dong Wei and his book, refer to Robert Hymes, "Moral Duty and 
Self-Regulating Process in Southern Sung Views of Famine Relief," Ordering the World, 280-
309. Also see Yoshida Tora, "Kyuko katsumin sho to Sodai no kyuko seitaku," 'mAoyama 
Hakushi koki kinen Sodaishi ronsd (Tokyo: Seishin Shobo, 1974), 447-75. 

SongHuiyao, Shi Huo, 63, 185-186. 
To cite but one typical instance, when Zhu Xi's well-known disciple Huang Gan (1152-1221) 

served as Prefect of Anqing Fu, he carried out the erection of city walls in order to prevent 
invasion from the Jurchen, as well as to prevent flood damage. Huang Gan undertook this public 
work prior to receiving court permission because he knew that only minimal subsidy would be 
obtained from the central government. The populace appreciated benefits provided by city walls 
and said to one another, "Not to suffer at the hands of invaders or from the damage of flood 
waters—it is the fatherly prefect Huang who has given us our lives."5'o«g Shi, "Lie Zhuan: Huang 
Gan," 430: 2b-3b. The translation is adapted from Lien-sheng Yang, "Economic Aspects of 
Public Works in Imperial China," 248. 

Wang Anshi, Linchuan xiansheng wenji, 82, 9a-10b. 
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formation and evolution of Song philanthropic culture. Zhang Zai (1020-77), the 

forerunner of Daoxue, in his work Ximing (The Western Inscription), enunciated 

what was believed to be one of the most influential doctrines predicating moral 

commitment to society as the cornerstone of self cultivation. In Ximing, Zhang Zai 

described the brotherhood of men. He stated that all people are children of Heaven-and-

earth sharing one body composed of the same physical substance and sensitivity to 

feelings. In accordance with this logic all people are bothers and sisters, and all sentient 

beings are interrelated companions, thus one should respect the aged, and should show 

deep love toward the orphaned, the weak, those in distress, and those who are isolated. In 

so doing, one cultivated one's own virtue by preserving his mind and nourishing his 

nature; by putting his moral nature into practice one brought his physical existence into 

complete fulfillment. This ideal of universal brotherhood thereby formed the 

theoretical underpinning and operant paradigm implicit in the Song literatis' social 

welfare proposals, as well as the basis for commemoration or eulogies of others' 

philanthropy. 

Because of the prevailing and perhaps escalating trend toward social commitment 

as a vehicle of self-cultivation, it is only logical to expect to find evidence of women's 

involvement in this movement. Song women's contributions toward numerous fields of 

charitable work outside the domestic realm hence may serve as indicators of their 

See Zhang Zai, "Ximing," in Zhang Zai ji (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1978), 
Huang Gan, "Yuanzhou Pingxiangxian xi shecang jieju tangji," Mianzhai ji, 19. Du Zheng, 

"Bachuan shecang ji," in Fu Zenxiang ed., Songdai shuwen jicun , 76. Yao Mian, "Wuning 
Tianshi Xixianzhuang ji,"XMq90 ji, 36. Zhen Dexiu, Zhen Wenzhonggongji, 40. Xu Yueqing, 
"Youren xiansheng Xugong kuangji," in Xinan wenxianzhi, 91. Also see Liang Gengyao, 
Songdai shehui jingjishi lunji, 430-33; 520-21; 618-24. 
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adherence to the Neo-Confiician advocacy of individual cultivation through socially 

constructive, moral and altruistic behavior. Further, the concept of bao, or retribution, by 

the Song era had percolated throughout all social classes as a philanthropic motivation. 

As discussed in the second chapter, avoiding bad recompense or bao was of particular 

concern to women when discharging family duties in involving animal killings. Keeping 

with the guobao idea. Song patronesses apparently contributed to local construction to 

accumulated merit, or shanbao, for their own or their families' wellbeing. 

Song Women's Participation in the Local Public Works 

Aside from aforesaid religious patronage discussed in Chapter 4, the public works 

philanthropy of Song women falls into three major categories: 1) erecting and repairing 

weirs and providing means of farm irrigation, 2) constructing roads and building bridges, 

and 3) relieving the distressed. Of these three types, relieving the distressed is the most 

frequently seen among the public works undertaken by Song women. Significantly, the 

evidence convincingly shows Song women's considerable scope for personal volition in 

light not only of their involvement in outer sphere endeavors, but also of their exertion of 

influential financial power, which was curbed in the later dynasties. 

See Chapter 1 "Women's Bodily Cultivation: Women's Ascetic Practices in the Song." 
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1. Building Weirs and Farm 

In traditional China, which was an agricultural society, irrigation was a matter of 

greatest importance. To impound the water and control the flood was the urgent concern 

of farmers and local officials. In the Song, Fujian, owing to its geographical features as 

both mountainous and coastal, was the region with the most abundant construction of 

weirs and dams. Fields in the hills easily suffered from drought while those close to sea 

suffered from floods. Of water management projects in the Fujian area the most well-

known was the restoration of Mulanpi (Mulan Weir). Mulan Weir was built 

about five li south of Putian ^E9. Its waterway originated from the cities of Yongchun 

Dehua and Xianyou On the south side of Fujian there was low 

elevation farmland near the sea. When it rained, there were no hills to hold the water; 

when there was a drought, water from ponds was not sufficient to irrigate the entire 

farmland. Therefore damming the stream to contain water for irrigation was necessary. 

Such an idea regarding the irrigation plan was initially brought up by a woman, Qian 

Siniang of Changle in the first year of Zhiping period (1064). She 

later single-handedly donated an enormous fund to erect the Xingchang Dike"^^^ and 

to build a weir in front of the Military General's Sandbank (jj#^^): 

[In] The first year of the Zhiping period in the Song, Miss Qian Siniang, who 
came from Changle District, by donating nine duo of gold as big as a peck, had 
people build a weir on the upstream area in front of the Military General 
Sandbank by damming up the stream and constructing a canal in the Gujiao 
Mountains to direct water toward the southwest. When the weir was almost 

These cities are all near Putian and locate in today's Fujian Province. 
Liu Kezhuang, "Xieying Qian furen miaoji," Putian shuilizhi, 8:28, in Fujian zongjiao 

beiming huibian, 54. 
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completed, Qian loaded wine and held a party on her boat. When she was joyful 
with drink, a watcher came back with a report that the stream water had risen 
suddenly, and that the weir was wiped out by the flood. Exasperated, Qian threw 
herself into the water immediately. 

Unfortunately the project failed when it was near completion. Posterity, however, learned 

from Qian's failed project, and the weir was successfully built in the Xi'ning era 

(1068-1077). Documentation afterwards noted, "it irrigates ten thousand qing^^^ of land, 

and has freed the locals from the worry of drought and famine for over a hundred 

Qian Siniang single-handedly donated her vast fortune to this irrigation project. 

The amount of her donation differed according to different documentations. According to 

Lin Da'nai Qian provided nine duo ^ of gold, a chunk as the size of a peck'^^^; 

• • 486 Zheng Qiao believed that she spent ten thousand min to regulate the weir ; Liu 

Kezhuang put it as five zhui of gold."^^^ Regardless, it was an enormous amount of funds 

for that time in her local area of Putian. One might speculate as to how she obtained such 

a large sum of gold. According to the evidence, she was said to have donated her family 

property toward this project. Possibly it would be the property share she inherited from 

her natal family, since Qian Siniang was a zaishinii (urmiarried lady). Although 

Lin Danai, "Li Zhangzhe zhuan," Chongkan Xinghua fuzhi, 29. 
is a hundred mu, about 15.13 acres. 

Zheng Qiao, "Chongxiu Mulan piji," Jiq/iyigao, 2:2. Liu Kezhuang, "Xieying Qian furen 
miaoji," Putian shuilizhi, 8. Also according to Lin Dinglao who documented this event in the first 
year of the Zhishun MJllM era (1330), Mulan Weir benefited the local people for over three 
hundred and fifty years. See Lin Dinglao, "Xieying Miaoji," Chongkan Xinghua fuzhi, 29: lib. 

As a verb duo literarily means to gather up or to pluck. Here might be some kind of 
container. It could also be a measuring instrument or unit of measures. 

Zheng Qiao, Ibid. 
Liu Kezhuang, Ibid. Zhui is also probably a kind of measure unit. 
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there is no evidence as to her family's standing, one could surmise from her generous 

donation that she came from a well-off family. 

The example of Qian Siniang was not an isolated case of women's involvement in 

the construction of irrigation projects. A woman who also engaged herself in regulating 

watercourses and repairing weirs was Wang Ling's wife, Lady Wu (:^), who came 

from an elite family. After the death of Wang Ling, Lady Wu returned to her hometown 

Tang Zhou in Miyang Covinty, and lived alongside the Yellow Pond Weir by 

herself Many weirs and dikes, including the Yellow Pond Weir in Tang Zhou, were 

ruined, which affected the livelihood of the local residents. Although the court had 

recruited laborers to solve the problem, the Yellow Pond Weir eventually failed. 

Knowing that a well-regulated irrigation system would benefit the local populace. Lady 

Wu personally led thousands of farmers in repairing weirs, building dikes to impound 

water, and dredging rivers for farm irrigation. Thus, the soil, significantly improved, 

• 4.RR 
produced rice crops abundant enough to feed the people. Another noteworthy case 

recounts a Southern Song woman, nee Wang. Like Lady Wu, Ms Wang each year 

restored the collapsed Donglepi (Dongle Weir), which could irrigate twenty qing 

of fields. Although the weir benefited many peasants, Ms Wang did not ask for any 

compensation from them."^^^ 

The above cases reveal Song women's involvement in local public works, such as 

waterway regulation and farm irrigation, which apparently fell outside the domain of the 

Wang Yun, "Wu Furen Zhuan," "Jiefu furen Wushi mujieming," In Wang Ling, Guanglingji, 
appendix, 22-23. 

Chen Zao, "Tairuren Wangshi muzhiming," Jianghu changwengji, 35:14. 
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conventional definition of domestic affairs. Judging these acts using Xia Song's 

previously discussed principle, Song women had theoretically already crossed over the 

gender boundary and meddled in the "outer" affairs. But according to abundant sources 

their feats not merely won male elite's plaudits, but also gained imperial recognition. 

Qian Siniang, credited as the chief contributor to the Mulan Weir, was honored by the 

imperial court, which granted her the title Huilie xieshun furen Scholar-

officials commemorated her by inscribing her achievements, and the local people deified 

her by erecting a statue of her likeness. Even in the late Qing her feats continued to be 

glorified by the state.'^^'^ In the case of Lady Wu, the local people in Tang Zhou spread 

word of her good deeds, which consequently made the court aware of her righteousness. 

She then received recognition by the emperor.Likewise, Ms Wang of the Southern 

Song also received gifts, including a cap and robe, from the Emperor Gaozong."*^^ 

2. Repairing Roads, Building Bridges, Boring Wells, etc 

The second type of the public works engaged in by women involved subsidizing 

the repairing of roads, the building of bridges and bowers, and the boring of wells. This 

type of local construction was regarded as meritorious according to Neo-Confucian 

Lin Dinglao, "Mulanpi chongjian Xieying miaoji," Feijianzhai beilu, in SKSLXB, ser.2, vol. 1, 
412-13, also in Fujian zongiiao beimine huibian, 65-66. 

Wang Yun, Ibid. 
Chen Zao, Ibid., 14b. 
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discourses on morality as well as family instructional precepts like Yuan Cai's Shifan 

fa (Family Precept). 

A twelfth century scholar, Du Zheng noted a case from the Jiading (1208-

1224) period, in which a woman ordered her son to repair a road in their hometown in 

south Sichuan. Reaching to Chengdu in the west, and passing through Chongqing 

M.M. to the southeastern areas, the Nanfeng lll^ Road was a central roadway 

particularly important to travelers and merchants. But this important roadway was muddy, 

rugged and steep, and had long vexed travelers. Ordered by his mother, nee Yang, a male 

scholar named Huang Mengde (fl. S. Song), hired laborers to make an eighty 

zhang stone path on the Nanfeng Road."^^^ Du Zheng remarked that although the 

Huang family was not affluent, they did not begrudge of their fortune and gave away 

what they owned. Du Zheng believed that Mme Yang's munificence would hence bring 

good recompense {bao) to their family, and reported that her good deed was indisputably 

venerated and praised by the whole community."^^^ 

A second example unravels the implication of the bao concept prevalent in 

Song society. In 1064, a woman Wang Yiniang froni Changzhou together 

with her two sons, jointly donated her dowry and sold their merchandise to build a stone 

bridge near Baigongti Although sources explaining the background of Wang 

Yuan Cai, "Zaoqiao xiulu yi zhu caili," "Gaitian pitang yi xiuzhi," Yuanshi shifan, 3:58; 64. 
A measure of ten feet fixed at 141 inches. 
Du Zheng, "Nanfeng Huangshi diyifeng Xingshan tanggao, 11: 14-15. 
Ibid., 15-16. 
"Wang Yiniang zaoqiaoji," in SKSLXB, ser 2, vol. 20, 14409. 



225 

Yiniang are limited, they indicate that in addition to her dowry, she might also have 

accumulated some fortune through running her own business. Previous discussion has 

noted that a group of Buddhist nuns also financed the construction of a bridge. This 

source also tells us that in the later period of Southern Song, a Buddhist mm, Shidao 

sponsored the reconstruction of the Baiti Bridge in memory of her own parents."^^^ It is 

noteworthy that the anonymous Qing dynasty author who cited these two stories 

commented that, unlike his contemporaries who just wasted money on their pleasure, the 

Song people built bridges and bored wells which can be regarded as real merit, benefiting 

both themselves and others."*^^ 

In yet another instance of one's good deeds benefiting the community, Liu Zai ^!| 

^ (1166-1239) once reported a woman who used her savings to bore a well for the 

thirsty pedestrians in the town; 

In the Southeast comer of Jintan City, there was no single well to quench the 
thirsty pedestrians, particularly during the summer time. The mother of a citizen, 
Xue Cheng, had sympathy for the situation. When she was very sick and dying, 
she enjoined her son to bore a well: "I have been devoting myself to textile work 
since your father was alive. I have worked hard [to make money with my textile 
products] to prevent the family from cold and heat, and have used the surplus of 
those earnings to meet the deficiency of food needed in the morning and the 
evening. After you grew up and could make a living for yourself, I still continued 
producing textiles and never spent the surplus [money]. Now I intend to use the 
spare money to bore a well, but my illness is getting more serious day-by-day. I 
just used one tenth of the money, which does not satisfy my heart. If you can 
fulfill my wish, even when I die it will just like I am still alive." Xue Cheng 
replied to his mother: "I dare not forget this!" He therefore kept the matter of 
boring a well in his mind at all times. Soon he bought the land fifty bu (steps) to 
the east of Duzhongyuan and started the construction. Paved with firm 

"Song Wang Yi'niang zaoqiaoji," in SKSLXB, ser 2, vol. 20, 14409. Another data I found is 
about numerous nuns' offerings. Of these offerings, one nun offered to build two images in 
particular for her parents. 

Ibid. Another case regarding women's involvement in building bridges see Fang Dacong, "Ji 
Houtang Fuping zhangzhe bazu yishi," Tiean ji, 32: 6. 
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bricks and hard stone, the well was completed on the seventeenth day of the 
second month in the first year of the Jiatai (1201). Worried about the damage that 
might be caused by the wind and rain, Xue Cheng then erected a bower on the 
top of the well." 

Like the aforementioned example of Wang Yiniang, who used her business proceeds as a 

donation, Xue Cheng's mother donated the surplus of earnings from her years of arduous 

textile production work in order to excavate a well for the local inhabitants. These two 

women seem to have come from middle class families and to have worked with their 

hands for their family's subsistence. Most importantly, the findings demonstrate that 

these two women, together with the aforementioned Qian Siniang who single-handedly 

donated family property for the construction of Mulan Weir, had power enough over their 

own earnings to direct the latter's allocation toward public works, such as the building of 

bridges and/or boring of wells. 

3. Engagement in Local Relief Work 

The most frequently-seen acts of philanthropy among Song women were their 

contributions toward local relief works. According to official documents, natural disasters, 

such as famine, were ubiquitous in the Song period.^''' In addition, Song China also had 

been devastated by the incessant military assaults of its northern enemies, the Jurchen and 

the Mongols. In times of peril, the Song masses seldom escaped the periodic sufferings 

caused by wars. These sufferings, hence, forced a change in a broad range of relief 

policies and programs launched by the central government. The Song government, as 

Liu Zai, "Guoquan tingji," Mantane ji, 20:31-32. 
Wang Deyi, Ibid. 
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previously mentioned, was well-known throughout subsequent Chinese history for its 

efficient relief policies and sound welfare institutions. Often the distribution of relieving 

resources was entrusted to the local elite, to affluent families, and even to Buddhist 

clergy.^®^ As some scholars suggest, it was not until Song China that any form of non

governmental relief network emerged. These relief institutions were usually established 

by the local elite.Song women, particularly those from elite or well-to-do families, 

actively undertook relief tasks since they could advance resources either in person or 

through their husbands or sons serving as local officials. 

The donation of monetary aid was the most frequently-seen form of female 

participation toward local relief works. A story from the Xie Shi (Witty History) 

describes a widow, nee Liu of Haizhou who endowed the local authorities with a 

large sum of wealth: 

During the Xuanhe period (1119-1125), because of the battles in Yanyun, the 
state levied heavy taxes on people. The governors pressed relentlessly for taxes. 
Both the poor and rich suffered greatly. At this time there was a woman, nee Liu, 
the widow of Yang Yun of Haizhou, who lived alone with her two young sons. 
She had piled up ten rooms of money. One day she said to her two sons: "Our 
country is at war and is levying taxes on the paupers. They are being pressed for 
taxes and will be punished harshly for their non-payment. Our family has been 
storing up money to entire house. If we just sit and watch our neighbors suffering 
and officials being charged with faults, can we find peace in our heart?" She 
therefore offered one million min cash for the poor households as the tax 
payments. Thus the governors of several districts were exempted from 
punishment, and the poor would be freed from homelessness and [likely] death. It 
is all ascribed to Mme Liu.^"'' 

See Huang Minzhi, Songdaifojiao shehui jingjishi lunji, 413. 
Liang Gengyao, Songdai shehui jingjish lunji, 623-34. 
Shen Shu , Xie Shi, in BJXSDG, ser. 6, vol.4, 1871. 
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This widowed Madam Liu, who magnanimously gave away such a huge donation, may 

well have come from a prosperous family. This passage also alludes to her excellent 

financial management abilities. Even if her assets originally belonged to her husband's, 

Yang Yun's family, during the Song, a widow with sons or other legitimate heirs, had the 

legal right to act as trustee for the family property. In this case, since her sons were still 

quite young, the widow Liu was the only one who could disperse the family property. 

A woman's dowry was another source of wealth over which women had control 

and with which they could aid the distressed. Li Zhaoqi (fl. 11-12''^ centuries) 

reported a woman, nee Bian, who asked her husband to give away her dowry to feed the 

hungry. Mme Bian was the wife of Chen Zhongsun (A- N. Song), the Director of 

the Bureau of Review. When Chen served as the local official in Mian County, a severe 

famine struck there. Chen used up his own salary to feed the hungry but still could not 

resolve the situation. Mme Bian thus requested that he spend her dowry: "I understand 

that women should not involve themselves in outer business. But how can I bear such a 

situation wherein people are suffering so extremely?" This evidence alludes to the 

predicament concerning the iimer/outer boundaries previously discussed. It 

conspicuously points out that charitable activities, such as relieving the distressed, belong 

to the realm of "outer affairs," as Mme Bian stated above. Mme Bian and the 

aforementioned Woman Liu seem to have shared the same attitude toward the destitute. 

Such an attitude demonstrated the foremost Confucian and Neo-Confucian principle: ren 

It was also possible that the widow Liu was the owner of the assets—if her family called in the 
husband for her. During the Song era, the daughters inherited the family property through 
uxorilocal marriage. 

Li Zhaoqi, "Shouan xian jun Bianshi muzhiming," Lejingji, 30:1-2. 
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in (benevolence), and the Buddhist core tenet: cibei (compassion). In the following 

cases we can also find women's empathy as a central motivator for their munificence. 

Such female empathy suggests a melding of Confucian and Buddhist ideals with regard 

to Song female virtue. I will return to unravel the implications of the above relationship. 

Apart from donating family cash or assets from their dowries, women would often 

directly dispense provisions to the distressed. One valuable example from the Dunhuang 

baozang is an official document {die |^) written by a local military officer 

named Wang Hanzi in the first year of the Zhidao era (995). On behalf of 

the local inhabitants of Xinxiang Wang Hanzi wrote this die to express gratitude to 

a woman. Situ Niangzi who dispensed five carts of wheat to feed the destitute 

during a recent famine.Akin to the above case, numerous Song women of elite social 

standing released grain fi-om the granaries in times of perceived public need and thus 

stabilized food prices during times of crisis. Wei Jing (1159-1226) states that Mme 

Zhang endeavored to lower the market price of rice by allocating the large amounts of 

grain for use by the destitute. Motivated by Mme Zhang's deed, many affluent families 

joined in the distribution of food to the needy, which saved numerous lives. 

Many Song women embarked on their good deeds "behind the screen," that is, 

they executed the charitable works vicariously through their husbands or sons. As 

mentioned above, those husbands and sons usually served as local officials. Many cases 

are found in Song women's biographies wherein women persuaded their husbands to feed 

Wang Hanzi, "Xinxiang baixing xie Situ Niangzi shimai endie," Dunhuang juan S374, in 
Quan Song wen, 160, 620. 

Wei Jing, "Gu Ankangjun furen Zhangshi xingzhuang," Houle ji, 26:1-2. 
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the destitute either by releasing grain or by giving out prepared food directly. When 

Yao Mian (b.l216) composed a biography for a woman, Tan Youyu (1213-

1259), whose husband served as a lower-ranking local official, he visited the clan 

members from her husband's family as well as local residents when inquiring about her. 

Tan's clan members extolled her gestures of filial piety toward her parent in-laws, her 

orderly domestic management, and her instruction to the youth in the household; the 

villagers, too, unanimously praised Lady Tan's virtuous deeds benefiting numerous folks 

in her community, saying: 

Madam was both courteous to guests and benevolent to relatives. She was also 
enthusiastically involved in relieving the needy [in the community]. When 
disasters such as war or famine took place, she must have advised her husband to 
reduce the food prices and to mete out grain to feed the hungry. Worrying about 
the poor, who lack money enough to buy enough food, Mme Tan would sell them 
extra rice instead. If there were people too poor to buy grain for themselves, she 
then gave them food. Everyday hundreds and thousands of the inhabitants relied 
on her selling of grain [and on her food distribution]. A multitude of people were 
thus saved by means of her benevolence. Mme Tan was rich but gracious. She 
accumulated wealth but was able to dispense it to relieve the needy. Mme Tan 
was indeed a virtuous woman in our community. 

According to the above interview provided by the villagers from Tan Youyu's 

community, Lady Tan exhorted her husband to reduce food prices and to allocate the 

grain from their family's granary to relieve the destitute in times of peril. It is worth 

noting that Yao Mian composed Tan Youyu's biography only after consulting both Tan 

Youyu's clan members and the local villagers. Apparently Yao Mian did not entirely 

embrace the principle that "women should have no dealings with outer world" as other 

For example, Ms. Cai exhorted her husband to donate their stored grain and to cook congee to 
feed the hungry every day during the drought period. See Ge Shengzhong, "Fan Yiren Caishi 
muTiuvamg" Danyangji, 14. 

Yao Mian, "Tanshi ruren muzhiming," Xwepo ji, 50:1-2. 
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Daoxue literati did. His aim was not merely to document Tan's virtues within the 

domestic arena, but also to provide a more complete picture by chronicling righteous 

conduct performed by her in the "outer" community. 

As the above evidence has pointed out, numerous women did good deeds outside 

the domestic sphere, such as having roads repaired or wells bored, through their sons. 

Likewise, according to Song female epitaphs, women often exerted influence over their 

sons toward providing famine relief To cite but one typical example, during the Xi'ning 

era, a severe famine struck the Gouwu area. Ms. Jiang asked her son to have food 

served by the roadside to feed the hungry. People who heard about it commended Ms. 

Jiang instead of her son. In reminiscing about his mother's active involvement in such 

charitable works, including feeding the starved in their hometown, Wang Yanwu 

recorded that he and other male family members worked strenuously to relieve the 

distressed at the behest of his mother, who also frequently persuaded her family to make 

• SI'} 
monetary contributions toward local public works. 

In addition to grain. Song women also often supplied clothes and medicines for 

the destitute. Yuan Shuoyou (1140-1204) praised a woman Ye Miaohui 

(1103-1185), for her virtuous deeds, particularly her philanthropic work, in her 

community. In order to perform relief work in the local community. Ye Miaohui was 

frugal about every expense. She could thus afford to give out food, clothes, and 

medicines to the needy in her local town. When she passed away, the local folk bitterly 

Lu Dian, "Jiangshi furen muzhiming," Taoshan ji, 16. 
Wang Yanwu, "Ji mu Liushi," Wuwengao, 6:5. 
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CIO 
wept over her death. In another example the mother of the Southern Song scholar-

officia, Lou Yao (1137-1213), to treat the ill in her community frequently 

compounded medicines based on remedies handed down from earlier times. She was said 

to have cured numerous villagers. 

Almsgiving by women also included donation of coffins and even the land in 

which to bury the dead, since in times of disaster, corpses were constantly exposed along 

the roadsides. According to the indigenous Chinese beliefs, to pacify the souls of the dead, 

bodies should be buried under the ground. Thus, providing coffins or burial ground for 

the dead was thought to bring significant merit to the donor. In my foregoing example, 

Ms. Jiang, who ordered her son to dispense roadside food to the hungry, also donated the 

land to bury over several thousand exposed bodies.Sun Di once recorded another 

noteworthy case, this one regarding a woman, nee Liu, who assisted the people of Fanyu 

(in today's Guangdong Province) in burying their deceased family members: 

The Yue people considered it filial to hold lavish funerals for their deceased 
family members. Vagrants hence always congregated around a funeral in order to 
partake of the feast. If they didn't feel satisfied, they would gather to cause 
trouble. Therefore the middle income families had to sell their fields and houses 
in order to hold a funeral. But the poor could not manage to bury their deceased 
family members; they instead placed the dead in or near temples, and the bodies 
became exposed and scattered over the course of time. The worst of this kind of 
situation could be seen in Fanyu. Mr. Fuwen was the Director of Revenue to the 
Military Commissioner in charge of Guangdong. He accompanied and served his 
mother Taishuren [Mme Liu] on her passage to Yuling. On the way, Mme Liu 
witnessed the situation [numerous the unburied bodies all over the road] and felt 
very sad. She then told Fuwen; "Nothing is more urgent than this!" Upon his 
arrival, Fuwen promulgated an order; "Those who have unburied deceased 
grandparents or parents will be given dates by which to bury their deceased. They 
will be punished if they do not abide by this law. Vagrants will be arrested if they 

Yuan Shuoyou, "Gu taishuren Yeshi xingzhuang," Dongtangji, 20; 22-24. 
Lou Yao, "Wangbi Ankangshi taifuren xingzhuang," Gonggui ji, 40. 
Lu Dian, Ibid. 
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harass the family of the dead. If the deceased are not natives and their 
descendants live far away, the officials will select a high and dry place to bury 
them. On the graves their surnames, home towns, or official titles will be noted." 
Thenceforth everyone obeyed the rule about burying their deceased family 
members. If travelers died in Fanyu and their coffins could not be returned to 
their home towns, the local officials would help to bury them so that there was no 
fear of their exposure. The custom in Yue thus changed greatly and the local 
people inscribed this event in stone. Mme Liu passed away. On the day her 
funeral was held, when the hearse went out of Fanjoi, the aged and young wailed 
over her death. A multitude of people thronged all the roads and followed the 
hearse. Alas! Mme Liu can be considered as virtuous. 

According to Sun Di's description, Mme Liu ordered her son Fuwen, the military official 

of Guangdong, to enact the rule which outlawed the presence of vagrants aroiuid funerals, 

forbad the inhabitants to defer burying their deceased family members, and, further, 

provided assistance for burying exposed corpses. Mme Liu played a critical role in 

altering Fanyu's vulgar funeral practices. As in the previous case of Ms. Jiang, who won 

commendation from her local villagers, Mme Liu, rather than her son, received the credit 

from the Fanyu people. 

In the text following the above quotation. Sun Di continued by pointing out 

another of Mme Liu's good deeds, that of distributing grain to feed the hungry at a time 

when other magnates held on to their ovm grain hoping to gain a higher market price.^'^ 

Sun Di also documented the similar instance of another imperial women's munificence. 

Zhao Zizhen was said to have dispensed thousands of of millet to the 

needy when a severe famine occurred. She also set up an asylum to accommodate 

Sun Di, "Song gu taishuren Liushi muzhiming," Hongqingjushi ji, 40:10-11. 
Ibid., 11. 
Hu, is a kind of measure holding about five or more pecks. 
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several hundred deprived families. In addition, Zhao Zizhen contributed nearly a million 

qian toward the building of Daoist temples.^ 

Other evidence of women's extensive philanthropy during the Song include 

sources, particularly women's epitaphs, which chronicle women's diverse charitable 

activities outside the inner quarters. In one of these epitaphs, for instance, Lady Shi is 

depicted as "having donated money and grain when the villagers were starving; dispensed 

clothing when they were freezing; and gave out coffins when they died." In another, 

Wang Ling's wife. Lady Wu, not only involved herself in the construction of an irrigation 

c'y -I 
project, but also in the relief of the impecunious, the ill, and the dead. Ms Guo 

"strenuously acted to relieve those unable to bury their dead or to marry daughters off." 

She was also said to have "stabilized food prices by dispensing grain in times of 

shortage."^^^ In Mme Tao's (1169-1228) funeral biography, Liu Zai acclaims her good 

deeds including the "opening of a granary to feed the starved, the donating of the 

medicines to cure the ill, and the giving of coffins in which to place the deceased." Her 

philanthropic works benefited approximately ten thousand people. 

Part of Woman Xu's funeral biography deserves close scrutiny here. Her 

epitaph, written by a Southern Song Confucian, Yang Jian (1140-1225), was unlike 

most female biographies of that time which for the most part focused only on women's 

household accomplishments. In Women Xu's biography, Yang Jian mainly emphasized 

Sun Di, "Yangguo furen Zhaoshi mubiao," 41:4. 
Hu Zhizhong, Ibid.,12,2. 
Wang Yun, Ibid.,23. 
Huang Gan, "Guo furen muzhiming," Mianzhai ji, 38:36. 
Liu Zai, "Gu Anren Taoshi muzhiming," Mantangji, 30:23. 
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her community relief works: "...during years of severe food shortage she would pound 

rice and dispense it to the neighbors over many days. If there were poor who gave birth to 

babies but did not want to raise them, Mme Xu advised and stopped them from practicing 

infanticide. She then supplied them with wine and rice. Mme Xu thus relieved 

innumerable starving and dying people. She also provided coffins for the dead exposed 

on the road, and donated several mu of land to bury the deceased.^^"* Yang Jian composed 

this epitaph for Mme Xu at the request of her son, Qian Shi @0#. Qian Shi's intention 

was to have his mother's good reputation perpetually handed down. Clearly, Woman 

Xu's good reputation was attributable to deeds performed outside her own domestic arena, 

rather than to her household management or to contributions to Qian Shi's family and 

clan members. 

From the aforementioned cases of exemplary wives and mothers we must 

conclude that Song women could, in practice, locate themselves between internal and 

external realms. The previous record of Qian Shi's mother. Woman Xu, shows that the 

Confucian principle that women should have no dealings with outside affairs does not in 

fact mirror Song historical reality. In a word, the evidence reflects a diverse range of 

extra-domestic female behaviors and male attitudes toward those outside endeavors. Of 

course, these women's outer philanthropies benefited not only the society, but in so doing 

they also supported the existing patriarchal values and social stability. 

Yang Jian, "Qian Zishi qingzhi hi Xushimu," Cihuyishu, 5:27. 
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Other Non-Financial Involvements 

Monetary or other material contributions were not the only avenues of women's 

participation in supporting projects at the community level. Many Song women played 

crucial roles in fundraising and in active work supervision. Some of them even personally 

took part in the work being done. In one of the previous examples, regarding women who 

engaged themselves in irrigation projects (see p.62). Lady Wu was said to have 

personally led thousands of peasants in the repair of weirs, in the building of the dikes in 

which to impound water, and in the dredging of rivers for irrigating farms. Such 

hands-on participation was not seen merely among elite women. Findings suggest also 

that non-elite women enthusiastically devoted themselves to projects such as temples 

construction. In her biography, written by Sima Guang, Zhang Xingpo, the Old Woman 

Zhang, left her son and family in order to renovate a dilapidated monastery in her 

hometown. Upon witnessing her sincerity and piety, the villagers "competed [with each 

other] to donate money for the monastery's reconstruction." Within a short time the 

temple hall, porch, and kitchen were completed, and sculptures and statues of the various 

* , 526 • deities were erected. Sima Guang commented that very few of his male 

contemporaries, who had studied the Book of Odes and the Book of Documents, and thus 

considered themselves junzi (gentleman), could ever achieve what the Old Woman 

Zhang did. He also believed that the idealized virtuous women of ancient legend could 

not have exceeded her. Although Sima Guang criticized Zhang Xingpo's Buddhist 

Wang Yun, "Wu Furen zhuan," Ibid. 
Sima Guang, "Zhang Xingpo zhuan," Ibid. 
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devoutness, in that it encumbered her entrance to the proper Confucian path of li (rites) 

and yi (righteousness), he still acclaimed her endeavors and composed her biography. 

Previous discussion has pointed out that abundant sources describe Song 

women's individual participation in public works and religious projects; evidence of 

their collective sponsorship of community construction is also not uncommon. Zhuang 

Chuo (fl. 12^ century) vividly depicts the participation of non-elite women in a 

local public work project: 

A monk named Wenyong, from Changshou County, Pingjiang Prefecture, was 
illiterate but very crafty. In the beginning, Wenyong suggested that the local 
villages build a temple along the side of the lake: "There is mountain northwest 
of our town, and to the southeast is the lake. This configuration is considered by 
geomantic principle to be a situation in which 'the guest is supreme to the host'. 
According to geomancer, this situation is disadvantageous to us town dwellers. If 
we can build a Buddhist temple alongside the lake to balance such a disadvantage, 
then all professions within a hundred li will become more prosperous than 
before." He planned to drain water in the shallow marsh over the land that was to 
become the foundation of the temple. The villagers delightedly followed his 
direction. Old and young, hauled earth; even women came out from their inner 
quarters using their skirts to wrap the tiles and stones to displace the water. 
Within ten years the land had been formed, and upon it a pagoda was then 
built.^2^ 

The above passage expatiates on non-elite women's collective involvement in a local 

monk-led project. Unlike other commonly-seen cases in which women donated money 

singly, these Song women contributed both their individual and collective labors toward 

local betterment. 

Although most of the findings, particularly epitaphs written by male scholars for 

women, refer to elite women's patronage and philanthropic works within the local 

community, the practices and contributions of non-elite women must not be overlooked. 

Ibid. 
Zhuang Chuo, Jilepian (Beijing; Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 68. 
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and even though there is less documentation available. Without a doubt elite women or 

women from well-to-do families had substantial financial power, so that they could direct 

their piety and philanthropy outside of their irmer chambers. However, as the above data 

and previous analysis suggests, non-elite women among the Song also made significant 

contributions in either money or in labor. The former can be seen from the many stone 

inscriptions discussed beforehand; the latter, donations of labor, we have discussed in the 

immediately preceding passages. Compared to their counterparts, namely, women of elite 

families, the non-elite women seemed to share a greater freedom in stepping outside their 

inner quarters to engage in various activities owing perhaps to the looser societal 

constraints among the rank and file or perhaps to economic concerns which required that 

labor rather than money be donated. In practice, the inner/outer demarcation seemingly 

did not stringently apply to the women from the lower classes in imperial Chinese society. 

Empowering the Purse: An Examination of Sources of Song Women's Financial Access 

and Power in the Family 

On the basis of historically documented restrictions in traditional Chinese society 

concerning women's rights to dispose of property, historians have tended to view 

monastic patronage as well as charitable works as all but exclusively male activities.^^^ 

The evidence presented above, on the contrary, suggests that their understanding is 

incorrect, at least for the Song. It portrays a powerful trend toward women's religious 

Timothy Brook, Ibid., 190. Also see footnote 28. 
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patronage and philanthropic activities during the Song period. Song women, along with 

their male counterparts, played salient roles in shaping the development of Song religious 

patronage and community public works at large. Without doubt, the considerable 

financial autonomy which differentiated Song women from the women of other epochs, 

particularly, from those of the later Ming and Qing dynasties, made possible the 

flourishing of Song female sacred and secular patronage. In seeking the nexus between 

Song women's financial autonomy and their monastic and philanthropic patronage, it is 

necessary to reconsider how Song women accessed and controlled personal and family 

finances. Due to the scope and purpose of this chapter, I will limit my discussion to issues 

germane to my previous analysis. 

1. Women's Working Labor and Their Personal Income 

In traditional Chinese society, women's work was principally that of making 

textiles in order to clothe the family, and to earn money for payment of taxes and for the 

household expenditures. As Patricia Ebrey has shown, the cloth market in Song China 

was massive, its greater than usual demand attributable in part to the need for officials' 

stipends, soldiers' uniforms, and armual payments to the Liao M (Khitan) and Jin ^ 

C-5 A 

(Jurchen). The Song government hence levied taxes on individual households to be 

paid in silk and hemp. Contemporaneously, Song China witnessed a remarkable growth 

in agricultural output, commerce, urbanization, and population, all of which created a 

Ebrey, Inner Quarter, 145. For the studies on the relation between warfare and textile 
production in the Song times, see Sheng, Angela Yu-yun, "Textile Use, Technology, and Change 
in Rural Textile Production in Song China (960-1279)." Ph.D. Dissertation, University of 
Pennsylvania, 1990. 



240 

further demand for textiles. The obligation to produce yam and cloth, historically 

imposed upon women, engendered among Song women a desperate need to increase 

production, a drive that even pervaded their home lives.^^' Scholars like Patricia Ebrey 

and Hill Gates believe that a Song woman's textile making did not enhance her individual 

financial autonomy since her earnings belonged to the family; worse yet, they suggest, 

women were victimized because the state's increased demand for the household 

production of textiles made their lives harder. On the contrary, however, according to 

the evidence discussed previously in this chapter concerning women's monetary 

donations, which came from their hard work of spinning and weaving, making textiles 

seems rather to have increased women's access to private income as well as to financial 

power. The aforesaid case of Xue Cheng's mother, who donated the surplus of earnings 

from her years of arduous textile production work in order to fund the excavation of a 

well for her community, suggests that she was free to utilize the money made from her 

textile production (see Chapter 5, page 65). In addition, in Song women's funeral 

biographies, elite women were frequently depicted as having given away their personal 

assets, including the earnings from their textile works.Hong Mai in his Yijian zhi also 

told the story of an ordinary woman, nee Huang, the wife of a villager, Cao San of 

Shiba Yoshinobu and Patricia Ebrey both suggest that most Song women textile workers, 
whether from the elite or lower classes, worked at home. See Shiba Yoshinobu, Commerce and 
Soceity in Sung China. Mark Elvin tran. (Ann Arber: University of Michigan Press, 1970), 113. 
mreyjbid., 145-7. 

Ebrey, Ibid., 149. Hill Gates, "The Commoditization of Chinese Women," Signs 14.4 (1989), 
799-833. Song poets frequently depicted making textiles as women's hardship and hence implied 
the government oppression imposed on women. See Ebrey, Ibid., 150-51. 

For example, see Chen Fuliang, "Yiren Linshi muzhiming," Zhizhai ji, 47:15; Yang Wanli, 
"Furen Zuoshi muzhiming," Chengzhai ji, 131: 16; Lii Zuqian, "Jinhua Shiyun mu Chenshi 
muzhiming," Lii Donglia wenji, 8:201. 



241 

Chongde County who died in the second month of the third year of the Qingyuan 

era (1196). After she was buried, her married daughter who had secretly 

appropriated her mother's textile inventory, returned home to make a ritual offering for 

her mother. The daughter heard the infant cry from the hall. Suddenly, a small child 

entered and before her eyes appeared to metamorphose into the image of Woman Huang. 

Tugging insistently at the daughter's sleeve, the child/mother said: "1 have worked very 

hard to spin and weave. For three years I have made thirty ding^^'^ of silk and fifteen ding 

of cloth. I asked you to earmark all my textile production for urgent family use. You are 

my daughter: how could you deceive the dead and the living, and conceal the truth 

without sharing my textile output with the rest of the family? You had better return 

everything to me and have your father and brother sell the fabric to cover my funeral 

expenses." Frightened, the daughter rushed back to her home immediately to collect and 

return her mother's textile stockpile."^ This story cogently reveals that Song women 

kept private income from their textile makings, which they could dispose of at will. 

In addition to the aforementioned cases of gaining personal income and financial 

autonomy from textile production. Song women, particularly those from lower classes, 

worked independently, variously by ruiming their own businesses, by working as servants 

or nursemaids in well-to-do households, and in other endeavors, so that they might 

accumulate enough private assets to be able to contribute as patronesses. For instance. 

Ding a unit for measuring cloth and textile. 
"Cao San qi," Yijian zhi, 1375. 

536 • Numerous cases regarding Song women running various businesses can be found in 
miscellaneous notes. Of these businesses owned by women, restaurants, wine or tea shops, snack 
shops alike businesses were probably the frequently-seen businesses during the Song. Dongjing 
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in one example given above, a woman named Wang Yiniang, who ran her own business, 

sold her merchandise to fund the erection of a stone bridge in the local community (See 

page 66). Even economically deprived women would find some means of contributing 

donations. There is a story about a poor woman whose deceased husband had held low 

military rank, who gave away all her savings to turn the zhuanlun zang If for 

her deceased husband's spiritual welfare. Yijian zhi also reported a story of an old woman 

beggar who also gave away all the money she had cadged in the market in order to 

sponsor an image of Kuanyin.^^^ 

2. The Dowry as Song Women's Private Property 

Rrecent scholarship on Song women's property rights unanimously observes that 

Song China was a period when women enjoyed a significant degree of financial power 

owing to the increasingly prevalent practice of endowing large dowries to daughters at 

marriage, and to shifts in inheritance polices allowing daughters to inherited a portion of 

menghua lu, 6, 176; 3, 115; Mengliang lu, 16, 262; Wulin jiushi, 3, 7; Kuiche zhi, 3, 11; Qingping 
shantang huaben, 348; Chunzhu jiwen, 9; Hong Xun, Yanggu manlu. In Shufu, 73; Yijian zhi, 
190, 1164, 1207,1278, 1580, etc. 

Lu Yinglong, Guayizhi; Fei Gun, Liangxi manzhi (rpt. Shanghai Guji chubanshi, 1985), 118. 
Zhuanlun zang literally means "revolving-wheel-sutras," which refers to a mechanical device that 
consists mainly of two parts: revolvable wheels and Buddhist scriptures. The scriptures are 
arrayed layer upon wheels that spin around. According to Zhipan, Fu Dashi set such a kind of 
device in Twin Forest Monastery for busy and illiterate believers who could not recite the sutras. 
Many monasteries during the Song era erected zhuanlun zan for the believers to spin as they 
recited or copied the Buddhist sutras, and could obtain merit by doing so. The believers had to 
pay for use of this convenience. See Zhipan, Fuzu tongji, 31 Sc. For the study on zhuanlun zang, 
see Huang Minzhi, "Zailun Songdai siyuan de zhuanlunzang," Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese 
Studies XXVI ,2 (1996), 188. 

Hong Mai, "Wujiang Zheng Yu," Yijian zhi, 898-899. 
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family property. As Ebrey has suggested, the Song dynasty witnessed the 

phenomenon of dowry escalation on account of increased economic and social changes, 

such as urbanization, commercialization, the freedom of land ownership, and the 

replacement of the aristocracy with an examination-based elite. The dowry, as a 

means of transferring property, not only protected women's status in her husband's 

family, but also provided her with a remarkable degree of control over her personal assets. 

According to the legal codes of the Song times, the dowry was regarded as the wife's 

private property, and personally owned by her. Her dovwy was neither combined with the 

communal estate nor in practice was it always subject to control by the household head. 

In other words, the law stipulated that the wife could control her dowry portion.^'^' In my 

aforesaid evidence regarding to Song women's religious patronage and community 

philanthropy, monetary or praedial donation by women frequently came from their 

dowries. Citing but one typical example from these cases of women's philanthropic work, 

we recall that Mme Bian, donated from her dowry in order to relieve the hungry in times 

Patricia Ebrey, "Dowries." The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the Lives of Chinese Women in 
the Sung Period. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993, 99-113; "Shift 
in marriage finance from the sixth to the thirteen century," in Rubie Watson and Patricia Ebrey 
eds.. Marriage and Inequality in Chinese Society (Berkeley: University of Califomia Press, 1991), 
97-132 and also in Patricia Ebrey, Women and the Family in Chinese History (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 62-88. Bettine Birge, Women, Property and Confucian Reaction in Sung 
and Yuan China (960-1369); Yanagida Setsuko "Sodai joshi no zaisanken,"7^f^^^^ 

Hoseishi gaku 42 (1990). "NanSoki kasan bunkatsu ni okeru joshobun nit suite, 

; 213-242. Yuan Li, "Songdai niixing ciachanquan shulun," 
271-308; Nagata Mie^BBHU, "NanS5ki ni okeru josei no zaisanken ni 

tzuite," 1-15. Osawa Masaaki ;^|^IE0S, "NanSong 
de caipan yu niixing caichanquan," (tran. by Liu Xinqun), Dalu, 166-181. 

Ebrey, Ibid. 
SongXingtong, "Huhun lu," 12, 197 (rpt by Taipei: Renai shuju, 1985). Also see Qingmingji, 

"Huhun men. Zhengye lei." There was a case regarding a wife who rejected her husband's 
request to spend her dowry. See Wang Gong, Jiashen riji (in Congshu jicheng xinbian), 2. 
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of peril (See Pages 69-70). In another case a woman named Wang Yiniang not only 

donated her merchandise but also contributed her dowry to fund the construction of a 

bridge in 1064 (page 66). 

3. Women's Inheritance Rights during the Song Era 

From my earlier discussion of Song women's sponsorship of the Long Life 

Treasury, we saw that while Wen Sanjiu niang and her sisters all remained single, each 

still gained a share of family property equally to that which their younger brother 

received. (The Wen siblings, according to evidence, were also good at running family 

business.). Another example concerning women's obtaining a share of the family 

property is in the case of Qian Siniang, who single-handedly donated her enormous 

fortune to the Mulan Weir irrigation project. One source stated that Qian gave away her 

family property; another possibility is that her donation was comprised of that portion of 

the family estate which would have been her fiiture dowry. Like the Wen sisters, Qian 

Siniang was an unmarried lady, so she might have inherited her share of the family 

property (i.e. her family division), or may have inherited the entire estate in an extinct 

household. Family property undoubtedly encompassed any real estate holdings. 

Chapter Four has also mentioned two cases of two unmarried ladies, Dai Jingjue and a 

young woman from the Guo family, donated their family land to the monastery. 

These examples illustrate the actuality of women's legitimate rights to inherit 

family property at that time. In the Wen sisters' case, this may have been an exceptional 

Hujue or juehu, means the extinction of a male patriline as well as the extinction of a tax unit. 
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instance, as each of these women gained a portion equal to that received by their brother. 

According to the Southern Song law, in instances where there were living sons, 

unmarried daughters would receive shares equal to half of a son's share in the family's 

property at division. Such rights were denied to daughters in the Tang and the early 

Northern Song.^"^^ Furthermore, in cases when the household became legally extinct, i.e. 

there were no living legitimate male heirs, unmarried daughters were legally entitled to 

inherit half the estate with half reserved for the state. In practice they might even be 

awarded the parents' entire property. Even married-off and returned daughters^'^'^ had the 

legal rights to inherit family property in extinct households. In the case of uxorilocal 

marriage, where the family took in the husband of their daughter, the daughter would 

inherit her appropriate share of the family property. 

According to Tang Code and the early Northern Song Law, daughters were only allowed to 
gain a dowry which was equal in value to half of the sons' portion of the family assets. 

Returned daughters were defined as those who had returned to live at their natal home after 
being expelled from their husbands' families or left widowed without a son and without a share of 
their marital families' property. 

In addition to women, the other qualified beneficiaries of the extinct household inheritance 
also included uxorilocal sons-in-law, posthumous heirs, the state, and so on. As Brian McKnight 
argues, women were apparently benefited the most. See Brian McKnight, "Who gets it when you 
go: the legal consequences of the ending of households (Juehu in the Song dynasty (960-
1279 C.E.)." Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 43:3 (2000), 314-63. For 
other studies on property of extinct households, refer to Itabashi Shin'ichi —•, "Sodai no 
kosetsu zaisan to joshi no zaisanken o megutte." b. C ̂  T • 

In Ihara Hiroshi ed., Yanagida Setsuko sensei koki kinen Chugoku no dento shakai to kazoku ̂  

(Tokyo: Kyuko shoen.1993), 365-82. 
Takahashi Yoshio, "Oya o nakushita musumetachi: NanSoki no iwayuru joshi zaisanken ni 
tsuite"|M^t< htc^fc'h'—Tohoku daigaku: 
Toyoshi ronshii 6 (January, 1995), 343-72. 
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Song statutes also gave widows economic protection and substantial financial 

power. Under certain circumstances, a widow could also take over her deceased-

husband's property after his demise. If there were no children, the wife was allowed to 

take what had been previously considered their communal property back to her natal 

home, or even to her new husband's place when she remarried. Even if she summoned a 

second husband, a widow legally still controlled her deceased husband's property as a 

trustee for her children by the deceased husband. The statutes gave widows economic 

protection and substantial financial power. The above mentioned example of the Widow 

Liu who bequeathed a huge donation (Chapter 4, pages 68-69.) explicitly illustrates 

widows' legal rights during the Song. 

The inflation of dowries as well as legislation of inheritance policies favorable to 

women during the Song period, particularly during the Southern Song era, indeed had a 

great impact upon women, their property, and their financial power within or outside the 

inner quarters. While an evolving Neo-Confucian patrilineality during the Song aimed to 

weaken women's claims to property and to their financial autonomy in the putative 

service of the patrilinet, Chinese women, even in the late Song seem on the contrary to 

have continually enjoyed their fair share of family property and a certain economic 

independence. Their economic power was only decisively weakened under the rule of 

Mongols during the Yuan, a shift that continued in later times.Japanese scholars like 

Niida Noboru and Shimada Tajiro have noted that daughters' 

inheritance rights in the Southern Song reflected the local practices and customs of the 

See Bettine Birge, "Women's Property and Confucian Reaction in the Song," Women, 
Property, and Confucian Reaction in Sung and Yuan China (960-1638), 143-197. 
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southern regions/''^ In the southern areas, women frequently contributed working labor 

toward both fieldwork and textile production, efforts that enabled them to gain financial 

independence owing to their contribution toward the family economy. Noboru and 

Tajiro's believe that daughters as co-owners of family property, which was owned 

collectively by all working members of the household, ought to share similar rights to 

family property. They furthermore presume that the development of daughters' 

inheritance rights in the Southern Song evolved from the subsumption into the state law 

of local customs and practices. This argument was completely rejected to by the scholar 

Shiga Shuzo who did not believe that such laws could derive from social 

practices. Shiga adamantly asserted that Chinese women did not share the same 

inheritance rights of family division as sons. He based his argument on the principle of 

patrilineal succession, under which only sons, who through mandated channels of 

succeeded to the performance of the ancestral sacrifices, could inherit family property. 

Daughters by default obtained dowries instead of inheriting property. Therefore, Shiga 

believed, the incongruous laws of daughters' inheritance rights in the Southern Song 

were only an isolated aberration. 

Niida Noboru, "Dorei nodoho, kazoku sonrakuho," Chugoku 
hdseishi kenkyii. Vol. 3. Tokyo: Tokyo daigaku shuppankai, 1962. Shimada 
Tajiro, "NanSong jiachan jichengfa shang de jizhong xianxiang," 
^ (tran. by Zhuo Jinghu) Dalu zazhi 30.4, 16. 

Ibid. 
Shiga Shuzo, "Family Property and the Law of Inheritance in Traditional China," In David 

Buxbaum ed., Chinese Family Law and Social Change in Historical and Comparative 
Perspective (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1978), 109-150; Chugoku kanzokuho no 
genri Tokyo: Sobunsha 1967. 
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This heated debate on Song women's inheritance law has continued for decades. 

Western scholars like Bettine Birge, who has studied women's property and Confucian 

reaction in Song and Yuan China, embraces Niida's viewpoint; Kathryn Bernhardt, a 

scholar whose primary area of expertise is late Qing and Republican China shares Shiga's 

skepticism of the existence of Song women's inheritance rights.It is beyond the 

scope of this chapter to attempt to resolve this prolonged and intricate debate on women's 

inheritance rights and the laws during this period. But some crucial points need to be 

raised here. First, while most of the primary sources do not directly recount how the 

patronesses obtained their wealth, we know, through the investigation of women's 

religious patronage and involvement in community public works, that Song women, both 

those from elite and those from ordinary groups, commonly wielded considerable 

financial power both within and beyond the inner sphere. Moreover, while numerous 

women from the aforementioned cases came from the southern regions (the Wen sisters 

came from Guangdong, and Qian Siniang was from Fujian), which apparently had more 

liberal practices regarding female inheritance, the previous analysis in both Chapters 

Three and in this chapter, demonstrates that there are still many examples related to the 

philanthropy by Northern Song women and women of the northern regions. If, during 

both Northern and Southern Song, the rules concerning daughters' share of family 

property were more aberrations as argued by Shiga and Bernhardt, how then do we 

explain Song women's repeatedly documented munificence in the sponsoring of various 

sacred and secular public works (or religious and community construction)? While the 
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dowry played a critical role in married women's patronage, how could those who neither 

married nor ran any personal business ever hope to procure the assets to support 

charitable works whether religious or secular if they had not shared in family property? 

Could all the cases in the previous discussion be regarded as rare exceptions that only 

took place in certain time and regions? I suspect not. The intricacies of this subject 

deserve more attention and scrutiny. This section is merely intended to raise some critical 

issues and to underscore the significance of Song women's obvious financial autonomy, 

an autonomy that stemmed from their property rights, dowries, earnings from working 

labor, and the like, and how that autonomy contributed to shape Song women's 

devotional practices, that is, women's religious patronage and community philanthropy, 

practices which came to be viewed and praised as virtuous deeds by their male 

counterparts. 

Definitions of Female Virtue and Some Implications of Women's Charitable Practices 

Within the framework of conventional philosophical ideas, the portrayal of 

women as inferior to men was legitimated by the classics such as the Book of Changes, 

wherein woman was to man as earth was to Heaven, lowly and inferior, weak and 

receptive.Validated by such a metaphysical concept, Neo-Confucian philosophers 

retained the formative principle of male superiority and female inferiority. Cheng Yi fM 

In the Book of Changes, the hexagram qian is known as Heaven and kun as Earth. The 
two together represent respectively the yang and the yin forces, which in turn represent the male 
and the female. 
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15^ (1033-1107) made a comment on the hexagram xian of The Book of Changes by 

saying: "The meaning of yin and yang, high and low, is the order of man and woman, 

elder and younger, and the great norm of Heaven and Earth...It is the constant principle 

cco 
that man should be above woman." In commenting on Cheng Yi's "constant principle" 

theory of women's inferiority, Zhu Xi also emphasized that "between man and woman, 

there is an order of superiority and inferiority, and between husband and wife, there is the 

principle of who leads and who follows." Based on the ancient metaphysics of female 

inferiority, a model emerged in Neo-Confucian literature according to which women 

were regarded as inferior to men in the light of men's putatively greater capacities for 

moral reasoning and for intellection. Commenting on the aforementioned position, Liu 

Zai, a Southern Song Neo-Confiician scholar-official, criticized women's benevolence by 

remarking that "women's virtue {reri) could not reach very far {furen zhiren buneng 

jiyuan His thoughts reflected the prevailing Neo-Confucian 

belief that the virtue (ren), namely, a commingling of benevolence and humanity, was a 

manly virtue which was displayed fully only in the true gentleman (junzi) or the sage 

(shengren S!A)- Compared to the sagacious virtue of males, however, female ren 

implied a gendered morality that had been frequently associated with only minor 

Cheng Yi, Yichuan yizhuan xu, in Ercheng quanshu (Henan Songyi Hang cheng gu li ying tang 
can ban, 1871), 1-2. The translation quoted in Julia Ching, "Sung Philosophers on Women," 
Journal of Oriental Studies 42 (1994), 265. As for studies on the relationship hstween yin/yang 
theory and women's roles and status, refer to Chia-lin Pao-Tao, "7/« Yang xueshuo yu funu 
diwei," in Chia-lin Pao-Tao ed., Zhongguo funushi lunji xuji (Taipei: Daoxiang Chubanshe, 1991), 
37-54. 

Liu Zai, "Zhuangshi shanfentian ji," Mantangji, 23: 24. 
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goodness.^^'* Furthermore, Liu Zai's interpretations recapitulated those of Sima Guang 

who stated "The good works of women must not go out of their inner chambers {furen 

youshan buchu quimen In light of the gender-based separation 

principle, that women should have no dealings in the outer sphere, Liu Zai and Sima 

Guang's comments also imply that there was little room left for women's social 

participation, and little expectation that they might accomplish significant moral 

cultivation. 

Nevertheless, as previous discussion has demonstrated, Song historical reality did 

allow women freedom to pursue their moral and/or spiritual goals. In these moral and 

spiritual pursuits reflected in women's philanthropic practices, exemplified the Confucian 

core principles of benevolence (ren) as well as Buddhist conception of merit. This 

phenomenon is not surprising since the Daoxue values had emerged as a regnant pattern 

in Song cultural and intellectual milieu. Philosophical ideals advocating commitment to 

society as the fulfillment of ones moral duty would logically have had as much effect on 

Song elite women as it would have had on their male counterparts. Ample numbers of 

female funeral epitaphs characterize women's philanthropic deeds as their realization of 

ren, i.e., the true and ultimate Confucian virtue. In two earlier examples, Widow Liu and 

Mme Bian showed their sympathy toward the distressed, which was considered as a 

manifestation of ren by the male authors. Likewise, Wei Jing praised Mme Zhang for her 

This phrase is originally from Sima Qian's Shi Ji (The Grand Historical Receod), "Xiang Yu 
benji." 

Sima Guang, Ibid. 
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ren that motivated her supplying of relief to copious numerous villagers.Mrs. Fan was 

extolled for her ren and her yong M (valor) owing to her distribution of food to the 

distressed.^" 

Many authors of Song female funeral biographies used the word rou ^ 

(acquiescence) to depict the primary female virtues valued within the domestic sphere.^^^ 

However, when rou appears in unison with the very Confucian ren, they joined together 

to describe women's philanthropic conduct in the outer realm. It is not uncommon to 

find this amalgamation of the feminine rou attribute and the masculine ren virtue credited 

to women for their virtuous deeds. In the eyes of many male Confucian literati, the 

combined quality enabled Song women to achieve what the junzi or liezhangfu 

(brave man or hero) attained, and possibly even to eclipse them. For example, Hu 

Zhizhong extolled Lady Shi's munificence and believed that even the elite-gentlemen 

would have difficulty achieving what she had done.^^^ Wang Yun, who praised Lady Wu 

for her contributions in erecting weirs and in relieving the impecunious, believed that her 

achievement had not been equaled by any woman past or present so that even the deeds 

of brave men {liezhangfu) could not exceed hers.^^" Another example is found in Mme 

Tao's funeral biography. In eulogizing Mme Tao's philanthropy, which had benefited 

Wei Jing, Ibid., 25. 
Ge Shengzhong, Ibid. 
Wang Yingchen, "Sumiyuan jiyi Qianjun pinfuren Liishi muzhiming," Wendingji, 23:16. 

Huang Gan, "Guofuren muzhiming," Mianzhaiji, 38:36. Also see Chapter 1, the section on 
female traits. 

Hu Zhizhong, Ibid. 
Wang Yun, Ibid., 24. 
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tens of thousand of local dwellers, the author, Liu Zai, stated that what she had done 

could not have been achieved by the legendary heroes/^' 

While representing core Confucian values. Song women's caring for the needy 

also embodied compassion, a valued religious attribute, particularly among Buddhists. 

Caring or compassion was generally held by male literati to be a distinctive feminine trait. 

Li Shi (b. 1108) maintained that women's nature corresponded with the Buddha 

Mind (foxin, in three notable traits: ci ^ (compassion), ^ (thriftiness), and 

y/wgff (tranquility). Accordingly, women were naturally considered ci or compassionate 

since they were inclined to pity living beings, to care for people, and to worry about 

Cf.'J , 
others. We might deduce that some of Song women's philanthropies may have been 

motivated by their desires to put Buddhist teachings into practice. 

It is obvious that the assimilative cultural-religious milieu during the Song era 

fostered a significant surge in women's charitable activities outside the domestic realm. 

Accordingly, this surge resulted in a shift in former traditional conceptions of female 

virtue. A combination of Confucian ren and Buddhist ci (or cibei) highly praised by Song 

male literati, emerged as a new model for women, one that shifted their roles and duties 

from "inner" to "outer" world. 

As data demonstrates, many Song women actively involved in public works were 

devout religious practitioners. Some male biographers believed that women's religiosity 

motivated their dedication to the performance of good deeds. Han Qi's sister-in-law was 

Liu Zai, "Gu Anren Taoshi muzhiming," Mantangji, 30:23. 
Li Shi, "Pangshimu muzhiming," Fangzhou ji, 17: 10. 



254 

said effortlessly to have assisted the deprived. Han Qi accredited her charitable deeds to 

her compassionate personality and to her Buddhist devotion. In the aforementioned 

case of Mme Liu, Sun Di ascribes the former's involvement in philanthropic works, such 

as burying the dead and feeding the hungry, to her Buddhist beliefs: "Mme Liu was fond 

of Buddhism when she became aged. She studied the Buddhist canons and was able to 

realize their relative truths through her own behavior. She did not simply amuse herself 

with their words." Another example is found in the funeral biography of Mme Wang. 

According to Qiang Zhi, Mme Wang comprehended the Buddhist teachings thoroughly, 

and was thus often moved to give alms to the needy. For this reason she had very little 

clothing left after her death.^^^ While practicing Buddhism, Miss Chai had provided relief 

for the destitute and abstained from animal killing for over fifty years. Zhu Xi 

composed the funeral biography for Great Lady Chen, who practiced Buddhism and 

comprehended its meaning well. Thanks to her beliefs. Lady Chen assiduously helped out 

CfLn 

the needy in the community. 

Pious women's beneficence was not restricted merely to relief works, but 

extended to their engagement in the construction of temples, statues, and so forth. To cite 

but one typical example, Lady Shi, a pious Buddhist practitioner, not only actively 

involved herself in her village's philanthropic works, but also contributed toward the 

Han Qi, "Gu Ankang jun taijun Chenshi muzhiming," Anyang ji, 48. 
^^"Sun T>\,Ibid., 11. 

Qiang Zhi, "Taichang shaoqing Yanggong furen Fuchangxian jun Wangshi muzhiming," Cibu 
ji, 35: 14. 

Fan Zuyu, "Qinzhou fangyushi qi Ankang jun jun Chaishi muzhiming," Fantaishi ji, 48:12. 
Zhu Xi, "Tairuren Chenshi muzhiming," Huian ji, 93:39. 



255 

building of numerous temples and cloisters therein.^^^ In her epitaph, Lady Liu was said 

to "reduce the grain price at times of famine, to clothe the freezing, and to medicate the 

ill," as she was devoted to Buddhist texts. It further stated that she often contributed 

toward the building and repairing of monasteries and that she frequently advised her 

husband to carry on her philanthropic works.^^^ 

Whether in community relief works or monastic patronage, these previously cited 

women might also have been influenced by guobao or the concept of retribution which 

was widely current during the Song period. The good deeds of Huang Zuolin's 

(fl. S. Song) wife, Yu Jingzhen (1157-1241), a pious Buddhist believer, included 

offerings to the Buddhist clergy as well as performance of relief work in her hometown, 

in an attempt to accumulate merits.^^® In epitaphic inscription about his mother Mme Yu, 

Zhao Mengcha recalled that she was involved in some community charities. She 

• • • • 571 • passed away peacefully without pain, a merit owing to her beneficence. In addition. 

Song Confucian writers, such as Yuan Cai, who, in his Shifan, further popularized the 

guobao idea, may have also played a role in women's involvement in the philanthropic 

works. Yuan Cai earnestly exhorted people to contribute toward such public works as 

building bridges, repairing roads, and constructing weirs, saying that such actions would 

not only benefit others, but would also profit the givers themselves through the 

Hu Zhizhong, Ibid., 782. 
Yang Wanli, "Furen Liushi muming," Chengzhaiji, 132:9. 
Huang Du, "Huang Zuolin qi Yu Jingzhen kuangji," in Beijing tushuguan cang zhongguo lidai 

shike tuoben huibian (Beijing: Zhongzhou guji chubanshe, 
1990), vol.44: 99. 

Feijianzhai beilu, 388. 
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accumulation of good merits.The aforementioned woman, Tan Youyu (see page 70), 

according to the author Yao Mian, studied Yuan Cai's Precepts for Social Life diligently 

and was said to be able to recite Cai's entire book. Her apparent enthusiasm may suggest 

that Yuan Cai's Shifan may have inspired Tan to perform her various philanthropic deeds, 

which were, in turn, praised by the whole community. 

Almsgiving by women was also popularly believed, in accordance with the 

concept of retribution, to prolong their and their family's lifespan. In addition to the 

benefit of longevity, some elite males even attributed their family's prosperity or their 

male descendants' successful official careers to women's beneficence. Numerous stories 

found in women's funeral biographies demonstrate that such a retribution idea also 

infiltrated the minds of male authors. For instance, the sons of Ye Miaohui, who died 

tranquilly at the age of eighty two, all served as high-ranking officials. Yuan Shuoyou 

believed this good fortune stemmed fi-om the merits she had accumulated by relieving the 

deprived, both in her lineage and in the community. Huang Gan also ascribed the 

affluence of Lady Guo's family to her beneficence in her community. Mme. Zhang, 

who died at the age of eighty five, used to save numerous lives by distributing food from 

the granary. Her family and clan became very prosperous and healthy, and many of the 

family members enjoyed longevity—all of which the Southern Song scholar, Wei Jing, 

Yuan Cai, "Zaoqiao xiulu yi zhu caili," "Gaitian pitnag yi xiuzhi," Yuanshi shifan, 3:58; 64. 
Also see Patricia Ebrey, Family and Property in Sung China: Yuan Cai's Precepts for Social Life, 
Ibid. 

Yao Mian, Ibid. 
Yuan Shuoyou, "Gu taishuren Yeshi xingzhuang," Dongtangji, 20: 22. 
Huang Gan, "Guo furen muzhiming," Mianzhai ji, 38: 36-31. 
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accredited to the good deeds Mme Zhang had accompHshed.^^^ In a word, apart from the 

influence by the Learning of the Way or Daoxue, Buddhist tenets together with the 

indigenously derived retribution concept, also catalyzed Song female charitable practices. 

Conclusion 

In general, the themes of a woman's efforts to handle domestic affairs, to serve 

her in-laws, to assist her husband's or son's study towards or work as an official, and to 

help out the lineage members, were central to the biographies of Song women. By 

emphasizing that women's work and duty revolves around the domestic household. Song 

S77 
male literati attempted to valorize women's roles as "inner helpers." However, as 

much evidence shows, numerous Song women did more than play roles as inner helpers. 

In practice, they often acted as "outer relievers" in the community, which in theory 

should have earned criticism in terms of the gender-based distinction between inner and 

outer. In other words, the genre of female biographies reflects acceptable behaviors 

ranging from monastic patronage to distributions of community relief. These women's 

behaviors seem to have won literati's plaudit rather than their disapprobation. In the 

minds of many Song male literati, women's deeds in community public works were 

viewed as virtuous. Such a trend of participation in public works suggests that many 

Song women not only played vital roles in their families, but that their sphere of 

responsibilities and contributions extended beyond the limits implied by their secluded 

Wei Jing, "Gu Ankangjun furen Zhangshi xingzhuang," Houle ji, 17: 25. 
Patricia Ebrey, "Upper-Class Wives as Inner Helpers," Ibid. 
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status. Indeed, these women's "outer" contributions not only benefited society, but also 

helped to sustain social stability. 

The Song dynasty witnessed an unprecedented national and local enthusiasm 

toward the construction of public works and provision of social welfare. Even though the 

state launched a broad range of construction projects and charitable institutions, most of 

the time these public tasks hinged on financial support from local public-spirited and 

well-off families, which would consequently encourage women's participation. Again, 

without a doubt, women's considerable autonomy over their finances enabled them to 

step beyond their inner quarters to fulfill their desire to fund community public works. 

Furthermore, as Daoxue learning flourished, its central principle, which emphasized 

social moral duty as the form of individual cultivation through which ultimate virtue (ren) 

was realized, had an impelling impact on the eagerness of members of the elite class to 

involve themselves in philanthropic works. Such eagerness, accordingly, played a vital 

role in the furtherance of female philanthropic works. In addition, during the Song, 

Buddhism, with its emphasis on merit gained through charity, and Daoist influenced 

popular religion with its indigenously derived concept of guobao flourished. These non-

Confucian ideas provided women other avenues through which to engage in self-

cultivation, and, as previous chapters suggest, indisputably contributed to their 

involvement in "outside" benevolent deeds. 

Thus the manifestations of female virtue, namely, women's compassion or 

philanthropy, escaped traditional bounds. On the basis of the preceding investigation of 

evidence, we must conclude that Song women's virtue was neither confined to the 
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domestic sphere, nor was it inferior to that of men. Evidence further suggests that 

women's engagement in local public works reflected not just Buddhist and Daoist 

inspired piety, but also their awareness of the Daoxue ideal of self-cultivation as a means 

to realize the ultimate Confucian moral ideal, ren, a goal that had been advocated by the 

Confucians and Neo-Confucians for centuries. In its mixture of alternative models for 

social practice, women's munificence shed significant lights on the cultural-religious 

syncretism of the Song, and the trend toward popular endowment of public works 

characteristic of that era. 
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CONCLUSION 

In order to further understand women and gender relations during the Song era, 

this dissertation has investigated Song women's individual practices through the lens of 

their bodily and spiritual cultivations as well as that of their devotional and philanthropic 

activities. This study has addressed the question of how and why these specific inner and 

outer Non-Confucian practices developed into regnant female practices which were 

ultimately lauded as exemplary behaviors during the Song period. By answering this 

question, this study puts Song women and their various daily life practices into the larger 

societal milieu to understand how historical changes impacted and shaped their practices, 

roles, and ideal virtues. 

The entire Chinese tradition of women's roles and virtues had evolved from an 

influential Confucian didactic text, Nti Jie, written by Ban Zhao, around A.D. 106. As a 

systematic normative and prescriptive text. Nil Jie advised its female audience on how to 

fulfill their expected roles in the patrilineal family, particularly those surrounding ritual 

and gender propriety stipulated in Confucian classics, such as the Book of Rites. Nii Jie 

specified that women would cultivate the essential familial virtues required by the 

Chinese patriarchy, virtues such as obedience, taciturnity, diligence, and faithfulness. 

Such Confucian views and expectations of female roles and virtue prescribed by Ban 

Zhao fundamentally consigned women to the domestic sphere, within which women were 

strongly discouraged to have any dealings with the outer world. 
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These womanly roles, images, and virtues within the domestic realm, first 

formulated by Ban Zhao and later canonized by Confucian literati, continually functioned 

as a basic frame of reference by which to review a woman's life in the Song period. Song 

China, which witnessed a triumphant revival of Confucianism as the intellectual creed of 

the new elite class, sought to revitalize Confucian patrilineal principles. Hence, Song 

literati endeavored to popularize their advocacy of regulating the behavioral mode of a 

family unit as the fundamental step toward one's ultimate Neo-Confucian goal of 

sagehood. The valorization of women's roles and behavior in the domestic arena 

therefore came to be the vital concern of these Neo-Confucian reformers, who derived 

their conceptions of women's roles from the Confucian Classics. While deftly prescribing 

domestic roles, such valorizing rhetoric bought female complicity with an evolving 

hierarchy of gender stratification. In accord with these Neo-Confucian trends, an 

articulation of the need for gender segregation was frequently seen in the writings of the 

Song male elite. Confucian revivalists, such as Sima Guang and Lti Zuqian, embraced 

wholeheartedly the concept of inner/outer demarcation. They even objected to the 

composition of women's biographies because women's conduct and names were 

supposed to be strictly confined to within the inner quarters, whereas accounts of their 

lives invited more public, or outer, scrutiny. 

Intentions to position women within the domestic sphere also inevitably affected 

the male elite's approach to the composition of women's funeral biographies. Male 

biographers frequently encountered the problem of information paucity when writing 

women's biographies, since women had neither external dealings nor names which could 
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be mentioned outside of the inner quarters. Furthermore, the roles and virtues of Song 

women depicted in most of the extant writings by the Song male literati, particularly in 

those of funerary inscriptions, precisely echoed the paragon that Ban Zhao had prescribed 

in her Nu Jie. This funerary genre therefore amounts to portrayals of idealized types 

rather than of actual living individuals. 

While Confucian revivalists such as Sima Guang and Lii Zuqian, recommended 

against the composition of women's epitaphs in order to strengthen the rigid rule of the 

absolute seclusion of women to their inner quarters, numerous other Song male literati 

conversely increased women's public visibility and individuality by writing substantially 

more detailed funeral biographies for women. The latter category of male biographers, 

however, did not merely depict women's idealized roles and duties as prescribed by the 

Confucian classics, but, in reality, eschewed the aforesaid rigid principles by recounting 

in detail women's various individual practices within and without the domestic arena. 

These authors offer significant rare glimpses into women's behavior and their quotidian 

patterns. Private and public behaviors of Song women described in these epitaphs, such as 

ascetic discipline, religious practices, and community activities, strayed beyond the 

conventional Confucian dictates. Many of these male authors believed these behaviors to 

be pervasive, and even considered them virtuous. Such phenomenon hence suggests that a 

new set of sanctioned female virtues came into prominence during the Song period. 

In tandem with the evolving Neo-Confucian primacy. Song China witnessed 

unprecedented changes politically, socially, economically, and culturally, historical 

changes and impacts shaped women's daily life experiences, including their individual 
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practices. The Song dynasty was a period of great efflorescence of laic-centered religions, 

such as Buddhism, religions which deeply penetrated into the daily lives of people of all 

social strata. Furthermore, the indigenous Chinese concept of bao, or the idea of 

retribution, was also widespread during Song times. Due to the djoiamic social forces at 

work, many women became vegetarians and abstained from killing animals as a fimction 

of their Buddhist, Daoist, or bao beliefs. Current cultural religious momentum 

encouraged women to immerse themselves in the reciting and copying of religious 

scriptures, in chanting of mantras, and the invoking of names of the religious deities. 

Religious beliefs and the bao concept, also inspired women to engage in monastic 

patronage and community public works - all of which were performed outside the 

domestic arena. 

As well as being a time wherein women's roles were valorized, the Song Dynasty 

was also an era when perceptions of the female body as negative became popularized. 

This prevalent negative notion surrounding women's bodies permeated Song male-crafted 

texts, including religious writings and popular literature. While such misogynistic ideas 

necessarily promoted the collective conception of women's inferior role and imperfect 

image, such beliefs may collaterally have catalyzed women to embrace their own spiritual 

pursuits. Religious practices such as sutra chanting promised a woman religious merit 

leading to good karmic retribution, regardless of her sin or impurity, as long as she 

cultivated herself diligently. 

But for Song women, aforementioned religious practices, such as sutra reciting 

and copying, mantra chanting, and the like, functioned not only as accessible means of 
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merit accumulation and spiritual enhancement, but also as avenues toward literary 

aspirations that had been heretofore checked by a prevailing Neo-Confucian ideology 

which objected to women's involvement in literary practices, such as poetry composition. 

In the eyes of the Neo-Confucian literati, literary pursuits which indisputably belonged to 

the outer sphere, were hence viewed as men's work, while religious practices, such as 

sutra reading and copying, were perceptibly regarded as inner practices that were pertinent 

to women. Through the practices of sutra reading, copying, and the writing of religious 

poems, women quenched their thirsts for literary expression. 

The flourishing of Neo-Confucian learning in the Song period also furthered 

women's involvement in community public works. The focal principle of Daoxue, which 

emphasized realization of ultimate virtue, or ren, through personal cultivation as well as 

through moral commitment to society, had been advocated by male literati for centuries. 

Desires to attain such a state of ren appeared to have had an impact on women's 

contemporaneous altruistic practices beyond the domestic realm. Song women's 

engagement in local public works reflected an awareness of these Neo-Confucian 

principles of self-cultivation and an intrepid conviction, despite implicit Neo-Confucian 

proscriptions toward their pursuit. 

Song China also witnessed unprecedented official and popular enthusiasm toward 

public works catalyzed by a series of state relief policies. Most of the time these public 

projects were contingent upon financial support from the local populace, which 

consequently provided women with ample opportunities for contributing philanthropically. 

In addition to subsidizing public works, the Song state was also well known for its 
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munificent sponsorship of translations and printings of religious sutra. Improvements in 

print technology of the time greatly enhanced the dissemination of various religious sutras, 

admonitory writings, and moral books wherein the idea of requital was strongly 

emphasized. These texts that unanimously propagated the influential concept of 

retribution indubitably influenced women practitioners, who observed their inner practices 

through reciting sutras and other related practices. Religious ideas and the bao concept, 

both of which encouraged the performance of good deeds, greatly inspired women's 

participation in both community public works and monastic patronage. Women's 

contribution to monasteries as well as to community public works exemplifies their 

outward expression of irmer practices. Such womanly oflerings and philanthropy were 

thus motivated not only by spiritual desires for self-cultivation, but also by wishes to 

accrue both secular and sacred benefits through meritorious behavior 

The prevailing Neo-Confucian principles, in strongly emphasizing women's social 

roles as wives, daughters-in-law, and mothers, inadvertently ignored the desires of 

married women to express their filial piety toward their ovm parents and ancestors. 

However, through these various forms of religious patronage. Song women were 

nevertheless able to find avenues through which they could both make filial offerings for 

their parents and keep strong ties with their natal families. Song women's financial 

autonomy documented by extensive female secular and sacred patronage distinguishes 

them from women of other epochs, particularly, from those of the later Ming and Qing 

dynasties. The Song dynasty was an era in which women enjoyed a significant degree of 

financial power stemming from the increasingly prevalent practice of giving large dowries 
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to daughters at marriage. Moreover, Song law, which favored women's property rights, 

together with women's earning through work in textile production, contributed to their 

obvious and substantial financial power. The remarkable growths in agricultural output, 

commerce, urbanization, and population during the Song period all contributed to the 

social milieu that made the flourishing of Song female sacred and secular patronage 

possible. 

In addition to their control of personal funds. Song women's roles as the irmer 

helpers in the household also allowed them to control familial resources, such as food and 

money, which further allowed them to wield considerable autonomy both inside and 

outside the domestic arena. Song women adopted practices like fasting and vegetarianism 

at their own will and dispensed provisions to the community in times of peril. Women 

involved in religious patronage and community public works donated their personal 

and/or familial wealth without restraint. These womanly practices, as well as the 

independence women enjoyed by immersion in selected religious practices, indicate an 

overall female autonomy in controlling themselves and their surroundings. 

Some specific practices were adopted by and prevalent among women rather than 

among men. In addition to those evolving from the aforementioned historical changes, 

specific practices, such as vegetarianism and sutra chanting, seemed to appeal to women 

because these practices, while not exactly mandated by the Confucian canon, were 

supposedly pertinent to women in light of Confucian rhetoric and practice. As long as 

There is a case regarding a widow of a high official, who was prevented legally from 
endowing a monastery with her dowry land during the 1330s. The local official ordered this 
widow leave her dowry land to her husbands' orphaned son. So far I have not seen any other legal 
case wherein women's monastery patronage was stopped by the local government of the time. 
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these Song women's non-Confucian practices sustained the conventional Confucian 

norms, they were regarded as virtuous and were thus encouraged by the dominant male 

culture. These female ascetic and devotional practices were seen as expressions of filial 

piety and chastity, the two core female virtues promoted by Confucianism, and were 

believed to benefit the patrilineage in many ways. Women's vegetarianism was 

considered as an expression of thrift, which reduced family costs, while the stabilizing 

effects of their religious practices could help them in the handling of difficult household 

tasks. Female patronage towards community public works not only earned prominence for 

their families, but it also benefited society. All of these uniquely female cultivations 

contributed to the prevailing patrilineal interests and helped promote an orderly Confucian 

family and society. 

Male reactions to women's prevalent practices during the Song, however, reveal 

an underlying saga of dynamic, negotiated gender relations. Affirmative attitudes of the 

Song male literati toward Song womanly practices notwithstanding, the tacit implication 

was that such practices should be based on practical purposes. Because most of these 

womanly practices conflicted to a certain degree with traditional Confucian ideology, 

tension between women's aspirations and men's expectations thus emerged. In traditional 

patriarchal society, where men continually surveilled women's conduct and curbed their 

agency in accordance with ideal Confucian principles and practical patrilineal interests, 

women's practices fi-equently evoked bitter complaints from male scholars who cited 

women's neglect of household tasks or interruption of traditional Confiacian values. If 

women's personal observations violated conventionally sanctioned rules of gender 
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demarcation, their devotions would usually provoke public outcry. However, women's 

behavior, like their inner and outer practices, conversely often impacted men's ideas and 

policies. Though men might attempt to close various doorways for Song women's 

"outlets". Song women often found alternative pathways wherein to circumvent men's 

confinement. More often than not it appears that women's behaviors and practices in 

pursuit of their aspirations transgressed the inner/outer boundaries designated by gender 

propriety. But such womanly pursuits were ultimately tolerated and accepted by men if 

the former served to support extant monolithic patriarchal values. Men also frequently 

found ways in which to rationalize women's anomalous behavior by valorizing yet 

another new exemplar. Thus, Song women blatantly engaging in unconventional practices 

often found themselves regarded as new paragons of sacred and secular virtue in the eyes 

of the Neo-Confucians. While the Confucian literati sanctioned and praised womanly 

practices as paradigmatic virtue, and as beneficial to family and society, to women the 

practices served as avenues for self-actualization and spiritual cultivation. This dynamic 

in short illustrates the negotiated process in the workings of gender in the Song culture. 

In summary, this project is intended to provide insight into women's inner and 

outer practices and an understanding of the diverse interactions between the genders 

during the Song era. This study also suggests a yet uninvestigated set of female virtues 

which enable women to be seen as ascetics, pietists, and philanthropists, roles and images 

straying beyond the conventional ideals heretofore unexpressed in contemporary 

scholarship. In conclusion, this dissertation seeks to explore comprehensively a cultural 

syncretism through the lens of women's daily life practices and calls for a reconsideration 
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of the importance of women's connections to and interactions with facets of society and 

culture outside those restricted by Confucian institutions and ideology. 
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