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Throughout Chinese history, the Confucian doctrine of the “Thrice Following” summarized the ideal woman’s role.  Dorothy Ko defines the Thrice Following as the idea that “a woman’s social status and self-identity be defined by the man in each stage of her life cycle—father, husband, and son” (Ko, 119).  Though there are many exceptions to this basic rule, the ideals of the Thrice Following overshadowed every woman coming to terms with her identity, as well the way society perceived her.  Many women incorporated Confucian ideals into their lives, while still managing to defy the standard male-female relationship enforced by Confucianism.  Because women who crossed gender boundaries often represented the realization of certain Confucian ideals, they were praised for their virtuousness, loyalty, and filial piety.  However, women who were successful in taking on male roles posed a threat to the male-dominated culture.  Maram Epstein writes, “At the core of ritual practice is the belief that the observance of distinctions is necessary to the maintenance of domestic and social order” (Epstein, 21).  By disrupting the set ideas of what composes femininity, these women challenged gender boundaries, thus posing a threat to the distinctions that were the basis of social order.  Therefore, even as these women are portrayed as heroes and models of virtue, they are shaped by male writers into more “womanly” images that allow conceptions of gender to remain largely undisturbed and a patriarchal society to remain unquestioned.


In the Ming, and especially the Qing dynasties, Chinese society placed an emphasis on returning to Confucian virtue and the ideals of the past.  As Susan Mann points out, this trend is apparent in women’s biography, where many women who are portrayed are honored for their virtue and loyalty—two key components of the traditional woman’s role.  Mann writes, 

	
	In the late imperial period, loosely defined as the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties, virtually all biographies of so-called exemplary women told stories about martyrs (women who died or committed suicide resisting rape) or widows who scorned remarriage and remained celibate. (Mann, 2)
	


Records of women who did not fit a traditional role were, nonetheless, no exception to this emphasis on Confucian virtue.  Even when depicting women who defied Confucian gender prescriptions, biographers of the Ming and Qing stressed the ways in which Confucian ideals were upheld, specifically through the loyalty and virtue that these women displayed.  In Amazons and Military Maids, a study of European women who lived nontraditional female roles, Julie Wheelwright writes that the idea of giving up the duties expected for women and living as a man was a “dream of escape from the increasingly oppressive confines of femininity” (Wheelwright, 8).  Despite the logic of this idea—that women defied society’s conceptions of gender in order to avoid having the inferior position—women during the Ming and Qing in China did not have this motive.  Louise P. Edwards writes, “The general opinion from Western academics about these women is that they are rebelling against restraints imposed upon their sex by patriarchal society” (Edwards, 87).  Though enjoying the privileges of male superiority was indeed a benefit attached to living as a man, upward social mobility and increased opportunity were most often not motives for women who took on a male role.  In fact, most of the time, loyalty to a husband or filial piety was the reason for crossing gender boundaries.  Epstein comments, 

	
	Despite their detailed delineations of proper gender roles, orthodox texts displayed some tolerance for individuals who put aside expected gender roles, as a temporary expediency, in order to achieve higher ritual or familial ends (Epstein, 29).
	


In “The Ballad of Mulan,” the story of a woman warrior that influenced similar stories of the Ming and Qing, Mulan, the protagonist, dresses as a man and joins the army to prevent her father from having to serve—he is old and would most likely be killed.  Her sole reason for taking on a male role is so that she can become a more filial daughter.  “Oh let me to the market to buy saddle and horse, / And ride with the soldiers to take my father’s place,” Mulan says (Ballad, L.15-16).  Ironically, by living as a man in the army for twelve years, she is able to demonstrate her filial attitude to her father—she became a son to fulfill her obligations as a daughter.  Her extreme loyalty is apparent from the beginning of the poem, which begins by revealing that no noise is audible except “a girl’s sobs and sighs” (Ballad, L.4).  The narrator guesses that Mulan is thinking about a lover, but Mulan quickly makes clear that she can only think about her father who has been called to war.  She says, 



Oh no, oh no, I am not thinking of my love,



Oh no, oh no, I am not longing for my dear,



But last night I read the battle-roll;…



And in each book stood my father’s name.”



(Ballad, L.7-9, 12)

Ironically, when many writers mention Mulan, they do not emphasize her life as a soldier, but either her femininity or the extent of her filial piety.  For example, Judith T. Zeitlin cites Li Qingchen’s remarks regarding Mulan.  He says, 

	
	How clever is the Creator to be able to transform a woman into a man! But in fact, she accomplished her will by trusting to her filial piety.  If it weren’t for her filial piety, then she would merely be a human prodigy and would deserve no praise (Zeitlin, 109).
	


Also, in a biographical story of Xie Xiao’e written by Li Gongzuo during the Qing, Xie Xiao’e “disguised herself as a man for several years in order to avenge the murders of her father and husband” (Zeitlin, 118), the author stresses her womanly virtue.  He writes,

	
	She never wavered in her resolve and eventually avenged the deaths of her father and her husband—that is loyalty; she mixed with menials and yet never betrayed her sex—that is chastity.  And loyalty and chastity are the maximum virtues that can be expected of women” (Zeitlin, 118).
	


In retelling the stories of women who lived as men for years, male writers reshape the images of these women, accentuating their femininity.

The story of Fourth Sister Lin, as told in The Story of the Stone, is similar.  Jia Zheng calls his sons to compose poetry for the entertainment of his scholarly guests that are walking in the garden.  Fourth Sister Lin was the concubine of Prince Heng of Qingzhou who died in battle.  In order to avenge his death, she leads a band of woman warriors to fight against the attacking rebel army.  The entire troop loses their lives in the process, inspiring the Imperial army to mobilize and defeat the rebels (Edwards, 93).  Like Mulan, Fourth Sister Lin’s motive for taking on a typically male role is not personal gain, but loyalty.  Edwards comments, 

	
	Where women assume a fighting function…the causative and rationalizing moral principles are either filial piety (xiao) or loyalty (zhong).  Each of the women assumes the role of an aggressor, not in response to her own particular goals and ambitions in life, except in so far as the goals and ambitions are to become a filial and loyal [sic] (Edwards, 97).  
	


For example, Prince Heng trained Fourth Sister Lin in the martial arts, finding that teaching women military arts was both entertaining and pleasurable.  This emphasizes that Fourth Sister Lin was merely fulfilling her duties as a concubine by going along with the prince’s wishes (Edwards, 98).  Edwards points out that in contrast to the women warriors in Europe of which Julie Wheelwright writes, who “dressed as men to embark upon adventures as an escape from domestic boredom or gain employment in spheres normally denied women,” this “self-indulgent realization of fantasy lifestyle…is absent in the woman warriors of the Chinese tradition” (Edwards, 97).


In Li Juchen’s Jinghua Yuan, a novel greatly influenced by The Story of the Stone, there are many women who have become hunters or warriors out of loyalty or filial piety.  The author describes Red Lotus, who vowed to kill all the tigers in the surrounding mountains that killed her mother, with typically masculine characteristics and behaviors.  She approaches a tiger she has just killed

	
	dressed in a white hunter’s suit, with a fisherwoman’s scarf around her head, and with her bow slung across her shoulder.  She…took from her waist a sword, and slashed the tiger’s chest.  She withdrew from its body a large, bloody heart.  Then she put her sword away, skinned the animal, and rolling up the tiger skin, started to walk downhill (Li, 52).
	


Without being told that Red Lotus is a woman, one would assume, by her actions, that she is a man.  Similarly, Purple Cherry, who kills “wild beasts” as a substitute for her dead father and sick brother who previously held this responsibility, saves Old Tuo and Tang Ao from a pack of wild animals with her excellent marksmanship.  At first, the pair of adventurers assumes she is a boy.  They see “a young lad of fourteen or fifteen [come] from the ridge of the mountain, dressed in a blue hunting costume, and carrying a rifle over his shoulder” (Li, 81).  These young women and others had previously followed normal female roles within their families, and took on more masculine-related activities as a last resort to support their families.  Like Mulan and Fourth Sister Lin, these women’s motives had nothing to do with personal gain.  Ironically, by seemingly defying the relationship between men and women set up by Confucian thought, they were able to demonstrate their loyalty or filial piety, ultimately upholding the values of Confucianism.  

However, despite the apparent virtue of Jinghua Yuan’s main characters, we must remember that these “one hundred beauties” have only assumed human form because of “the period of internal tumult associated with [Empress Wu Zetian’s] rule” (Epstein, 251).  Once flower spirits, they have been sent to Earth as a punishment for obeying Wu Zetian’s order to bloom out of season.  Thus, the unnatural behavior of the flowers blooming in winter is followed by the “unnatural” behavior of women acting as men.  Epstein notes that “in traditional fiction, the abduction or displacement of women from the home commonly signals the breakdown of the social and moral order” (Epstein, 261).  While the novel’s protagonists are portrayed as virtuous, intelligent, and not confined to normal gender boundaries, the author uses their presence to portray a period of disorder.


One quality shared by the stories of women who crossed gender boundaries is that her dissent from a traditional lifestyle is temporary.  In each instance, the woman upon completing her duties or mission, either returns to a domestic life fulfilling a traditional womanly role, or dies.  Edwards comments, “Once the desired ends had been accomplished, the impersonator had to resume a female identity; otherwise her motives for cross-dressing would be revealed simply as yin’s forbidden desire to appropriate yang’s privileges” (Edwards, 118).  In order for a woman existing successfully in the male sphere to remain non-threatening to Confucian hierarchy, her role-reversal needs to have a limit.  Once she has taken care of her family, displayed her loyalty to a husband, or demonstrated filial piety for her parents, she is expected to return to her “natural” role, which is always a domestic one.  In the case of Mulan, at the beginning of the poem, she “sits at the door and weaves,” emphasizing her domestic talent from the start (Ballad, L.1).  Then, after living as a man for twelve years, she effortlessly resumes her domestic role where she left off.



She sat on her bed that stood in the western tower.



She cast aside her heavy soldier’s cloak,



And wore again her old-time dress.



She stood at the window and bound her cloudy hair;



She went to the mirror and fastened her yellow combs.



(Ballad, L.53-57)

By returning home to the life of a woman, Mulan was able to fulfill her filial duty, and remain nonthreatening to Confucian society.  Likewise, Fourth Sister Lin posed no threat to the gender hierarchy.  Her stint as a male soldier was also short-lived, because she, with the rest of her troops, died in her first battle.  Edwards writes, “Once order is restored the woman warrior should no longer exist.  The requirement that she be a temporary “honorary man” could either be achieved by death or her assumption of wifely duties” (Edwards, 106).  If a woman continued in her role as a male figure, this would represent the breakdown of values and society.  

In fact, just that women took on male roles at all was indicative of a period of instability.  For example, in The Story of the Stone, the prosperity of the Jia family women in contrast with the weak men foreshadows the downfall of the family, indicating that a family led by women is unnatural.  Epstein comments, “Even though the ascendancy of women in the Jia household is idealized in the assembly of talented and beautiful women, the air of yin dominance from the very beginning of the novel foretells the eventual collapse of the Jia household” (Epstein, 167-8).  Fourth Sister Lin’s leadership in her suicidal mission is necessary to “shame” the Imperial army to spring into action, without which they would have fallen to the attacking rebels.  Even while she is admired for her actions, her power as a military leader is seen as indicative of a decrepit society.  Fourth Sister Lin’s failure reflects the Jia household, where similar strong women cause its eventual downfall.  Edwards writes, “When the women are more moral than the men a strong condemnation of the depths of depravity into which society has sunk is implied” (Edwards, 103).  Though not focusing on China, Wheelwright observes the same attitude in seventeenth-century England.  She writes that women warriors 

	
	reflected a growing concern about appropriate male and female roles…[These women] disrupted the ordered scheme that depended on each sex maintaining its proper function…During this period of enormous economic, social, and political transition in Britain, the woman warriors were symbols of threatening female aggression—another sign of the world gone topsy-turvy (Wheelwright, 7-8).
	


Pu Songling, in Historian of the Strange, tells the story of Yanshi, a woman who dresses as a man and takes the examination, and later serves as an official, in place of her ineffectual husband.  Because Yanshi was so successful in what she did as a woman in a male position, she was seen as an example of the need for improvement in society.  While Yanshi is respected as an “exemplary woman,” she also shames men for allowing a “mere woman” to reach their level (Zeitlin, 119).  Pu Songling writes, “All those wearing scholar hats should die of shame,” implying that something must be wrong if a woman can coexist in a man’s world (Edwards, 103).  Even as a woman breaks gender barriers, showing the possibility of equality, writers are using her role to reflect societal chaos and the need for change reveal the ingrained idea of male superiority.


Women warriors were not viewed as equals to men, but they were praised and honored for their virtue.  It is paradoxical that they broke some Confucian values in order to uphold others, but this was not viewed by society as a problem.  As Maram Epstein writes, 

	
	A radical point of difference between [the Eastern and Western] ways of conceptualizing sex and gender is that in premodern China the proper performance of a social role was considered more important to social order than ensuring the congruity of biological and social identities.  If necessary, for example, a woman could perform the role of a son if no appropriate males were available” (Epstein, 29).
	


This was acceptable so long as the woman returned to her “natural” role as soon as the situation called for it.  If this was accomplished, women who had male roles had the potential to become very well known in society through the retelling of her story.  Their stories were interesting and entertaining because of the rarity of a woman living as a man.  Edwards comments,

	
	The largely unproblematized depiction of their ‘manly’ virtues would make them one dimensional, uninteresting fictional characters if it were not for the drama that emerges from their rupturing of sexual boundaries…Their exception from the normal female roles ensures their fame but this fame is always written against the unstated signifier, that is the domestic woman.  Both visions of womanhood thereby interact in the search for moral and social rectitude” (Edwards, 104).
	


In a way, the comedy of showing a woman with male characteristics illustrated the “absurdity” of switching gender roles.  Edwards cites Judith Zeitlin, who suggests that the “hero among women” was popular in Ming and Qing dynasty fiction because those stories showed the “depth of the perceived ‘essential’ difference between the sexes” (Edwards, 102).  While portraying a woman in a traditionally male role does entertain the possibilities of greater freedom within ideals of gender, it also implies the distinction between “natural” and “unnatural” behaviors of a woman.  Moreover, because the great majority of warrior women either return to a domestic role or die implies that although dissent from common roles is sometimes necessary for a period of time, maintaining a role not “appropriate” for one’s gender is unnatural, if not deadly.  Zeitlin comments, 

	
	Although [the woman warrior] transgresses boundaries, she does not pose a threat to the greater social order.  Her exploits demand a greater respect for the female sex, but as such she can be contained under the old rubric of ‘exemplary women’” (Edwards, 102). 
	


In most instances, portrayals of women warriors were used to entertain, not to incite change, to emphasize the necessity of distinction between genders, not advocate equality.  Wheelwright’s comment on the situation in England applies to the attitudes held in China. 

	
	Although they appeared to rebel against women’s position in society, these characters were ultimately resigned to it…Female soldiers in this context…served to clarify the importance of sexual difference.  By satirizing or mocking deviants, the drama defined norms and by the eighteenth century the female warrior had become a popular, even conventional, heroine” (Wheelwright, 8).  
	


The presence of women warriors in literature, drama, and story telling gave exposure to women who crossed gender boundaries.  However, instead of provoking people to question gender norms, this exposure could just as easily accomplish the opposite.  By portraying a woman acting in a male role, the audience would be reminded of the need for gender differences.  Producing a parody of women trying to “be” a man implied the unnaturalness of this behavior, further normalizing the traditional conceptions of gender.  Focusing on a woman who was not the norm had the effect of placing the focus on the contrasting image, the conventional, domestic woman.


Although women’s motives for assuming male roles was almost always for the sake of a male relative, the way these women are portrayed suggest that they were nonetheless a threat to male society.  In a way, by taking on a male role, these women represented a competition to men, who were supposed to have a monopoly on defining the ideal image of masculinity.  When women in nontraditional gender roles appear in fiction, or other records, the male authors commonly emphasize their feminine features, as if attempting to push the woman warrior back into her place.  In her book on gender theory, Holly Devor explains,

	
	Persons who perform the activities considered appropriate for another gender will be expected to perform them poorly; if they succeed adequately, or even well, at their endeavors, they may be rewarded with ridicule or scorn for blurring the gender dividing line (Devor, 50).
	


Because a society with strict guidelines as to what behaviors compose each gender could not accept that a woman could act successfully in a male role, it instead forces feminine characteristics on these women in attempt to squelch the concept that gender boundaries are more flexible that there are construed.  

Whenever a strong woman appears, her power is explained in terms of her sexual influence over men.  A well-known instance of this is the story of Yang Guifei, who is blamed for causing the downfall Emperor Xuan Zong by using her beauty to distract him from his duties.  Also, the female Emperor Wu, who reigned from 684 to 704, was also accused of using sexual power to seduce men.  Admitting that she gained the throne of her own merit would be threatening; thus, male writers and historians chose to ignore this possibility.  Valerie Hansen writes, “Pressed to explain how one woman, Empress Wu, managed to be crowned emperor in her own right, traditional historians can only accuse her of aberrant sexual practices” (Hansen, 8).  Likewise, in the poems Jia Lan, Jia Huan, and Baoyu write about Fourth Sister Lin, her image is sexualized.  The first description of this woman who led troops to war is “beautiful and gentle,” not an expected image for a warrior (Cao, 568 L.2).  Even her death on the battlefield is glamorized, as Jia Lan writes, “The very ground on which she fell is fragrant to this day” (Cao, 568 L.4).  Edwards comments,

	
	The romanticization of her death is, moreover, sexualized.  We are invited to picture the trampled flowers and smell their fragrance where flowers, battle, and sex are closely linked symbols.  As trampled flowers the women are metaphorically raped and then murdered (Edwards, 110).
	


In order to prevent seeing Fourth Sister Lin as an formidable soldier, capable of defeating men, she is portrayed as an ultra-feminine girl trifling in military matters, not to be taken seriously.  For example, as Baoyu writes, “But the weapons oft shook in the fair white hands, too weak for such exercise” (Cao, 571 L.8).  In regards to Baoyu’s portrayal of Fourth Sister Lin, Edwards continues,

	
	The physical attributes of Fourth Sister Lin that are invoked in this poem promote a sexual and not a warlike vision.  Sweet breath, rosy lips, fair hands, and carmine sweat are juxtaposed with harsh commands, jousting, dust and weapons in a titillating and patronizing description of the warrior (Edwards, 108).
	


It is ironic that one of the “literary gentlemen” present to hear Baoyu’s poem exclaims, “What a wonderful picture!  I think friend Bao must have been among those present at the time.  He saw the white hand shake and smelt the perfume.  How else could he describe it so vividly?” (Cao, 571).  Of course, If Baoyu had actually been in the midst of a bloody slaughter, his images of war would most likely be different.


A similar sexualization of women takes place in Jinghua Yuan.  In descriptions of the numerous female characters that appear in male roles, the author often mentions their age, which is usually around fifteen.  According to Susan Mann, this is the age in which a girl would pin her hair, marking “her entry into puberty and signal[ing] her readiness to marry…Girls generally married within a few years of hairpinning” (Mann, 59).  This emphasis on age has two effects.  First, as Edwards notes, it reminds the male readership of “virginity as a temporary state in these young women’s lives,” and “adds the promise of sex to further titillate the reader” (Edwards, 111).  Also, the youthfulness of these women makes their masculine actions more acceptable, as they could still return to the ideal female image after marriage.


Male writers portray the woman warrior in ways that stress her feminine behavior and sexuality, and use her story to emphasize the necessity of gender difference.  This allows her to appear less of a threat to “true” masculinity, and fit better into society’s ideal of women as focusing on the domestic and inner spheres.  However, the fact that male writers went to such lengths to deconstruct the image of the powerful woman warrior suggests a fear of these women who defied standards of gender.  Edwards proposes that

	
	While it is rather unlikely that Amazons were invoked as part of a specifically focused anti-patriarchal movement during the late Imperial period it is possible that these symbols of female strength, performing exemplary deeds, served to support women who felt constrained by prescriptions of femininity.
	


Perhaps it is because of the fear that women would become unsatisfied in their roles when exposed to images of women warriors that male writers imposed feminine qualities that do not often fit the woman being described.  Perhaps they emphasized the woman warrior’s feminine qualities to the extreme in order to preserve their own ideals of masculinity.  Whatever the reason, because the image of the woman warrior was mitigated in this way, their stories were allowed to live on, whereas if they had been more extreme or revolutionary, they could easily have been banned and forgotten.  Edwards writes,

	
	The woman warrior’s potential to disrupt the gender order of Chinese society…is neutralized by the literary redactors of her tale.  She is granted the task of upholding patriarchal moral codes, she begins her temporary Amazonian behaviour only as the result of Confucian values and she is trivialized and sexualized even as she performs her deeds (Edwards, 111).
	


Though writers almost exclusively claim that the woman warrior’s reason for crossing gender boundaries is loyalty or filial piety, or “only because a unique historical circumstance has singled her out,” (Mann, 207), there is no way to truly understand her motivations.  It seems overly simplistic to claim that each of these women had no desire to assume male privilege or escape a married woman’s sentence of terminal domesticity.  In contrast, it is doubtful that they expected to instigate a gender revolution.  However, whatever the individual reasons of these women actually were, the woman warrior represented an exception to the strict rules that composed femininity in Chinese society, contributing to the ever-evolving concepts of gender.
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