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Power in East Asian History

Introduction

Confucianism,  a  profound  philosophical  and  ethical 

system that has shaped the cultural landscape of East 

Asia  for  centuries,  has  often  been  perceived  as  a 

patriarchal  ideology  that  relegated  women  to 

subordinate  roles.  However,  a  closer  examination 

reveals  a  more  nuanced and dynamic  reality,  where 

women  played  significant  and  multifaceted  roles  in 

society,  often  challenging  and  reshaping  Confucian 

norms.

This book embarks on a journey to uncover the hidden 

legacies  of  Confucian  women  in  China,  Korea,  and 

Japan. Through a series of insightful chapters, we delve 
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into  the  lives  of  these  remarkable  women,  shedding 

light  on  their  contributions  to  politics,  family, 

education,  arts,  literature,  religion,  commerce,  and 

social life.  Drawing on a wealth of historical sources, 

including  ancient  texts,  archaeological  findings,  and 

literary works, we paint a vivid picture of the diverse 

experiences and achievements of Confucian women.

We begin by exploring the absence of women in the 

Confucian canonical  tradition  and examine  how this 

omission  has  influenced  perceptions  of  their  role  in 

society.  Yet,  despite  this  apparent  marginalization, 

women  found  ways  to  assert  their  agency  and 

influence,  both  within  and  beyond  the  confines  of 

Confucian  norms.  We  encounter  women  who  defied 

expectations,  becoming  rulers,  scholars,  artists,  and 

religious leaders, leaving an indelible mark on history.

In  the  realm  of  politics,  we  encounter  Empress  Wu 

Zetian, a trailblazing female ruler who defied centuries 

of male dominance to ascend to the throne of China. 
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We also examine the influence of women on imperial 

court politics,  their participation in local governance, 

and  the  challenges  they  faced  in  a  male-dominated 

world.

Moving to the sphere of family and kinship, we explore 

the  Confucian  ideal  of  family  harmony  and  gender 

roles. We delve into the complex dynamics of women's 

lives  as  wives,  mothers,  and  daughters,  highlighting 

their  strategies  for  power  and  influence  within  the 

family  structure.  We  also  examine  the  impact  of 

Confucianism on marriage and family life, tracing the 

evolution of family relationships over time.
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Book Description

Journey  through  the  untold  stories  of  Confucian 

women in China, Korea, and Japan, and discover their 

remarkable  contributions  to  society,  politics,  family, 

education, arts, and more. This book sheds light on the 

dynamic  and  multifaceted  roles  women  played  in 

shaping the cultural landscape of East Asia.

Despite  the  perception  of  Confucianism  as  a  system 

that marginalized women, this book reveals a different 

reality.  Through meticulous  research and analysis  of 

historical  sources,  we uncover the hidden legacies of 

Confucian  women,  highlighting  their  agency  and 

influence.

Meet  Empress  Wu Zetian,  a  trailblazing female ruler 

who shattered the glass ceiling of male dominance in 

China. Explore the impact of women on imperial court 

politics, their participation in local governance, and the 

challenges they faced in a male-dominated world.
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Delve  into  the  lives  of  women  who  defied  societal 

expectations, becoming scholars, artists,  and religious 

leaders.  Discover  the  contributions  of  Confucian 

women  to  literature,  poetry,  and  the  arts,  and  their 

unique perspectives on the human condition.

Examine  the  complex  dynamics  of  Confucian  family 

life, where women played multifaceted roles as wives, 

mothers,  and  daughters.  Uncover  their  strategies  for 

power and influence within the family structure and 

the  impact  of  Confucianism  on  marriage  and  family 

relationships.

Explore the role of Confucian women in commerce and 

trade,  their  involvement  in  economic  activities,  and 

their  contributions  to  the  prosperity  of  East  Asian 

societies.  Witness  the  remarkable  achievements  of 

female merchants and entrepreneurs who challenged 

traditional gender roles and left their mark on history.

This  book  unveils  the  rich  and  diverse  world  of 

Confucian women, offering a fresh perspective on their 
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experiences  and  contributions.  It  challenges 

stereotypes, sheds light on the complexities of gender 

roles,  and  celebrates  the  resilience  and  power  of 

women in East Asian history.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Hidden Legacy

1. The Absence of Women in Confucian Texts

Despite its profound influence on East Asian societies, 

Confucianism has often been perceived as a patriarchal 

ideology that marginalized women. This perception is 

largely  rooted  in  the  absence  of  women  in  the 

Confucian  canonical  texts,  the  core  collection  of 

writings attributed to Confucius and his disciples.

The Confucian canon, compiled over several centuries, 

consists of a diverse range of texts covering topics such 

as  ethics,  politics,  history,  and  rituals.  Notably, 

however, women are largely absent from these texts, 

both  as  subjects  of  discussion  and  as  authors.  This 

omission  has  led  to  a  skewed  understanding  of 

Confucianism,  one  that  overlooks  the  significant 

contributions  of  women  to  its  development  and 

practice.
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The  reasons  for  this  absence  are  complex  and 

multifaceted. One factor may be the patriarchal nature 

of ancient Chinese society, which relegated women to 

subordinate  roles  in  all  aspects  of  life.  Women were 

often viewed as inferior to men, both intellectually and 

morally,  and  their  voices  were  often  silenced  or 

ignored.

Another  contributing  factor  may  be  the  focus  of 

Confucianism on family and social harmony. Confucian 

teachings  emphasize  the  importance  of  maintaining 

order and stability within the family and society, and 

women  were  expected  to  play  a  supportive  role  in 

these structures. This emphasis on harmony may have 

led  to  the  marginalization  of  women's  voices  and 

perspectives in the Confucian tradition.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Hidden Legacy

2. Unearthing Lost Narratives and Forgotten 

Voices

History,  often  shaped  by  the  pens  of  the  powerful, 

tends to overlook the stories of those marginalized by 

society. In the case of Confucian women, their voices 

have been largely  silenced or  distorted by  dominant 

narratives  that  prioritize  male  perspectives  and 

experiences.  Our  task  is  to  embark  on  an 

archaeological journey, digging deep into the layers of 

history  to  uncover  the  lost  narratives  and  forgotten 

voices of these women.

We  must  challenge  the  limited  sources  that  have 

survived,  critically  examining  their  biases  and 

omissions. By seeking out alternative sources, such as 

local  records,  family genealogies,  and oral  traditions, 

we  can  piece  together  a  more  comprehensive 

understanding of women's lives and experiences.  We 
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must  listen  attentively  to  the  echoes  of  their  voices, 

resonating in poetry, folktales, and personal letters, to 

gain insights into their inner worlds.

Our  goal  is  to  amplify  the  voices  of  these  women, 

allowing them to speak for themselves and share their 

stories with the world. By doing so, we challenge the 

traditional  narratives  that  have  erased  their 

contributions  and bring  to  light  the  hidden histories 

that have been obscured for far too long.

The Power of Silence and Resistance

The absence of women's voices in official records and 

historical texts can be interpreted in multiple ways. It 

may reflect the deliberate suppression of their voices 

by  patriarchal  societies.  Yet,  it  may  also  reveal  the 

agency  of  women  who  chose  silence  as  a  form  of 

resistance, refusing to conform to the expectations and 

limitations imposed upon them.
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By exploring the spaces of silence, we can uncover the 

subtle forms of resistance employed by women. We can 

examine  how  they  navigated  the  boundaries  set  by 

Confucian  norms,  finding  creative  ways  to  express 

themselves  and  assert  their  identities.  Their  stories, 

though untold, can still be discovered in the margins, in 

the spaces between the lines, waiting to be unearthed 

and celebrated.

Reclaiming the Past, Empowering the Present

The process of unearthing lost narratives and forgotten 

voices is not merely an academic pursuit; it is an act of 

empowerment. By shedding light on the contributions 

and  experiences  of  Confucian  women,  we  challenge 

prevailing stereotypes and expand our understanding 

of gender roles in history.

Their  stories  serve  as  inspiration  for  contemporary 

women,  demonstrating  the  resilience,  creativity,  and 

strength  of  women  in  the  face  of  adversity.  They 

remind  us  that  women  have  always  been  agents  of 
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change,  capable  of  transforming  their  circumstances 

and shaping the world around them.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Hidden Legacy

3.  Redefining  the  Role  of  Women  in 

Confucian Society

Despite  the  patriarchal  nature  of  Confucian  society, 

women found ways to redefine their roles and assert 

their agency. They challenged the traditional Confucian 

ideals of female submission and passivity, pushing the 

boundaries  of  what  was  considered  acceptable 

behavior for women.

One way in  which women redefined their  roles  was 

through  education.  Although  opportunities  for 

women's  education  were  limited,  some  women 

managed  to  acquire  knowledge  and  literacy,  often 

through self-study or private tutoring. These educated 

women  were  able  to  participate  in  intellectual  and 

cultural  life,  and  some  even  became  scholars  and 

writers.
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Another  way  in  which  women  redefined  their  roles 

was  through  their  involvement  in  politics  and 

governance.  While  women  were  generally  excluded 

from formal political positions, some women were able 

to  exert  influence  behind  the  scenes.  Empress  Wu 

Zetian,  for  example,  rose  to  power  during  the  Tang 

dynasty  and  became  the  only  female  emperor  in 

Chinese history.

Women also  redefined their  roles  within  the  family. 

While  Confucianism  emphasized  the  importance  of 

female  chastity  and  obedience,  some  women 

challenged  these  norms  by  engaging  in  extramarital 

affairs or remarrying after divorce. Others used their 

positions  as  wives  and  mothers  to  wield  power  and 

influence within the family.

Finally,  women  redefined  their  roles  through  their 

contributions  to  the  arts,  literature,  and  religion. 

Female  artists,  writers,  and  religious  leaders  made 

significant  contributions  to  Chinese,  Korean,  and 
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Japanese culture. Their works often reflected their own 

experiences  and  perspectives,  challenging  traditional 

Confucian notions of gender and society.

In  redefining  their  roles,  Confucian  women 

demonstrated  remarkable  resilience  and  strength. 

They pushed against the boundaries imposed on them 

by society and created new possibilities for themselves 

and for future generations.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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