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BAN ZHAOQO

Lessons for Women, c. 100 c.k.

The teachings of Confucius (561-479 B.C.£.} provided the Chinese
and other Asian peaples with ideals of private and public conduct.
Confucius’s teachings emphasized the importance of flial piety, or
the duty of children to serve and obey their parents, as well as to
exercise restraint and treat others as one would like to be treated (see
selection 3 in Chaprer 4 for excerpts from Confucius's Analects). Ban
Zhao* (45-116 ¢.£.) (Pan Chao in the previous selection) was the
leading female Confucian scholar of classical China. Born into a liter-
ary family and educated by her mother, she was married at the age of
fourteen. After her husband’s death she finished writing her brother’s
history of the Han dynasty and served as imperiat historian ro '
Emperor Han Hedi (. 88-105 C.£.} and as an advisor to the Empress-
Dowager Deng.

Ban Zhao is best remembered, however, for her Lessons for Women,
which she wrote to fill a gap in Confucian literature. With their
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Source: Pan Chao: Foremost Womarn Seholar of China, trans. Nancy Lee Swann (New Yor
Cenrury Co., 19325, 82-90,
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hasis on the responsibilities of the son to the father and on the
.| example of a good ruler, the writings of Confucius virtually
nored women. Ban Zhao sought to rectify that oversight by

ing Confucian principles to the moral instruction of women.
ar.does this piece say about the roles of both men and women?
hat ways would Ban Zhao's Lessons support Chinese patriarchy?
ar ways might they challenge the patriarchy or make it less
recsive for wemen?

INKING HISTORICALLY

author of this primary source provides an unusual bounty of per-
| autobiographical information in the first section. But why might
modern reader find much of this self-description unconvincing?
milarly, there is a discrepancy between the author’s description of
er audience and purpose in writing and the modern reader’s idea of
raudience and agenda. In fact, the introduction (above) and a fine
the Hugheses in the previous selection tell you what historians think
fthe likely audience and agenda for Ban Zhao. What is this discrep-
xé_cy__between the author’s presentation and what hiscorians know to
:her audience and agenda? How do these discrepancies actually

elp us berter understand the author and, perhaps, Chinese or
nfiscian classical culture?

the ‘unworthy writer, am unsophisticated, unenlightened, and by
e unintelligenr, but [ am forrunate both to have received not a little
“from my scholarly Father, and to have had a cultured mother and
strisctresses upon whom to rely for a literary education as well as for
ng in good manners. More than forty years have passed since at the
of fourteen | rook up the dustpan and the broom in the Cao family.!
ing this time with trembling heart I feared constantly thar I mighe
disgrace my parents, and that I might multiply difficulties for both the
en and the men of my hushand’s family. Day and night | was dis-
sed in heart, but I labored withour confessing weariness. Now and
hereafter, however, I know how to escape from such fears.
Being careless, and by nature stupid, I taught and trained my chil-
‘without system. Consequently I fear that my son Gu may bring
disgrace upon the Imperial Dynasty by whose Holy Grace he has un-
tcedentedly received the extraordinary privilege of wearing the Gold
the Purple,’ a privilege for the atrainmenr of which by my son, 1 a
ble subject never even hoped. Nevertheless, now that he is a man
and able to plan his own life, [ need not again have concern for him. Bur

Her husband's family, [Ed.]
Gold seal and purple robe were symbols of high nobility. [Ed.]
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I do grieve that you, my daughters, just now at the age for marriag
have not at this time had gradual eraining and advice; that you still hay
not learned the proper customs for married women. I fear that by fail
in good manners in other families you will humiliate both your ancest
and your clan. I am now seriously ill, life is uncertain. As I have though
of you all in so untrained a stare, | have been uneasy many a time .
you. At hours of leisure [ have composed . . . these instructions underth
ticle, “Lessons for Women.” In order that you may have somethig
wherewith to benefit your persons, 1 wish every one of you, my daug
ters each to write out a copy for yourself.
From this time on every one of you strive to practice these lesson

Humility

On the third day after the birth of a girl the ancients observed thre
customs: first to place the baby below the bed; second to give her a:po
sherd? with which to play; and third to announce her birth to her an
tors by an offering. Now to lay the baby below the bed plainly indicate
that she is lowly and weak, and should regard it as her primary dutyt
humble herself before others. To give her potsherds with which topl
indubitably signified that she should practice labor and consider it
primary duty to be industrious. To announce her birth before her ane
tors clearly meant that she ought to esteem as her primary duty
continuation of the observance of worship in the home. :

These three ancient customs epitomize woman’s ordinary way
life and the reachings of the traditional ceremonial rites and reg|
tions. Let a woman modestly yield to others; et her respect others;:
her put others first, herself fast. Should she do something good, let b
not mention it; should she do something bad let her not deny i
her bear disgrace; ler her even endure when others speak or do evi
her. Always let her seem to tremble and to fear. When a woman folls
such maxims as these then she may be said to humble herself b
others.
Let a woman retire late to bed, but rise early to duties; let her
dread tasks by day or by night. Let her not refuse to perform domi
duties whether easy or difficult. That which must be done, let her fi
completely, tidily, and systemarically. When a woman follows sucht
as these, then she may be said to be industrious.

Let a woman be correct in manner and upright in characeer in.
to serve her husband. Let her live in purity and quietness of spiri
attend to her own affairs. Let her love nor gossip and silly laughte

1A piece of broken potery, {Ed.]
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Let her cleanse and purify and arrange in order the wine and the
.od.for the offerings to the ancestors. When a woman observes such
Anciples as these, then she may be said to continue ancestral worship.
0 woman who observes these three fundamentals of life has ever
“a"bad reputation or has fallen into disgrace. If a woman fails to
werve them, how can her name be honored; how can she bur bring
5grace upon herself?

usband and Wife

(Way of husband and wife is intimately connected with Yln and Yang
d-relates the individual to gods and ancestors, Truiy it is the great
rinciple of Heaven and Earth, and the great basis of- human relation-
s. Therefore the “Rites”* honor union of man and woman; and in
“Book of Poetry”S the “First Ode” manifests the principle of mar-
¢.For these reasons the relationship cannot buit bé an important one.
husband be unworthy, then he possesses nothing by which to con-
fe. If a wife be unworthy, then she possesses nothing with which
erve her husband. If a husband does not control his wife, then the rules
nduct manifesting his authority are abandoned and broken. If a wife
s not'serve her husband, then the proper relationship berween men
: men and the natural order of things are neg[ected and destroyed.
a matter of fact the purpose of these two® is the same.

nction of the Yin is yielding. Man is honored for strength; a woman
tiful on account of her gentleness Hence there arose the common

s niothing equals comphance Consequently it can be said that the
of respect and acquiescence is woman s most.important principle of

Classic of Rites, one of the five classics of the Confucian canon, believed 1o be
'Confuuus, though the current text dates from the Han dynasty, [Ed.}

Classic of Odes. Also declared one of five classics in the Han dynasty, the Baok of
Songs contains poems from as carly as 1904 8.G.E. in the Zhou dvnast}, presumed to
nfucius, [Ed.]

olling of women by men, and the senmg of merl b\ women. H:d ]
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that which is permanent; and acquiescence nothing other than bein
eral and generous. Those who are steadfast in devotion know thaty
should stay in their proper places: those who are liberal and gener
esteem others, and honor and serve them.

If husband and wife have the habit of staying together, never js
ing one another, and following each other around within the limi
space of their own rooms, then they will lust after and rake liber
with one another. From such action improper language will
between the two. This kind of discussion may lead to licentious
But of licentiousness will be born a heart of disrespect to the hush
Such a result comes from not knowing that one should stay in’ oy
proper place,

Furthermore, affairs may be either crooked or straight; words may
either right or wrong. Straightforwardness cannort bur lead to quarrel;
crookedness cannot but lead to accusation. If there are really accus
and quarrels, then undoubredly there will be angry affairs. Such a’r
comes from not esteeming others, and not honoring and serving them

If wives suppress not contempr for husbands, then it follows th
such wives rebuke and scold their husbands. If husbands stop fniot shi
of anger, then they are certain to beat their wives. The correct relatip
ship between husband and wife is based epon harmony and intimg,
and conjugal love is grounded in proper union. Should actual blow
dealr, how could matrimonial relationship be preserved? Should sharp
words be spoken, how could conjugal love exist? If love and prop
relationship both be destroyed, then husband and wife are divided.”.

Womanly Qualifications

A woman ought to have four qualificarions: {1) womanly virt
{2} womanly words; (3) womanly bearing; and (4) womanly work. No
what is called womanly virtue need not be brilliant ability, exceptional
different from others. Womanly words need be neither clever in d
nor keen in conversation. Womanly appearance requires neither a pr
nor a perfect face and form. Womanly work need not be work ‘don
more skillfully than that of others. &
To guard carefully her chastity; to control circumspectly her heh
1015 1n every motion to exhibit modesty; and to model each act o
best usage, this is womanly virtue. :
To choose her words with care: to avoid vulgar language; to spea
at appropriate times; and not to weary others with much conversati
may be called the characteristics of womanly words. :
To wash and scrub filth away; to keep clothes and ornaments f
and clean; to wash the head and bathe the body regularly, and to ke
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person free from disgraceful filth, may be called the characteristics of

anly bearing.
yith whole-hearted devotion to sew and to weave; to love not gossip
illy laughter; in cleanliness and order to prepare the wine and food

ing guests, may be called the characteristics of womanly work.
‘hese four qualifications characterize the greatest virtue of a woman.
woman can afford to be without them. In fact they are very easy to
scess if a woman only treasures them in her heart. The ancients hada
e “Is love afar off? If I desire love, then love is at hand!” So can it
d of these qualifications.

e
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