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Women with the Golden Lilies:
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The early modern period in England was in many ways characterized by great dynamism.  Discoveries were being made of far away places and their customs and practices, some strange and others seemingly very familiar.  At home, English writers both generated and reflected the controversies of their time, especially the struggle to understand the place of women in the new age being born.  Received views of women and their roles were turned into ideals and vigorously defended by dozens of male writers. Attempts to move outside of the accepted gender models met with what can only be called misogynistic reactions, such as “Hic Mulier” (meaning “man-woman” or “the male woman”) and the writings of Joseph Swetnam (under his pseudonym “Thomas Tell-troth” The Arraignment of Lewd, Idle, Froward, and Unconstant Women).  Gradually, reports and descriptions of new lands, including Asia, and especially China, came into the English consciousness. Those who believed that Anglo-European views of women could be regarded as transcultural gender truths turned for one type of support to the travel narratives concerned with everyday life and the place of women in distant China.
 Accordingly, the demands for greater gender equality by English women could be attacked as deviations from a universal pattern of women’s conduct found in other cultures.  This paper offers an overview of the substance of these Anglo-European travel reports about women as a prelude to a further study devoted to an analysis of how these writings were actually used in the gender struggles of sixteenth-century England by English writers.

Just what understanding of China was available to the writers in England during the early modern period still remains somewhat of an area of vague assumptions and misconceptions among scholars.  One misconception widely accepted until recently is the belief that with respect to literary output on other cultures by Anglo-Europe writers between 1500 and 1750, the amount concerned with the Americas exceeded that on Asia.  However, in Asia in the Making of Europe, Donald Lach and Edwin Van Kley have shown this assumption is false.  They have identified over 1,500 works on Asia published in Europe between 1500 and 1750.  Such a body of work actually dwarfs the amount of material published about the Americas during the same period (Markley 4).  

Another miscalculation made by many scholars studying this period is to read the presuppositions of nineteenth-century English colonialism back onto the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, taking for granted that the English thought of themselves as nationally, morally, and racially superior to all Asian peoples.  This assumption has led scholars applying post-colonial criticism to the works of early modern English writers to conclude that these writers would not have looked to China for validation of their ideas about feminine conduct and roles because they would have thought civilizations such as China would have needed to learn from the British.  However, employing this particular theoretical critique has serious limitations with respect to how China was viewed by writers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.   In her work, Colonialism/Postcolonialism, Ania Loomba shows that by the end of the nineteenth-century 85% of the land surface of the world was covered by colonies or ex-colonies.  Yet, she is very careful to exclude Japan and China as major Eastern civilizations never having been under foreign colonial domination (3).
  

Moreover, Lesley Cormack has shown that the formation of Britain’s consciousness of itself as an empire wielding global colonial power and standing above other civilizations in learning and culture did not emerge until well after the early modern period.   In his “Objects Ridiculous and August: Early Modern European Perceptions of Asia,” M. N. Pearson argues that, in general, Anglo-European travelers found India to be less well governed than China and they thought the social patterns in China to be more reflective of what they considered right and true.  He observes that a sense of European superiority does not replace this attitude toward China until the late eighteenth century (391).  It seems, then, that early modern English travel writers did not think of themselves or their culture as superior to that of China.  The colonial mentality of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had not yet taken hold.  
In fact, David Porter argues that the writers and thinkers in pre-nineteenth-century England fully understood China to be possessed of a long history of accomplishment and advanced social structures and moral precepts that represented to them the sort of values that could be appropriated for English usage (Markley 1).  In “Making Something of It:  Questions of Value in the Early English Travel Collection,” Mary Fuller argues that China was not only the other side of the world, but also the other side of the coin in a positive sense as far as culture is considered.  She says that the travel narrative writer, Richard Hakluyt (1589, 1600), often offered descriptions belittling the Africans and indigenous Americans in travel collections, but that his comments on Chinese culture suggest that he thought the English could learn much from that ancient and civilized country (36).  Having set aside these two misconceptions about Anglo-European views of Asia in the Early Modern period, especially with respect to China, a closer look at travel narratives of the period concerned with China will bring a much tighter focus to the ways the writers described gender issues in a far away civilization they largely admired.

It is commonly believed that Marco Polo’s Le Divisament Dou Monde (Discovery of the World, 1298) is the first travel account in a European language to discuss China, its people, and culture.  However, that distinction actually belongs to the Franciscan friar William of Rubrick, who was dispatched to the Mongol capital in 1253 by King Louis IX of France in an attempt to secure aid against Islamic expansion. Although William did not make it to China, he did keep a journal encompassing the information he acquired from those who were Chinese or who had visited there (Spence 1). There is also controversy over the accuracy and reliability of Polo’s work on China, or even whether he actually ever sat foot in the country (Lach and van Kley 36).
  


However, if we take Polo’s travel narrative at face value, we can notice how he described the conduct and deportment of Chinese women to his Anglo-European audience.  He wrote,
You ought to learn too that the girls of the province of Catai are beyond others pure and keep the virtue of modesty…. And if it happens that they go to some proper place, as perhaps the idol temples or to visit the houses of kinsfolk and relations, they would go in the company of their mothers, not staring improperly at people but wearing on the head certain pretty bonnets of theirs which prevent an upward look, so that in walking they always direct the eyes on the road before the feet.  Before their elders they are modest, they never speak foolish words, nor indeed any in their presence, except when they have been asked.  In their rooms they keep at their tasks and rarely show themselves to fathers and brothers and the elders of the house.  And they pay no attention to suitors. (Moule and Pelliot I, 304)

Polo’s depiction of Chinese women’s dress, modesty, reserve, domesticity, and humility seems to conform well to what we know of the instructions given to girls and women in China during the period of the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368) which Polo is describing. The Nujie has seven short chapters, including instructions on maintaining humility and modesty based on the fact that women are by nature yin 陰, passive, supple, and receptive (181).  Polo seems to describe just the kind of women that the Chinese conduct book for women entitled the Nujie女 誡 recommends:

Let her have ears that hear not licentiousness, and eyes that see not depravity.  When she goes outside her own home, let her not be conspicuous in dress and manners.  When at home let her not neglect her dress.  Women should not assemble in groups, nor gather together for gossip and silly laughter.  They should not stand watching in gateways.  If a woman follows these rules, she may be said to have whole-hearted devotion and correct manners. (Ban 186)

Perhaps we need not resolve the question of the historicity of Polo’s travel account, or even whether he actually visited China.  If we follow Christopher Gabbard’s argument that travel writing should not be treated necessarily as providing a window on a particular time and culture, but rather, as opening a textual space in which disparate cultures and worldviews meet, clash, and grapple with one another, then what is most important is Polo’s selection and valorization of just those features that confirm traditional Anglo-European views of women’s conduct and place and his desire to present them as also found in China.
  Consider, for example, that Polo’s report of women’s dress is a way of stressing China’s sophistication and the virtue of its women. Kathryn McDaniel has shown in her “Foreign Bodies: Reflections of Self and Others in English Travel Literature, 1650-1750” that dress was often connected to beliefs about women’s modesty and passivity.   Anglo-European writers such as Polo took dress to be a measure of whether a culture was civilized and possessed high moral value and these views would later be used to criticize “immodest dress” by the new women of early modern England..

The English author John Mandeville
, wrote several elaborate and deliberately romantic fictions about China in his Travels of Sir John Mandeville that circulated widely in the 1350s.  This work was tremendously popular both in England and throughout Europe.  The extant manuscripts number around 300 whereas there are only 119 manuscripts of Polo now available.  Versions of Mandeville’s Travels remain in English, French, Spanish, Dutch, Danish, Irish, Bohemian, and Walloon. While there is little doubt that Mandeville never visited China or even the East, he nevertheless portrayed Cathay (i.e., China) as a utopia, not only because of its richness of land, but also because of its virtuous women who exhibited those traits that Polo had already mentioned: modesty, humility, obedience and filiality (Lach and Van Kley 79).  Mandeville’s fictions joined Polo’s writings in creating the English consciousness of China as an idyllically well-ordered society in which women knew their “proper place” and behaved accordingly.  Throughout the fifteenth and into the sixteenth century, this understanding formed the womb out of which the belief that there were transcultural norms for men and women was born.


In 1511 the Portuguese captured Malaaca and penetrated into southern China, and the new world of China opened to Anglo-Europeans as never before.  The Portuguese writer Mendes Pinto, who did visit the East, but not China, wove stories about China from those he had been hearing and reading into his 1568 text Peregrination (Spence 28).  His descriptions of China occupy 120 pages of the 520-page volume.  This work is a skillful literary piece written in four different narrative voices and the way Pinto has the narrators give voice to information about China is very instructive.  In Pinto’s section on China,  the “innocent observer” who travels the world over in search of a civilization superior to his own, comes at last to find just such a place in China!  The Chinese, although not Christians, are nevertheless portrayed by Pinto as being far ahead of their Western contemporaries in government, morality and familial order. Chinese women are depicted as full of virtue, submissive, quiet, and full of gentility, and never aggressive or argumentative (Pinto xv, xxv, xxxix-xl, xlii, 234-35).  Again we see attributed to Chinese women just the kinds of traits previously mentioned by Polo and Mandeville and which were regarded as right and proper in the English conduct books for women in the sixteenth century.  Pinto’s observations provided more fiber for weaving the argument for universally true gender roles.

In addition to the compelling descriptions of Chinese women by Polo, Mandeville, and Pinto, Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza, an Augustinian monk, produced what might be regarded as the most significant and detailed chronicle of China in the sixteenth century. Although he did not visit China, he had as one of his main sources a fellow monk who did serve there.  Gonzalez was ordered by Pope Gregory XIII to compose a history of all the things that were known about China (Lach and van Kley 743).  His L’historia del gran regno della China (The History of the Great and Mighty China, 1588 Eng. trans.) is among the earliest Anglo-European travel works to be devoted exclusively to China.
  Gonzalez’s work was translated into English and almost all European languages before the end of the  1500s.  It was reprinted forty-six times in seven different European languages and was readily available in sixteenth-century England.  For our purposes, what is noteworthy is that Gonzalez devoted an entire chapter specifically to an account of China’s women and their behavior.  He wrote, “And it is greatly to bee maruailed at, that the women of this kingdome are marueilous chast and discreet” (373).  Gonzalez praised the chastity and domesticity of Chinese women.  He also described Chinese women as dedicated to the service of their husbands and families.  Speaking of the burial of the male landlord about which he heard, Gonzalez reported that “[w]hen they should be buried, they command to kill all their seruants, or their wiues, those that best he loued in his life, saying they do it, that they should go with them to serue them in the other world, wheras they beléeue they shall liue eternally & die no more” (372).  While Gonzalez did not approve of the practice of husbands having their wives killed when they die in order that they can continue to serve them in the afterlife, nevertheless he praised this conduct as an illustration of the seriousness with which Chinese women took their wifely duty of service to their husband.  Gonzalez’s praise of Chinese gender patterns such as a woman’s submission to her husband sets the stage for the work of the English historian Peter Heylyn.


Heylyn wrote his work Cosmographie in 1652.  This book is a compilation of many travel sources.  It is an attempt to describe in meticulous detail every aspect of the then known cultures of the world, including their geography, climate, customs, achievements, politics, and belief systems.
  His observations were based on firsthand descriptions of events offered by trade emissaries, and he used his descriptions to support his belief that there were universal truths about the moral order of gender roles (Markley 58).   In the second edition (1657) of his Cosmographie published at a time when England was entangled in controversy about women’s place in the social order, Heylyn presented China as an example of how a complex society could function without succumbing to the internal cracks that destroyed other empires (107).   Of China, he said that it is:  
[a] politick and judicious Nation; but very jealous of their women, and great tyrants over them, not suffering them to go outside the house, or sit down at the Table if any stranger be invited, unless he be some very neer kinsman. A tyranny or restraint, which the poor women give no cause for, being said to be very honest, and much reserved; not so much as shewing themselves at a window for fear of offence: and if they use painting, as most of them do, it is rather to preserve themselves in the good affections of their husbands, than for any other lewd respects. (207)
While Heylyn feels the restrictions on Chinese women may be extreme, his reasoning is not what we might expect.  He does not say that the Chinese limitations on women’s conduct are tyrannical because they are unjust.  Instead, he thinks them unreasonable because Chinese women give no cause for them.  Chinese women are modest, dress only for their husbands, and they are reserved and honest.  So, the restrictions on them are unnecessary in Heylyn’s view because of the virtue of the women themselves.  


Like Heylyn, Johannes Nieuhoff wrote in 1673 giving perhaps the most detailed descriptions of gender and family customs in Chin up to that time.  He accompanied a European trade mission of the East-India Company from Canton to the court in Peking thereby giving him the opportunity to observe Chinese women first-hand.  He was quite impressed with the gentility he observed in the conduct of Chinese women. He expressed:  
All the Women are short, and low of Stature, and their chiefest Beauty (as they imagine) consists in the smallness of their Feet; and therefore when they are young, they bind and swath their Feet, they keep them from growing to their natural bigness, and by that means they become generally very small: But this is not all the care; for they are taught very young, That it is a principal part of modesty to keep within doors, and not to be seen frequently abroad in the Streets: (181)

Nieuhoff does not make any objection to the practice of foot-binding.  In fact, he takes it as part of the “care” Chinese women take to conform to their expected role in society.  He stresses that the women of China are not only taught to bind their feet into what was known as “golden lilies” when they are young, but also to be modest and restrict themselves to their homes.  As the Chinese conduct book the Nuerjing confirms, all girls should turn their feet into golden lilies in this manner: 

Leave your bed when day is breaking, early thus begin the days.  

Comb your tresses smooth and shiny, keep yourself both clean and neat, 

Bind your lilies tight and tidy, never go upon the street. (439) 

Nieuhoff, like the Nuerjing, makes no apparent distinction between the behaviors of foot-binding, dressing in a clean and tidy manner, and never going out of the house.  He seems to think that they are all ultimately good examples of proper feminine behavior.
   

Patricia Ebrey notes that early modern European travel narratives such as Nieuhoff’s approve of the Chinese practices of female seclusion; the discreet cut of women’s clothing; the modesty, chastity and meekness of Chinese women; and the gentleness of their behavior.  She thinks that these narratives can be read as indirect criticisms of European ways or efforts on the part of women in Europe and England to change their place in society (3, 13).  
As we can see, then, early modern Anglo-European travel writings provided descriptions of the duties and domestic roles of the women of China valorizing them when they resembled practices being defended by the male authors of conduct books for women and the misogynistic pamphlets used in the popular culture of England of the early modern period.   In fact, John Webb’s 1669 work, Essay Endeavoring a Probability that the Language of the Empire of China is the Primitive Language, drew heavily on Nieuhoff’s travel narrative to make his argument associating China with “the first knowledge of all things,” including the proper nature and place of men and women.  Webb wrote primarily to demonstrate that Chinese was the original or primitive language from which all other human languages emerged.  Yet, he extended his argument considerably, claiming that from China “came the first knowledge of all things, and that the East parts of the world were the first civilized, having Noah himself for an Instructer, whereby the farther East to this day, the more Civil, the farther West, the more Savage” (21).  For Webb, the civility exhibited in Chinese culture, including the conduct of China’s women, is the expression of internalized moral principles that preserve the divine truth known by Noah.  Webb makes his point very clear: “But in all probability, China was after the Flood first planted either by Noah himself, or some of the sons of Sem…. For, such Principles of Theology, as amongst the Chinois, we shall shortly hear of, could not proceed from the wicked and idolatrous race of accursed Cham, but from those only that were, de civitate Dei, of the City of God” (31).  Webb goes on to connect China with Israel in order to pull the knot that ties China’s social and moral practices to the thread of God’s truth:

And how long soever the Chinois lived undiscovered to other Nations, it seems, that of old, they were not to the Israelites unknown, as may be collected from those words of the Prophet Isaiah, … Behold, these shall come from far: and lo, these from the North and from the West, and these from the land of Sina. Isai. 49. v. 12. But when you shall find so many reciprocally mutual customes between them, whether Theology, or Morality, or what else be respected, …you will, without all peradventure, assure your selves, that the Chinois immediately proceeded from one and the same stem Noah, as the Hebrews originally did….(62-63)

 In his 2001 work  Ideographia, Porter argues that the interest in cultural universalism exhibited in the work of early modern thinkers who drew on the travel narratives such as Webb did demonstrated how China was used as a cipher for many types of Anglo-European problems.   For example, he argues that the chinoiserie fad was a way of giving China authority over aesthetics in much the same way that Webb does with respect to language and morality, including patterns of gender.
  John Critchley shows another way in which China was given authority by arguing that Polo’s observations are actually designed to critique the calls for changing gender role expectations advocated in Venetian culture of the period (177).   Likewise, Robert Markley holds that writers such as Nieuhoff and Heylyn considered China’s gender practices to be transcultural truths that overrode the linguistic and religious differences between the West and China (105).  In the mid-seventeenth century, the philosopher G.W.F. Leibniz gave voice to the growing authority of China in Anglo-European writing and intellectual circles when he wrote:

I fear lest we soon be inferior to the Chinese in everything that is deserving of praising….it is to be desired that we, on our side, should learn from them those things which hitherto have, rather, been lacking in our affair, especially the use of practical philosophy and an improved understanding of how to live—And so, I believe that if a wise man were chosen to pass judgment, not upon the shapes of goddesses, but upon the excellence of people, he would award the golden apple to the Chinese…(qtd. in Kim 65)

The early modern travel narrative writers never constructed Chinese women as a “third world woman” as we seen in later Colonial and Imperialistic treatments of nonwestern cultures because for the travel writers the Chinese woman was used as a model for confirming Western behavioral guides for women, and not for the purpose of portraying Chinese women as persons to be liberated.

What the Anglo-European travel writers neglected was any report of China’s own gender debate.  Bruce Robbins points out that a post-colonial theorist might hold that claims for the universality of beliefs and practices, such as how women are to behave and what is their proper role in society, is the principal myth of colonialism/imperialism because it systematically ignores specific cultural sensibilities and practices (556-58).  While there was an intense debate in sixteenth-century England about women and gender, China was having its own internal struggles over the place of women during the same period.  This struggle is manifested clearly and elaborately in two of the most popular dramas in the Ming dynasty: The Peony Pavilion and The West Chamber.
  These literary works make an effort to establish a voice for women breaking their supposed stereotypical civil roles.  And yet, the heroines cannot forsake the Confucian content of the instruction of women and the familial duties and rights of women, which were so deeply rooted in the social ideology in that era. 
Sixteenth-century culture, both British and Chinese, used literature as the vehicle to express cultural struggles about proper feminine behavior. Through travel writings about China Anglo-Europeans expressed their admiration of what they understood to be the gentility and femininity of women in China. They embraced the values established for females in Chinese culture, regarding them as universal patterns for all humans, thereby finding a nonreligious basis for justifying the instructions in Early Modern conduct books, especially those in England.  However, the underlying truth is that women in each culture, no matter whether expressed in “golden lily” tiny feet in the East or the gentlewoman of the West, were defined by men and controlled by male ideology, and they were struggling to be free of this domination. 
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�For a discussion of the transformation of travel narratives into a literary genre, please see Francis Jost 109-16. 


� Of course, there were European and English influences on China as early as the seventeenth century, even though China was not a colony of any of the Western powers.  Dawn Odell has written on the ways in which illustrations in travel books reflect the influence of China in the period before Chinoiserie, but also how trade affects a transformation in China’s own self-representation in exports bound for Europe and England.  


	� The arguments for and against Polo’s actually being a resident in China from 1271-1295 are in Frances Wood, Did Marco Polo Go to China? 


� The literature taught in the Chinese Confucian educational system for literate girls and women constructed gender identity and conduct expectations in much the same way as was done in Anglo-Europe.  Many texts worked together, mutually illuminating, supporting, criticizing and balancing each other.  However, in China, gender education was much more formalized and structured than in England.  The most widely used work by all Chinese families to educate their daughters on feminine gender roles and conduct was the Nuerjing 女 兒 經 (Classic for Girls) which is anonymously written.  During the Ming period (1368-1644), the Nuerjing was supplemented by a collection of four works known as the Nu Sishu 女 四 書 (Four Books for Women), which were all written by women.  These four texts were the Nujie 女 誡 (Precepts for Women) written by what tradition considers to be the greatest female writer in Chinese history, Ban Zhao 班 昭; the Nu Lunyu 女 論 語 (Analects for Women) by Song Ruoxin 宋 若 新 and Song Ruozhao 宋 若 照; the Neizhe (Instructions for the Inner Court) by Empress Ren Xiao; and the Nufan Jielu (Short Records of Models for Women) written in 1624 by Liu Shi, the mother of Confucian scholar Wang Xiang.


� In the particular cases of the two seventeenth-century texts by Fynes Moryson and Owen Felltham he studies, Gabbard holds that they reveal much about the differential between English and Dutch mentalities, cultural practices, and political systems.  One writer portrays Holland’s women as independent, and the other takes the figure of the “overbearing Dutch wife” as a common token of literary currency to call for greater control of women in England by emphasizing that Dutch republicanism had dangerous implications both for England’s social and political hierarchy and for male ascendancy in the household (96).  


	�The work generally regarded as the best summary of scholarly opinion on the identity of the author of this work and the extent to which it depended on other sources is Josephine Waters Bennett, The Rediscovery of Sir John Mandeville.  


	�Gonzalez’s book was not the first European work devoted entirely to China.  The first work was by the Portuguese Dominican father, Gaspar da Cruz, Tractado em que se cotam muito por esteso as cousas da China (1569), and the second was Bernardinao de Escalante’s Discurso de la navegacion que los Portuguese hazen a los Reinos y Provincias del Oriente, y de la notice q se tiene de las grandezas del Reino de la China (1577).  Neither Cruz nor Escalante had ever visited China.


	� Heylyn’s work was placed on the 1711 edition of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the list of books banned by the Roman Catholic Church as not fit for the pious to read.  The Church authorities believed that Heylyn took too favorable an attitude toward the barbarian cultures in several cases.


� Elizabeth Mazzola and Corinne Abate argue that the home and family in early modern England were mostly microcosmic versions of the state and church which were areas of surveillance over women’s lives.  The domestic world of the home became an arm of the patriarchal state and church even when it was presided over by women.


� In “China in 17th and 18th century Italy: Travel Literature, Scholarly/Reformist Writings, Theater” Adrienne Ward has done a study of the ways in which China functioned as an authority in cultural and artistic arenas in Italy.  However, China was not regarded as an authority in all areas.  Chi-ming Yang holds that in Europe’s early modern turn to China for moral authority, European thinkers praise the superior wisdom of Confucius on the one hand, and condemn China’s religious idolatry on the other.


� Chandra Mohanty analyzes the production of the “Third World Woman” as a singular monolithic subject, especially in the ways in which this construction has been used in some Western feminist texts. She is critical of the presupposition that all persons of the same gender, across classes and cultures, are to be treated as a homogeneous group that is identifiable prior to the process of actual analysis.  She argues that images of third world women are often built upon the colonial assumption that Western women are secular, liberated, and have control over their own lives.  From this overdeveloped vantage point, writers define third world women as oppressed and dependent.  


� The female protagonist Cui Yingying in The West Chamber attempts to search for her love by going beyond the established practice through writing poems and exchanging them with her lover. Great familial disharmony is hence caused due to her failing to stick to her womanly duties. Likewise, Du Liniang, the heroine in The Peony Pavilion, is portrayed as experiencing melancholy and dissatisfaction with her feminine role and duties. Pining for her freely chosen lover, instead of following the order of parents and the arrangement of the matchmaker advocated by the social tradition, results in her sad and tragic death.





