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“As Heaven Made It”

Western Influence, Chinese Culture Change, and the End of Footbinding

Introduction:


The decline (and virtual disappearance) of the practice of footbinding in late 19th and early 20th century China was a significant cultural transformation, as a thousand year old practice was all but discarded in the span of about 50 years.  This essay shall discuss how and why the practice was abandoned when it was and how this change was indicative of a broader change wherein which Chinese society by and large adopted Western ideas in the realms of beauty, the place of women in society, economics, and nationalism.  In addition to looking at the decline as a broad social trend, this essay shall attempt to examine how these changing values affected individual Chinese women and their families, and how the transition was understood and accepted by the common individual.  This exploration stems from our examination (under topic heading IV, The Marriage Market, Marriage Resistance, and Marriage Change) of the (changing) role of women in Chinese society in such works as Margery Wolf’s Women and the Family in Rural Taiwan and Janice Stockard’s Daughter’s of the Canton Delta.  I hope to show that, though there had been a number of native Chinese calls to end the practice of footbinding for hundreds of years, it was only when the majority of the population was receptive to the ending of the practice that this objective could be (and was) accomplished.  I further hope to show that it was the influence of the West (in a number of forms) on the population at large (as well as on the government and elites) that fostered this widespread value change.  Thus, I will attempt to prove that it was the influence of Western notions and values that precipitated the rapid demise of the practice of footbinding.

Footbinding in Traditional China:


The practice of footbinding had existed for centuries and over multiple dynasties in Traditional China.  Documents show that it was widespread by 1130 AD at the latest, and may have existed as far back as the 12th century BC (Levy 1966: 37,40).  While the practice likely originated in the palace, it quickly spread to the elites and then to many of the lower classes, so that it was “widely practiced by all classes under the Ming (1368-1644) and Ch’ing (1644-1911) dynasties.” (Drucker 1981: 179).  During this period bound feet among women were a sign of dignity and were the cultural norm in Chinese society.  Women with unbound feet were said to be less attractive to men, as well as to be less refined and desirable then their bound footed peers.  This notion of sexual attractiveness (and, more importantly, of marriagiability) extended down to the lower classes and became entrenched in the notion of the “golden lotus” (as bound feet came to be called (Levy 1966: 40,62).  This notion of bound feet as beautiful helped to perpetuate the practice as long as traditional notions of the place of women in society were prevalent.  


The extent and degree of the practice of footbinding varied over time, region, and social class.  During the Manchu Dynasty the practice spread from its original home in Northern China and was adopted by the lower classes (Levy 1966: 46-47).  However, even after it spread the practice was never uniform over space and class.  While widespread among the northern part of the country, the practice was less common people in south China.  (Turner 1997: 447).  Furthermore, the degree to which footbinding was practiced varied among social classes.  While palace women and other noble families often worked diligently in order to shape a women’s feet into the ideal length of three inches, poorer women often had their feet bound loosely or not at all (Levy 1966: 53).  Possibly for economic reasons, (since “it is impossible to work in wet rice fields with bound feet (Turner 1997: 449)) lower class women in southern rice growing areas (the same group that, as Janice Stockard discussed, practiced delayed transfer marriage) rarely bound their feet in any way.  These differences in the practice between regions and classes existed even during the height of the practice.  Footbinding, thus, was never (as was often assumed by Westerners) a universal phenomenon but was a widespread cultural ideal present as strongly as ever during the 19th century when opposition to the practice (especially by those from the West or influenced by Western thoughts) finally started to experience some success.


The binding of a women’s feet so as to mold them into the desired shape often a was a long and intricate process.  The first part of the process was begun between the ages of four and eight, and entailed wrapping the girls’ feet to prevent additional growth (Drucker 1981: 180).  A few years after the process was begun, the binding was tightened so as to bend four smallest toes were curled under the foot and the sole was brought as close as possible to the heal (Drucker 1981: 180).  This process would continue for years with tighter bandages and smaller shoes until the foot had acquired the desired form (Levy 1966: 27).  This process often resulted in broken bones, terrible bleeding, and the loss of flesh from the foot until it finally went numb (Drucker 1980: 180).  This was the process that was in place to be witnessed by an increasing number of foreign visitors during the 19th century.  It was the pain that this process brought and the physical deformity which it caused that caused a number of these foreigners (including many women) to campaign for its end.  These 19th century Westerners would ultimately be largely responsible for the decline of the practice, however, they were in not the first people to come out against footbinding.  

While traditional Chinese society reserved a high cultural status for the practice of footbinding, there was also existed a long tradition of vocal opposition to the practice.  Indeed, the earliest documented opposition to the practice comes from the period of Sung Dynasty, the same period during which footbinding first became widespread (Levy 1966: 65).  Following this period, a small but constant stream of anti-footbinding literature was written denouncing the practice.  However, these individual writers were not representative of Chinese society at large, as is demonstrated by the fact that the practice was spreading rapidly over the country at the same time that literary opposition was at its peak (Drucker 1981: 181).  Among these writers were those who placed their argument firmly within a broader plea for a change in the status of women (Levy 1966: 69).  However, the most significant opposition that was to come out of this period originated not with individual writers but from the ruling Manchu government.  


The invading Manchu’s (who did not practice footbinding) looked upon the practice as culturally backward and attempted to outlaw the practice in China from almost the beginning of their rule (Levy 1966: 66).  For the first three decades of their rule the Manchu government the practice of footbinding was made a crime punishable by law (Levy 1966: 66).  Despite these attempts (and others which continued throughout their reign) the practice continued unabated for the remainder of the dynasty.  The ability of the practice to withstand official government opposition for hundreds of years demonstrates the cultural depth that footbinding had achieved by the 17th century.  It also demonstrated that any successful attempt to eradicate the practice would depend upon a shift in popular values about footbinding and the role of women in society in general (Levy 1966: 68-69).  


The practice of footbinding had been linked to broader cultural notions of the place of women since the Sung Dynasty.  This period saw a shift away from more liberal attitudes about women, as is demonstrated by changing views of female chastity and remarriage (Levy 1966: 41).  Thus, the spread of footbinding during this period may have been one type of “device for the suppression of women” (Levy 1966: 66).  The fact this negative view of women was still prevalent (as was the practice of footbinding) up into the 20th century (as shown by Margery Wolf) shows that the practice was probably still seen as an way to advance culturally drawn views of women up until its demise.  As the practice itself spread, the justifications for it (particularly those which were in line with the prevailing cultural view of women) also expanded in both number and influence.  As long as the cultural notions which restricted women were in place (and so long as the anti-footbinders were unable to change these notions) the practice would remain prevalent.

Western Influence on the Anti-Footbinding Movement:


The arrival of Western governments, people, and ideas would ultimately prove to be the impetus for the change in cultural values that led to the demise of the practice of footbinding.  The first Western institution which effected the Chinese anti-footbinding campaign was the Christian Church.  As Drucker says, “from 1840 onward, opposition to footbinding… became entrenched within the Western Protestant missionary communities” (Drucker 1981: 183).  The Christian opposition to the practice of footbinding was based upon their belief that it was unnatural and that God’s constructions of women should not be altered by humans (Levy 1966: 75).  However, while these Christian complains were espoused, “missionary denunciates [of the practice] often appealed to Chinese audiences in familiar cultural terms” putting forth arguments that had been presented by earlier opponents as well as arguing that the practice was generally detrimental to society (Drucker 1981: 184).  In addition to using rhetoric, these missionaries were able to exert influence on the growing Chinese Christian community by refusing membership in church or admission to church schools to those whose daughters’ feet were bound (Drucker, 1981: 183).  Though the number of Chinese who were Christian (and were thus directly affected by these measures) was never a significant portion of the population, this addition of this group to the anti-footbinding crusade greatly increased the number of native Chinese who opposed the practice (Drucker, 1981: 183).  Additionally, the efforts of the Chinese Christians may have been the first which actually caused some families (albeit a very small number) to decide against binding.  (Drucker, 1981: 183).  The campaign of the Christian Church was, however, only the first Western influenced effort to end the practice of footbinding.  


One of the most significant ways in which Westerners contributed to the elimination of the practice of footbinding was through the work of anti-footbinding societies.  Though not the first such organization, the “Natural Feet Society” founded by Alice Little (a Western women) in Shanghai in 1895, was to have a major impact (Broadwin 1997: 420).  At the same time a number of native Chinese run societies (the most influential of which was the “Anti-footbinding society” began to spring up among the population and demand reforms (Broadwin 1997: 421).   Both native and Western run societies performed a number of activities (such as distributing literature and petitioning the government) designed to bring about the end of the practice.  These societies would appeal to the mass public by creating slogans and poems, which decried the evils of footbinding and the advantages of natural feet (Levy 1966: 75,82).   Mrs. Little’s society also called for the establishment of schools which restricted admission to the natural footed and petitioned the government in order to end the practice. The success of Western (as well as native Chinese) groups was small at first, but accelerated quickly after China’s loss to Japan (a quickly Westernizing power) in the Sino-Japanese War (Broadwin 1997: 419).  This defeat was a form of wake-up call for native Chinese (especially elites) who now started to make their own calls to end the practice.   


The calls for abolition of the practice made with increasing frequency by Chinese elites at the turn of the century were made for different reasons than the contemporary Western efforts.   However, these native Chinese were just as influenced by Western ideas as the actual Westerners who had previously advocated the abolition of footbinding (Drucker 1981: 191).  Indeed, as Drucker points out “many of the most influential of these [native anti-footbinders] had experienced significant contact with Western ideas” and often echoed many of arguments made by Westerners.  Some, such as the bureaucratic writer of the Suifu Appeal (which was endorsed by officials and distributed in examination centers) were swayed by the arguments of the anti-footbinding societies (Turner 1997: 455).  More often, however, the position advanced by these native elites was largely based on a desire to modernize and Westernize their society and to prevent such humiliating defeats as the one they suffered during the recent war with Japan (Drucker 1981: 191-92).  This desire to change traditional Chinese society so that it could better compete with the Western powers (who had badly defeated the empire in the Opium Wars) included both economic and social reasons to end the practice.  Moreover, these calls also reflected a growing Chinese nationalism that (though it first rebelled against Western ideas) added significant strength to the anti-footbinders’ campaign.


The best example of a Chinese elite (in this case a government official) who came out against footbinding is probably the person of Chang Chih-tung who was a governor general until 1907 (Drucker 1981: 192).  Particularly concerned with China’s place in the larger world, Chang’s calls to end the practice were largely based upon his belief that it was a necessary step in order to strengthen the nation (Drucker 1981: 192).  He especially cited the economic reasons why footbinding was hurtful to the nation, noting that bound women could not work “efficiently at machines and mills (quoted in Drucker 1981: 192) and thus create wealth for the empire.  He further worried about the medical costs and the wasted domestic labor which the practice resulted in (Drucker 1981: 192).  Chang’s economic arguments are representative of the large number of native Chinese intellectuals and officials who began to oppose the practice.  They collectively worried about China’s ability to compete in economically with Western powers (Broadwin 1997: 427).  They feared (perhaps rightly) that the “treaty ports” which had already been ceded to Western nations were only the first step in the conversion of China to the imperial possession of some European power which could only be prevented if China embraced (as Japan had done) Western notions and reconstructed their society accordingly.  These calls for economic nationalism and modernization also betray another example of Western influence on China.  The notions of wasted labor and the importance of individual work in creating national wealth represented the latest in Western economic thought.  The fact that the Chinese proponents of anti-footbinding argued in these terms demonstrates that this thought was becoming popular in China, thus indicating another way in which Western ideas influenced the anti-footbinding movement (Turner 1997: 471).


Along with these economic concerns, upper class Chinese began increasingly to worry about the effect of footbinding on the rest of the world’s view of the country.  Descriptions of the practice (as well as strong condemnations of it) were spread throughout Western countries by returning missionaries and other visitors to China (Drucker 1981: 183).  The publicization of the practice aroused “international indignation” while at the same time convincing many Westerners that the Chinese were semi-barbarous people (Levy 1966: 77).  Chinese travelers abroad soon became dismayed by the Westerners’ views of them, any, seeing the practice of footbinding as largely responsible for this negative labeling, began to work actively to end the practice (Drucker 1981: 183).  Moreover, many high officials were also troubled by the “loss of international face and prestige” which the practice caused, and added this to their economic arguments as to why it had to be abolished in order for the country to became a world power (Levy 1966: 77).  Furthermore, as was the case for the economic arguments, the fact that these officials were so concerned with outsiders’ view of them again betrays a Western influence.  The Chinese (especially those in the upper classes) had long regarded their empire as the center of the world, caring not at all what outsiders (who they viewed as barbarians) thought about their culture.  The apparent ease with which the modern industrial European powers (as well as the Western influence nation of Japan) were able to defeat Chinese forces during the 19th century forced many to rethink this view, and instead adopt more Western notions of international relations that included prestige and power in the eyes of other states as a requirement for any great power.  Thus, both the fact that Chinese elites were concerned with their international stature and the fact that many in the anti-footbinding movement cited the negative effects which it had on China’s prestige are results of Western influence.


One of the most significant ways in which Western ideas influenced the decline of footbinding was through the introduction of new notions of the role of women by Westerners in the 19th century.  Indeed, Howard Levy has gone so far as to say that the elimination of footbinding could not be accomplished “unless it were regarded as only one aspect of the struggle to liberate women” (Levy 1966: 66).  As has already been shown, the link between footbinding and the place of women in society stretched back nearly 1000 years, to the Sung Dynasty.  This trend continued into the 19th and 20th centuries, where advocates for the abolition of footbinding often times also called for female education and the general elevation of the status of women (Levy 1966: 81).  Anti-footbinders also co-opted the messages of others who called for such things as greater female education by arguing that this was impossible so long as the women’s feet remained bound (Broadwin 1997: 426).  Moreover, Western women (as well as Chinese women who had associations with Westerners or Western ideas) were some of the loudest proponents of additional rights for Chinese women (Levy 1966: 88).  While the practice of footbinding remained intimately tied to women’s place in society during the period of its decline, changing notions (informed by the Western ideas) of women’s place in society (including notions of women’s economic roles) helped to give the anti-footbinding movement greater support and broader justification, as it became only one part of a more general movement.   


Toward the end of the 19th century these various appeals began to hold an increasing sway over powerful people within the Chinese government.  Many of the Chinese elites who came out against footbinding were high level government officials, while lower level bureaucrats began to be influenced by arguments such as those which appeared in the Suifu Appeal.  At the same time anti-footbinding ideas were being advanced by the highest levels of government.  K’ang Yu-wei, one of the strongest critics of the practice (who had been influenced directly by Western missionary thought), briefly held significant influence during the Hundred Days’ Reform of 1898 (Drucker 1981: 195).  While a quick return to conservative government stifled the reform impulse, the issue of footbinding would soon reappear among the Imperial court.  In 1902 the Empress Dowager issued a public decree against footbinding, lending the cause significant official support (Drucker 1981: 197).  While this declaration did not carry the force of law, a 1905 prohibition on the admission of bound-footed girls to state run schools did provide some legal incentive for families not to bind their daughter’s feet (Drucker 1981: 197).  However, as had been shown by the ill-fated attempts of the Manchu government to end the practice, even imperial support for anti-footbinding would prove ineffective so long as the people held fast to their traditions.  Thus, in order to explain to explain how footbinding so quickly and completely disappeared, one must look at the changing way in which the practice was viewed by the majority of the population.  

The Changing Mass Cultural Meaning of Footbinding:


The decline of the practice of footbinding could not be accomplished by missionary effort, foreign indignation, or governmental appeal alone.  In order for the practice to end, the mass of the population had to be convinced to stop binding their daughters’ feet.  However, so long as traditional values and understandings of the practice remained entrenched among people, footbinding would continue.  In order for the practice of footbinding “an inextricable part of Chinese culture” to disappear, the population as a whole had to be convinced that it was no longer necessary or desirable to bind their women’s feet (Levy 1966: 107).  In order for this to occur the people had to be convinced not only that natural feet were culturally acceptable, but that they were actually a necessary attribute for Chinese women.


One of the biggest roadblocks to the success of the anti-footbinding crusade was the strong native Chinese view that it was an important cultural tradition that demonstrated one’s patriotism.  At the same time the Chinese nationalists were calling for an end to the practice as part of a movement toward modernization and Westernization, other nationalists, bent upon preserving their cultural distinctiveness at all costs, were decrying the movement as anti-Chinese.  This conflict came to a head in the Boxer Rebellion, during which natural footed women had to fear for their lives because of the connection between their feet and the foreign influences that the xenophobic rebels were fighting against (Pruitt 1945: 151-52).  It was only after the rebels (and their anti-foreign brand of nationalism) were crushed that modernization (and the anti-footbinding message that came with it) became acceptable to the mass of the population.  Furthermore, nationalism was now linked (rather than opposed) to Westernization in the hearts and minds of the people, thus giving added positive associated to the anti-footbinding effort as well as demonstrating how Western ideas influenced the decline of footbinding on the popular level.    


While social acceptability was an absolute prerequisite for a large scale movement toward natural feet, changes in the view of women were the major driving force behind the decline of footbinding among the mass of the population.  As has already been stated, many of the calls for female equality which arose during this period were made by Western or Western influenced women.  These calls became ingrained in the government after the Revolution of 1911.  The new government, which was heavily influenced by Western ideas, moved to officially ban footbinding while at the same time working to advance the social position of women in general (Drucker 1981: 198).  One aspect of this change in the view of women that effected the practice of footbinding was notion that women should not have to undergo pain unnecessarily, simply to conform to some cultural idea of beauty (Broadwin 1997: 428).  While older notions had viewed the pain suffered in the footbinding process an honorable sacrifice, new notions (informed largely by Western values) turned this former “virtue into a vice” by emphasizing the amount of pain as well as the inequity forced upon the sufferer (Broadwin 1997: 428).  However, the most significant change that led to popular acceptance of natural feet dealt with the issue of women’s marriageability.


One of the biggest concerns (and responsibilities) for Chinese parents has always been the arranging of marriages for their children.  One of the main cultural underpinnings of the practice of footbinding was its association with female beauty, and the view that bound feet would help enable the bride’s family to arrange a suitable marriage.  The widespread presence of this view during the 19th and early 20th centuries was one of the most significant obstacles to the anti-footbinding movement (Turner 1997: 467).  While upper class families who belong to anti-footbinding societies were able to find suitable marriage partners among their peers, the lower classes worried that unbinding their daughters’ feet would remove their chances for achieving a good marriage (Turner 1997: 467).  Several techniques for changing this view were employed by the anti-footbinding activists, including straightforward arguments that this idea was simply not true (Levy 1966: 74-75).  However, direct interventions (such as assistance by Western churches, schools, and societies to find suitable marriage partners) were often much more successful in convincing families that unbinding would not hurt a daughter’s chance for marriage (Turner 1997: 467).  The most significant shift with regard to marriage that resulted in a sharp decline in footbinding was undoubtedly an actual change in preferred partners from bound to unbound women that occurred among the young male population that was being brought up increasingly in the presence of Western values (Turner 1997: 470-71).  It was only when parents thought that their children had a better chance at a successful marriage with natural feet than with bound feet, that the number of bound footed women among the population (and especially among the younger generation) began to decline sharply.  This fact points to a larger trend in the decline of footbinding; that Irregardless of government policy or elite calls for reform, the practice would not end until such a time as prevailing cultural notions had shifted against it and (most importantly) natural feet rather than bound feet seemed to offer the best chance for success in life (judged largely by marriage) for each individual women and her family.  

Conclusion:


Following the official outlawing of the practice by the new nationalist government in 1911, the number of women who bound their feet continued to decline rapidly (Levy 1966: 90).  While 99.2% of the women born in one area before 1890 had bound feet these numbers declined markedly for the next 30 years (Drucker 1981: 199).  Moreover, between 1909 and 1919 the proportion of women from this area with bound feet declined from 59.7% to 5.6% (Levy 1966: 90).  However, while the practice almost disappeared almost immediately after the revolution in urban areas, it still persisted in many rural areas for a number of years (Levy 1966: 92).  Furthermore, though very new young women had their feet bound, many older women continued to bind (Levy 1966: 92).  It was only after the institution of harsh penalties by the Chinese Communist government after 1949 that these older practitioners and those living in rural areas finally ceased binding, marking the final demise of the practice of footbinding (Broadwin 1997: 434).


Despite attempts by the Manchu government and numerous Chinese writers the practice of footbinding existed (in one form or another) almost universally for close to 1000 years.  During this entire period traditional Chinese notions of the world and women’s place within it, existed largely unchallenged.  Yet in less than a century after the arrival of large numbers of Westerners (and after defeat to the European powers in the Opium Wars) the practice declined and eventually disappeared.  The influence of the West in this decline took place on numerous levels.  The activities of missionaries and direct actions of Chinese Christians had a direct (if small) effect on the practice.  Moreover anti-footbinding societies which were founded by both Western and Chinese people also were successful to a certain extend.  However, the most significant impact which the West had on the decline of footbinding was through the adoption of Western ideas by the Chinese.  It was only after the introduction and adoption of Western ideas of economics, statehood, and the role of women had been adopted by certain influential segments of Chinese society that the practice began to decline.  Moreover, while the adoption of these ideas may not have been conscious and the effect that this adoption had on anti-footbinding may not appear at first clear, the new arguments which native Chinese advanced against the practice toward the end of the 19th century betray a clearly Western influence.  While the practice did not ultimately collapse until individual families could be persuaded that it was better not to bind (and while the criteria on which they made this determination did not change) the slow penetration of Western ideas ultimately made natural footedness the best choice for the mass public.  Thus, it was ultimately the multi-faceted influence of Western ideas that sounded the death knell to the traditional Chinese art of footbinding.  
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