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Inquiry: Was Confucius sexist? Or was he a product of his time? 
Read the sources and as you do consider the inquiry. Try to place each source in its time.  
 
Document A: Three Obediences 

The Three Obediences were social, cultural guidance to women in ancient China, and present well 
before Confucius. They were the common expectations for women.  

 
“Women should be obedient  

● to father before marriage 
● to husband after marriage  
● and to son after the death of husband.” 

Shao Jirong. The Family Status of Chinese Women: the Past and the Present. 
file:///Users/kmbrook/Downloads/The%20Family%20Status%20of%20Chinese%20Women%20le
cture.pdf.  

 
Synthesis:  

1. Were the three obediences inherently sexist? Explain? 
 
 
Document B: Confucius 

Confucius, or Kǒng Qiū 孔丘, lived around 500 BCE and was considered one of the great Chinese 
sages. He was a bureaucrat, teacher, and philosopher. He lived in a time when leaders were corrupt and 
not working toward the needs of the empire and its people. He wanted social harmony and political 
stability grounded in trust and mutual moral obligations for China. Confucius said very little about 
women. His ideas were recorded by his disciples. This is what they did say about women. 
 

“A Confucian conception of woman is integrally related to a Confucian understanding of 
the cosmos. The genders female and male are placed within a cosmic harmony (he) that includes 
two opposite yet complementary forces, powers, or energies, namely, yin and yang… Kun is 
Earth, pure yin, and female: ‘Kun consists of fundamentality, and prevalence, and its fitness is 
that of the constancy of the mare. Here is the basic disposition of the Earth: this constitutes the 
image of Kun. In the same manner, the noble man with his generous virtue carries everything’ 
(Lynn: 142-144). The superior person is also guided by kun, the female, which is yielding, 
receptive, and directive of power and, like qian, productive of good. Qian initiates, whereas kun 
completes. Richard Wilhelm comments: ‘It is the perfect complement of THE CREATIVE [qian] -
the complement, not the opposite, for the Receptive [kun] does not combat the Creative but 
completes it here, because there is a clearly defined hierarchic relationship between the two 
principles.’” 
Clark, Kelly James, and Robin R. Wang. “A Confucian Defense of Gender Equity.” Journal of the 

American Academy of Religion 72, no. 2 (2004): 395–422. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40005811. 
 
Synthesis:  

2. How did Confucian ideas for women differ from the Three Obedience’s that predated 
him? 

 
	  



3 
Kelsie Brook Eckert 

Remedial Herstory 
Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 

 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

Document C: Other Confucian Writings 
"The Master said: Only women and small men seem difficult to look after. If 

 you keep them close, they become insubordinate; but if you keep them at a distance, they 
become resentful" (Analects 17:23). 

“Keep your daughter indoors… she ought to be under your total command. You should 
scold her roundly if she is not quick to obey, remind her often of self-discipline and household 
duties. Ensure that she shows due deference towards guests and that she retires quietly once the 
tea has been served. Do not spoil your daughter for fear of her becoming unruly. Never 
encourage or tolerate self-destructive behaviour for fear of fostering in her a suicidal tendency. 
Do not teach her to sing for fear of corrupting her mind. Do not let her loiter for fear of evil-
temptation.” 
 
Goldin, Paul R. “Admonitions for Women”, Hawaii Reader in Traditional Chinese Culture (University of  

Hawai’i Press, 2017). 
 

Synthesis:  
3. How did these Confucian ideas for women differ from the Three Obedience’s that 

predated him? 
 
 

 
Document D: Ban Zhao 

In China, the first historians did not emerge until the Later Han Empire (23-220) at which point 
there was stability and wealth, which usually led to opportunities for women intellectuals and leaders. 
And for the Han, this was certainly true. One of the first woman historians was Ban Zhao (45-117). It is 
not surprising Ban Zhao expanded on ideas about women. Ban Zhao was not immune to her time; her 
ideas were heavily influenced by the dominant Confucian thought.  
 

“A woman (ought to) have four qualifications: (1) womanly virtue; (2) womanly words; 
(3) womanly bearing; and (4) womanly work. Now what is called womanly virtue need not be 
brilliant ability, exceptionally different from others. Womanly words need be neither clever in 
debate nor keen in conversation. Womanly appearance requires neither a pretty nor a perfect 
face and form. Womanly work need not be work done more skillfully than that of others.” 
 
Yuen Ting Lee, “Ban Zhao: Scholar of Han Dynasty China,” World History Connected, last modified 

2012, https://worldhistoryconnected.press.uillinois.edu/9.1/lee.html. 
 
Synthesis:  

1. How did Zhao’s ideas for women differ from the Confucius’ that predated her? 
 
 
 

2. Is Confucianism sexist? 
 


