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The Study of the Women of Inner
Asia and China in the Mongol Era

MORRIS ROSSABI

During my scholarly career, I have written three essays exclusively de-
voted to the roles of women in China and Mongolia, and in other articles
and books that focused on different political, economic, or social concerns
I have also dealt with the status and activities of women in these same areas.?
One of the three essays concerned Chinese women in the twentieth century;
the other two related to my principal fields of research, the Yian dynasty
and the primarily nomadic peoples of Inner Asia.? The last two were parts
of larger studies, but an understanding of the status of women was, in my
view, integral to the more general concerns of these research topics. Si-
multaneously, other scholars were conducting research on women among
the nomads and the influence of the so-called barbarian dynasties on the
rights and position of Chinese women.? Yet they and I encountered serious
hurdles.

One severe problem that has more to do with our own times and society
than with Chinese or Inner Asian societies is the increasing and sometimes
mindless politicization of research on gender. Let me cite one example.
When I submitted an article on the Yian artist Kuan Tao-sheng (1262-
1319) to the Bulletin of Sung Yuan Studies some years ago, one of the referees
accused me of sexism because I referred to this great woman painter-callig-
rapher by her personal name.* Leaving aside the ethics of such name calling
and of such a rush to judgment with almost no supporting evidence, this
assertion revealed either astonishing ignorance or willful and deliberate dis-
counting of the conventions of biographies. Has anyone objected to Gerald
Clarke’s use of “Truman” in his biography of Capote or to Jacques Bar-
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zun’s use of the familiar “Hector” in his study of the life and times of Ber-
lioz or to Justin Kaplan’s reference to “Sam” in his biography of Mark
Twain? Yet such trivial and absurd and occasionally politically generated
critiques have no doubt deterred some scholars from pursuing research in
this field.

To return to scholarly concerns, however, the problem of sources poses
almost insurmountable obstacles. Indigenous traditional writings deriving
from the peoples of Inner Asia barely exist, circumscribing efforts to por-
tray events and attitudes from their own perspectives. The paucity of
sources impinges particularly on knowledge of the activities and status of
women because the meager available writings generally focus on military
campaigns and on the male participants in intertribal politics. The Secret
History of the Mongols, a typical and again a rare such source, alludes to
women, but without doubt the principal protagonists remain members of
the Mongol male nobility.> Women appear primarily as resourceful and de-
termined mothers (e.g., Chinggis’s wife Borte) or available sexual partners
of defeated enemies. Since stereotypes prevail, it is difficult to distinguish
between the reality and the ideal. Nonetheless, analysis of the traits of ideal
women, as depicted in this unique text, yields insights into the values, lim-
itations, and expectations imposed on women in this society. I have written
something about this in my article on Khubilai Khan’s female relatives, but
a more systematic collection and study of the references to women in the
work would be valuable.

The Chinese sources on Mongol and Chinese women of the Yian are
similarly fragmentary. As I noted in an earlier article, “they [women] are
rarely the focus of the accounts in the histories; in part, by omission, such
works accommodated the traditional views of women.”® Only two chiian
of the Yiian shik (Dynastic history of the Yiian), for example, are devoted
to the empresses,” and the rest of the work contains only the scantiest of
references to women. The biographies of the empresses are generally brief,
individual ones, amounting at most to five hundred characters, and the ma-
jority contain considerably fewer. Yet the vignettes in these sketches are,
on occasion, telling. For example, the biography of Nambi, who was Khu-
bilai Khan’s principal wife in the later phases of his reign, reveals that visi-
tors rarely saw the khan and that Nambi often conducted affairs in his
name.?® Similar insights may be gleaned from an examination of the biog-
raphies of the later Yiian empresses. A perusal of these biographies, to-
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gether with a close analysis of political developments in the late Yian,
could provide valuable information on the political roles and influence of
these empresses.

Nonotfficial writings offer another source for insights into the position of
women during the Yian, as well as possible changes in this position from
earlier dynasties, changes fostered by foreign rule. Jennifer Jay has used fu-
nerary inscriptions, random writings, family histories, and personal essays
to broaden the range of knowledge about women in the Yian. As she dem-
onstrates, these sources yield colorful, seemingly more authentic anecdotes
than the limited and stereotypical depictions of virtuous, responsible, and
filial women found in the official histories and documents. One source de-
scribes “an administrator who raped a maid and found that she had both
male and female genitalia.” Others narrate instances of prostitution,
“rental” concubines (women leased for a set period by men who could not
afford to purchase them outright) who remained loyal to their elderly sex-
ual partners, incest, adultery between father-in-law and daughter-in-law,
and bisexuality. These anecdotes provide vivid vignettes in contrast to the
often pallid portraits in the official accounts.

Yet such data surely need to be used with care. Two problems limit at-
tempts to generalize from these sources. First, it is unclear how represen-
tative these fragmentary glimpses of individual women are of the expecta-
tions, prospects, and problems confronting women in general. The paucity
of references thus far uncovered and studied necessitates caution in claiming
wider applicability for these fascinating but ultimately limited vignettes.
Second, it is unlikely that additional references to women, which would
facilitate attempts to generalize and to develop composite portraits, will be
readily brought to light. It is unreasonable to expect that a single scholar
would scan dozens and perhaps hundreds of texts to discover isolated bits
of evidence. More likely, scholars engaged in economic, political, social, or
biographical studies of the Yiian will, in the course of their research, come
across such references to women. Thus the accretion of evidence will nec-
essarily be gradual. Only with such additional references will it become
possible to confirm Professor Jay’s conclusions that

the Confucian tradition of formulaic gender roles of women is
thus essentially characterized by the overwhelming concern to
construct and preserve an outward manifestation of chastity, wid-
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owhood, motherhood, sometimes at the risk of sacrificing the
victims of rape and incest. The hierarchical relationship between
men and women, or more specifically, the subordination of
women to men, is the perceived basis of harmony at home, in the
society and throughout the Chinese empire. '

Still another source lies in the legal codes and other legal texts produced
during the Yiian. Herbert Franke has started to study these sources in order
to delineate the position of women and to determine the influence of non-
Chinese patterns and practices on Yian statutes concerning women. His
preliminary research appears to indicate that Yiian law deviated, though
not dramatically, from T’ang law and that greater flexibility and leniency
characterized the Mongol codes. Innovations in Chinese law included ap-
proval of the levirate, a Mongol practice that started to take hold in North
China. The Chinese had traditionally prohibited marriage of a widow to
her husband’s brother; the Mongols not only encouraged but in some cases
mandated the custom.!! However, the Mongols were sufficiently flexible to
waive the levirate in specific instances when its use would have been anom-
alous and perhaps ludicrous. For example, they did not compel an adult
widow to marry her dead husband’s nine-year-old brother. Like Chinese
law, the Mongol code forbade the sale of women and female infanticide,
but the Mongols seem to have been more determined to enforce these pro-
hibitions. Finally, the Mongols had a “more lenient attitude towards illicit
intercourse.”'2 Franke’s evidence differs from Jay’s conclusions in showing
that Yiian legal codes and practices deviated somewhat from the Confucian
attitudes and usages.

Yet Franke is cautious about claiming too much for his limited evidence.
He writes that “it is still too early to draw general conclusions from the
data.”®3 For one thing, the legal codes may not entirely reflect reality, since
the provisions may not have been implemented as decreed in the statutes.
Moreover, an insufficient number of cases has been studied. A more com-
prehensive analysis of cases involving women is required before judgments
about the enforcement of the Mongol-inspired law codes can be evaluated.

A close study of Yiian imaginative literature would complement such an
analysis. For example, female characters abound in Yiian drama, though
almost all are Chinese, not Mongol. Some of the women in these plays are
more dynamic and assertive than the stereotypical Chinese women of the
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Sung or earlier dynasties. In Rain on the Hsiao Hsiang (Lin-chiang i hsiao-
hsiang yeh-yii), a young woman betrayed, imprisoned, and sent into exile
by her duplicitous husband-official survives and determinedly returns to
exact revenge on him. In the Mo-ho-lo Doll (Chang Ting chih k’an Mo-ho-
lo), a woman accused of poisoning her husband by the actual culprit, her
brother-in-law, perseveres and finally is cleared of the crime.'* The promi-
nence of these determined and unbowed women challenges the depiction of
passive and pliant females found in traditional Chinese texts. Yet the ques-
tion remains, How representative are these plays? Are the Chinese women
portrayed in Yian theater generally assertive and dynamic? Does this por-
trait reflect the influence of the Khitans and the Jurchens, who controlled
part or all of North China from the tenth to the thirteenth century, and the
Mongols? Since Mongol women barely appear in these plays, Yiian theater
will not contribute much to an understanding of their status and role during
the Yian dynasty.

The nature of the available sources has, in part, stymied my own attempt
to depict the position of and possibilities for Mongol women. The refer-
ences focus on Mongol noblewomen and scarcely, if ever, mention ordi-
nary women. The sources generally omit consideration of women who
were not part of the Chinggisid line. The personality and the roles of these
noblewomen, several of whom played significant political roles, often
emerge with great clarity from the sources. One even served as a regent for
the khan of the Mongol empire. Khubilai Khan’s mother, Sorghaghtani
Beki, used her political savvy to ensure that her sons replaced their cousins
as great khans of the Mongol domains. His wife Chabi shaped policy by
persuading Khubilai to foster agriculture in North China rather than seek-
ing to convert Chinese farmland into pasture for the Mongol animals. Her
devotion to Buddhism led Khubilai to be responsive to the religion, to sup-
port and patronize Buddhist monasteries and temples, and to recruit Bud-
dhist advisers for prominent positions at his court. Other Mongol noble-
women “arranged their own marriages, administered appanages, and
owned property.”!> After Khubilai’s reign, however, women in the elite ap-
pear no longer to be involved in political decision making. It seems likely
that growing sinicization at the court reduced political opportunities for
Mongol women. The women of the later Yiian dynasty did not match their
remarkable and influential counterparts of the thirteenth century.

One principal exception is Khubilai’s great-granddaughter Sengge Ragi,
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granddaughter of Chen-chin, the most sinicized of Khubilai’s sons.
Though she did not assume the political roles adopted by her thirteenth-
century female ancestors, she was an ardent patron of painting. She
amassed a sizable collection of Chinese paintings, favoring traditional Chi-
nese themes but showing specific predilections of her own. As Fu Shen has
shown, her collection resembled those of Chinese connoisseurs in themes
and subject matter, though the large number of bird and flower paintings
and of subjects imbued with Buddhist themes reveals her own taste. Con-
sulting colophons on paintings she owned, contemporary poetry, and
scraps of biographical information found in the Yiian shih and other histor-
ical texts, Fu Shen describes a woman passionately engaged in and suppor-
tive of Chinese painting.!6 His articles serve as an admirable model of the
type of research that will widen knowledge of the contributions and status
of Mongol elite women during this era.

Yet these isolated biographies of prominent women scarcely provide
even a glimpse of the lives of women deriving from nonelite backgrounds.
Marriage patterns, female ownership of property, and the laws regarding
adultery by either marital partner are only vaguely described in the available
sources. Did the severe punishments inflicted on both female and male
adulterers apply to the elite alone or to ordinary Mongols as well? Could
women own or manage flocks of sheep independently? Could they as wid-
ows or unmarried women obtain grazing rights in specific lands? Mongol
elite women often undertook the responsibility of socializing and educating
their children, but did nonelite women turn the task of training their sons
over to their husbands? It would seem logical that sons would be appren-
ticed to their fathers to learn the pastoral and martial skills they would need
as adults, but then what influence did their mothers have? These questions
may never be answered, as the written sources simply fail to yield sufficient
data. Study of nineteenth- and twentieth-century accounts of the roles of
women among the Mongols has been suggested as a means of understand-
ing the status and activities of Mongol women in pre-Yiian and Yiian
times. This assumes that the position of nonelite women among the Mon-
gols has remained unchanged, an assumption I find untenable. The differ-
ing Mongol societies were transformed over the six to seven centuries from
the 1200s to modern times, and Mongol women were affected by these
developments. More frequent and extended contacts with both China and
Russia influenced the Mongols and had an impact on the status and roles of
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Mongol women. Thus generalizations about nonelite women based on
studies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century social circumstances may be
misleading, if not grossly inaccurate. The chances of increasing our knowl-
edge of nonelite women and, for that matter, nonelite men appear to be
slim. Despite the recent spate of articles and books on the social history and
popular culture of traditional China,'” many subjects concerning the pre-
Ch’ing era remain shadowy to modern scholars, and the status of nonelite
women in both China and Mongolia is one of the most elusive subjects of
nquiry.

The accounts of non—East Asians who traveled in the Mongol world in
the thirteenth century offer useful data that I and other researchers have
employed to write about Mongol and Chinese women in pre-Yiian and
Yiian times. The travel reports of the Franciscan missionaries John of Plano
Carpini and William of Rubruck provide brief but valuable comments on
both elite and nonelite women. Though both accounts are hostile to the
Mongols, they ofter first-hand, colorful descriptions of Mongol society at
its height — that is, after Mongol armies had occupied North China, Cen-
tral Asia, and much of Russia and Persia and had reached Poland and Hun-
gary. Discounting the derogatory remarks, readers can glean some facts
and inferences about the status of Mongol women. John of Plano Carpini
confirms the existence of the levirate and the Mongol prohibition on adul-
tery, describes in some detail the differing clothing, including the unique
headdress known as the boghtagh, worn by unmarried and married women,
and writes with amazement of the active lives led by Mongol women. He
appears startled that women “ride and gallop on horseback with agility like
the men,” that they “are able to endure long stretches of riding,” and that
they carry bows and arrows. Praising the women, he writes that they
“make everything, leather garments, tunics, shoes, leggings, and every-
thing made of leather; they also drive the carts and repair them, they load
the camels, and in all their tasks they are very swift and energetic.”!® Like
numerous other sources, John was also impressed by Khubilai’s mother,
Sorghaghtani Beki, whom he described as the “most renowned” woman
among the Mongols and the second “most powerful” figure in the Mongol
domains. These observations coincide with those in contemporary Mongol
and Chinese sources, but a few of his jottings contradict other primary
sources and must be evaluated with caution. For example, his remark that
“each man has as many wives as he can keep, one a hundred, another fifty,
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1. Yiian-dynasty Mongol noblewoman (left) and two Mongol noblemen (right) de-
picted as donors at Buddhist shrines. Redrawn from wall paintings in the Yi-lin
caves at An-hsi (left) and cave 332 at Tun-huang (right), from Shen Ts’ung-wen,
Chung-kuo ku-tai fu-shih yen-chiu (Researches on the history of Chinese costume;

Hong Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1981), p. 394.
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another ten — one more, another less”!® refers doubtlessly to the elite and
perhaps (at least for those with ten or more wives) to the Chinggisid royal
family. The ordinary Mongol pastoralist could not afford polygamy. John
of Plano Carpini here describes the atypical because it caught his attention
as it differed so much from the European practices to which he was accus-
tomed.

William of Rubruck confirms but also supplements John’s observations.
Like John, he devotes space to the physical appearance and the clothing
worn particularly by elite women, but he adds that “the women are aston-
ishingly fat” and “the less nose one has, the more beautiful she is consid-
ered.” Yet William goes beyond the surface by describing in detail the tasks
and responsibilities of Mongol women. His listing of the work entrusted to
women is more comprehensive than that found in John’s narrative. His re-
port has been described as containing “a good deal of factual information
which represents a significant advance on the knowledge currently available
to the West.”20 His precise delineation of the division of labor between the
sexes and his account of marital rituals (e.g., payment for the bride, the
simulated kidnapping of the intended bride by the prospective groom) con-
tribute additional detail to John’s observations. However, since William
cites many traits and practices (e.g., polygamy) that characterize the social
status and activities of elite women, caution is critical in using his insights
to make generalizations about the vast majority of Mongol women. In ad-
dition, since neither John nor William reached China, they provide no in-
formation about Chinese women during the period of Mongol rule in
North China.?

Surprisingly, Marco Polo, another major European source on the Mon-
gols and on Yitian China, turns out to yield scant new information on
women. He virtually omits mention of Chinese women and, remarkably
enough, fails to describe the practice of bound feet, which at this time was
surely pervasive among the elite Chinese women. Instead Marco focuses on
the exotic, not the typical. He briefly describes the condition of prostitutes
and the process of selection of wives and concubines for the Mongol great
khan.?2 These accounts provide colorful vignettes, which are fun to read
but which are not particularly illuminating about Mongol women in gen-
eral.

Persian and Korean accounts offer other potentially valuable sources on
Mongol and Chinese women during the Yian. Since the Persian records
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were written at a distance from China and the Persian historians tended to
focus on the Mongols, most of the references deal with Mongol women
and particularly those in the royal family or the elite. Yet not all the Persian
sources have been carefully scrutinized, and a more deliberate scanning and
analysis of these accounts may lead to the discovery of data on Mongol
women of nonelite backgrounds. The Koreans had greater access to China
during the Mongol era, and the Korean kings frequently received Mongol
princesses in marriage. Thus the Koryd-sa definitely contains information
about Mongol elite women, and a close reading of this text as well as other
accounts (e.g., travel diaries) may yield informative data about Mongol and
perhaps Chinese women.?

In sum, prospects for increasing knowledge about Mongol and Chinese
elite women in the Yiian appear to be good. The possibility of uncovering
data about the nonelite women of both peoples during the same era is more
remote. One of the most interesting directions for research is the possible
influence of Mongol attitudes and policies toward elite women on possible
changes in status and roles of Chinese women.*
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