Alia
Exploring the Importance of Women in Chinese Cultural History

Following the Opium War, women have been viewed in both Western and Chinese scholarship as oppressed victims in society with “no political roles, no educational opportunities, no legal entitlements (and) no social rights” (Standen, 2012). However, there are many examples of women throughout Chinese history who challenge this idea, as they have become great leaders and academics in their respective periods. This essay will explore a very limited number of these, including Ching Shih, Wang Zhenyi and Wu Zeitan: a pirate, and academic and an empress.
This is not to argue that all women were not victims in China, but that there are exceptions to this broad and generalised statement. As a whole, western and Chinese academia has begun to move away from the “women-as-victim” narrative, for example, in 1993, Patricia Ebrey commented on the change from “women-as-victim” to “women-as-agent” in ‘The Inner Quarters’, suggesting that women in tenth to thirteenth century China occupied positions at different levels of power. (Standen, 2012). In 1994, Dorothy Ko argued that the informal power and social freedom of literate women in Jiangnan, southeast China and suggested that they had opportunities within themselves without needing to reject and defy social norms (Standen, 2012) and therefore they were beings with a sense of individual agency, not the passive women which earlier academics had seemed to suggest. Using the idea of women as victims versus women with agency, our first influential Chinese woman is pirate leader Ching Shih.
Ching Shih
Ching Shih (also known as Zheng Si Yao) was born in 1775 in the Guangdong province of China (History 101, 2022). Although starting out as a prostitute, she married pirate Zheng Yi (or Cheng I) in 1801 who led the Red Flag Fleet and due to her marital agreement, she became a female pirate leader travelling the southern seas around China in the early 1800s under the Jiaqing Emperor of the Qing dynasty (Kulikova & Dragunov, 2020). She took control of multiple fleets by establishing a code of laws which enhanced women’s rights on ships and established dominance over several coastal villages, commanding between 1500-1800 ships and over 80,000 sailors, and so she is commonly understood to have been one of the most successful pirates in history (Kulikova & Dragunov, 2020). Having dominated Chinese and international piracy and established leadership over many people and settlements, in 1808 the Chinese government supported by the Portuguese Navy attempted to regain control of Chinese seas (History 101, 2022). Although the attempt was originally unsuccessful, Ching Shih surrendered in 1810, ending her piracy career (History 101, 2022). 
It could be argued that having started under her husbands lead, Ching Shih had many fortunate opportunities in her early career which set her up for triumph. However, she was able to create her own largely successful leadership and influence on the course of Chinese history. Due to her many successes, it would be difficult to argue that Ching Shih was a victim, as she was very much the agent of her own success. 

Wang Zhenyi
Wang Zhenyi was a Chinese astronomer, mathematician and poet born in 1768 into an academic family in the Qing Dynasty (Mehta, 2017). Having written at least 12 books, she is seen as an influential academic and tutored younger male students – unheard of for a woman in her time, but much of her work has been lost (Mehta, 2017) – the lack of preservation of historical pieces in China and destruction of cultural artefacts during the Cultural Revolution may play a part in this loss and others like it (Standen, 2012). There is a relatively small amount of available information on Wang Zhenyi because as previously stated, her works were largely lost, and her legacy not maintained. 
Similarly to Ching Shih, her opportunities in her life allowed her to form a basis for her work, as her family were academic and encouraged her in her studies, and thus it cannot be argued that she is a victim as she was an agent in creating her own success. 
Wu Zetian
Empress Wu Zetian reigned China following the Tang Dynasty, of which she changed the name to Zhou, and is widely regarded as one of the most effective yet controversial rulers in China’s history (Mark, 2016). She changed the structure of the government, increasing the pressure to resign, banishing or executing existing officials who she felt were not doing their jobs effectively having gathered evidence through a secret police force (Mark, 2016). Following this, she established a government of talented individuals with no concern for family status or connection. She also reformed agriculture and education, as her reforms came mainly from suggestions from her people, meaning she and her policies were popular during her reign (Mark, 2016). Her decline approached as she began spending time with her multiple lovers, who were significantly younger than her, which was controversial, but as Mark notes, this “would not have even been commented on if Wu had been a man sleeping with much younger women” but because of her role as empress and position as a woman in power this was “suddenly scandalous” (Mark, 2016). Her paranoia led to her banishing or executing her administration, and so her power began to collapse, and in 704 CE her court officials had two of her young lovers - the Zhang brothers – murdered (Mark, 2016). She was forced to abdicate due to loss of confidence and died a year later (Mark, 2016). 
The empress reshaped Chinese history in her reign, and due to her popularity, she was able to greatly influence Chinese cultural history, and her political and personal successes suggest that she could not be seen as a victim, but an agent of change in her personal life, and in the Chinese political sphere. 
In conclusion, there are some Chinese women who have influenced China’s culture throughout history, displaying a sense of agency and individuality, in their lives and work. It could be argued that the opportunities presented to these women by men in their lives was a springboard into their successes, however, it is important to remember that they all took the agency to create their success on their own terms, and these windows of opportunity were tools, not causes of their major successes. 
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