What is the importance of women in Chinese cultural history?

There has been many differing ideas of the roles of women in China and their part in China’s history and culture. In this essay I will first explore the older scholarly approach of women being victims, then I will look at some examples of women that contradict this idea, including Mulan and Ching Shih.
Demystifying China: New Understandings of Chinese History, by Naomi Standen has a chapter (10) about women and how scholarship has viewed them over the years. This starts with the “women-as-victim” approach. This idea originated from the works of Xu Tianxiao’s 1913 and Chen Dongyuan’s 1928 in which there were themes of women being supressed and enslaved, victims of history and the patriarchy. The view of women as supressed and enslaved was pushed by most scholars for years. However, there are many examples of women throughout history that prove the idea wrong. 
My first example will be Mulan, a heroine figure from Chinese folklore. Her story was originally a folk ballad and was written down in the 13th century, during the Northern Dynasties in an anonymous folk ballad called “Mulan Shi”. It was from a collection in an anthology of poems, songs and lyrics. Mulan’s story eventually became classic Chinese literature and has many different retellings and versions, continuing into the modern day with Disney films. Despite all the retellings, Mulan’s story has some basic elements from the older versions which usually stay consistent. The tale goes that Mulan took her elderly father’s place in the military after he had been subscripted, she impersonates a man and fights on the front lines while concealing her true gender from everyone. Eventually, after years of fighting, she declines a promotion and goes bac home to a more feminine role. She reveals her gender to her comrades who commend her for her bravery and accomplishments.
The story can be interpreted in many ways, to commend Mulan’s “filial piety”, or to provide a tale of a female being able to accomplish things outside the normal scope she’d have access to. But most interpretations tend to lean towards a more feminist and empowering stance, a story of a woman who wasn’t oppressed and did amazing things in a ‘man’s world’ equal to or better than the men surrounding her. This means Mulan can definitely be used as an example of women in China not being victims, or supressed, like the early 20th century scholarship would suggest. Although, at the same time, Mulan may not be the best example since her going back to her original, female, role in society could be used to argue the other way, plus she is also a figure in folklore, both of which are things that can detract from how much she can be used as an example to show women in Chinese culture not being supressed or enslaved by patriarchal values.
Next, we shall move onto Ching Shih as a second female that contradicts the earlier scholarly views on women in Chinese culture. Ching Shih, otherwise known as Zheng Yi Sao, started life as a prostitute until she married the pirate Zheng Yi when she was 26. At the start, most pirate gangs consisted of 10-30 men and 2 or 3 junks (ships), but under Zheng Yi and Zheng Yi Sao, they grew larger. The exact figures are debated, one source, Robert J. Antony, says “more than ten thousand followers and hundreds of junks” while another, Dian H. Murry, says “400 junks and 70,000 men”, but after a year, the estimated number of junks rises to about 2,000. The couple were extremely powerful, leading the confederation with a base in the Pearl Rover delta. There were many bases set up along the coast of China and among the islands, these allowed a network to form with which they could govern the sea and impose taxes and charges for protection. After Zheng Yi died, Ching Shih inherited everything and continued to rule the confederation. The document that formalised the confederation was highly legalistic and almost constitutional, plus there was a code of laws set in place by Ching Shih which set out regulations and punishments for breaking those rules. The code she installed helped allow order over such a large organisation.
Zheng Yi Sao not only was the most successful pirate of all time, but she was also able to retire peacefully with plenty of money, which was highly unusual for most pirates through history, most end up killed in action or after capture. But Ching Shih and many of her followers retired after a deal with the Chinese government granted them amnesty. Not much is known about her life afterwards, but she died old, at the age of 69.
I believe Cheng Shih is an amazing example of a female in Chinese history that proves the narrative of the early scholars wrong. She held together and successfully lead the largest pirate fleet in history, setting in place rules and order to a group of people who are notoriously violent and rule breakers. Zheng YI Sao was only ever oppressed by the poverty she was born into, but even that she worked her way out of, leading a successful and notorious life. Unlike Mulan, she was also a completely real figure, showing that women can be competent not only in stories but also real life, and Cheng Shih also, as far as we know, didn’t return to a more feminine role once she gave up pirating. 
A counterargument to Ching Shih being completely not a victim of the patriarchy could be that her name translates to “Zheng Yi’s wife”, which is quite patriarchal. However, I don’t think her name detracts much from her astounding achievements considering she proved to be more than just Zheng Yi’s wife when she was able to take over his rule alone after he died.
In conclusion, the early 20th century views from scholars that women were suppressed, and slaves of the patriarchy is disproved well through figures such as Mulan, a strong female folk hero, and Ching Shih, the most successful pirate in history. Both being lead examples of women not being oppressed by the patriarchy, although I think Cheng Shih is a slightly better example as some aspects of Mulan’s story can be used to argue the opposite.
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