HPHP4014 Gender, Sex, and Sexuality Essay Assessment:
How is the concept on yin-yang applied by Chinese in their understanding of gender?

The concept of yin and yang has been applied by the Chinese for centuries as gender and attitudes towards sex cannot be understood without it. Yin and yang are a pair of contrasting and complimentary forces that, in the understanding of gender, represent female and male respectively. The Chinese have developed and explored their use of the concept of yin and yang and their understanding of sex and gender over time and this has predominantly resulted in two schools of thought: Confucian and Daoist. This essay seeks to explore how the Chinese have taken the concept of yin and yang, developed their understanding of gender and how that has changed over time and through dynasties.

Yin and yang are two of the most important concepts for Chinese understanding of, not only gender, but the world. They represent both contrasting and complimentary forces and can be seen in all forms of change and difference; for example, the seasonal cycle, the landscape (shade and brightness), and the characteristics and dynamics of sexual relationships between men and women (Feuchtwang, 2016, p.150). Yin represents characteristics such as: negativity, darkness, passivity, quietness and the earth. Yin, in the case of gender, represents the female and femininity. Yang has opposing characteristics such as: positivity, brightness, activeness, loudness and heaven. Yang, as an opposite to yin, represents males and masculinity. By Confucian understanding, the position of heaven and earth is important as they represent above and below, thus suggesting a set male and female position in society and relationships. Daoism takes a different perspective and understand yin and yang as two forces connected to each other, inseparable yet different. Yin is never purely yin and yang is never purely yang because both ‘contain the seed of its opposite’ (Bellaimey, 2013), even when they’re in their most extreme positions. While both Confucian and Daoist theory have the same foundation, their application of the yin and yang concept varies in how gender, relationships and sex is approached and performed.

Confucian understanding and implementation of the concept of yin and yang has contributed to China’s history of a patriarchal society as it restricts men and women to positions and characteristics. For example, yang represents males and heaven resulting in them taking a leadership role and being expected to work outside in social and political fields. As an opposite to that, yin representing females and earth, have a lower position and are expected to be submissive and work within the household. This theory suggests that women should not be politicians as it is a yang position which has led to Confucian historians calling periods of time when a female was King as having a ‘chicken in charge’ (Zhao, 2020). Women, in their following in action position, were commonly subservient to the dominant male in their life: a daughter should follow her father, a wife should follow her father and a widowed mother should follow her son (Kelleher, 2005, p. 496). Confucianist culture places women in an exceptionally low position and this reached extremes after the Song dynasty and later, after mid medieval China, during the Qing dynasty (Zhao, 2020).
In traditional Chinese society, Confucianist understanding of yin and yang are applied to the behaviour expectations of sex and sexuality. It was of utmost importance to Chinese families that a woman keeps her virginity as a child and her chastity as a wife as it was essential to maintain her family’s honour and dignity. Women were expected to keep themselves clean and widows were not to marry or have sex again after the death of their husband. Due to this, prostitutes and sex workers were deemed the lowest rank of society. Regardless, whether wife or prostitute, females should always follow rather than lead in a sexual relationship to be in line with the positions of yin and yang. The purpose of sex in traditional Confucianist culture was to produce heirs, not for pleasure; thus making a wife’s virtue more important than her beauty. The Rites of Zhou is one of the earliest examples of the four virtues that women should aim to meet (Kelleher, 2005, p. 496). The Rites of Zhou establish these principles as: virtue (the establishment of a female as a moral model), and language (in which a woman can use the proper manner and word choice to appreciate knowledge and allow her to speak to a variety of people at different times). The third of the four virtues is appearance, requiring the lady to have a dignified, steady and civilised appearance. The final virtue is merits which can be expressed through the ability to have a functioning and successfully running household thus demonstrating a woman’s intelligence. This includes three further elements: assisting her husband in his career and educate the children at home (the mother of the household is responsible for the early moral education of children), respect the elderly and love the youngsters as the man is out working so nourishing falls to the wife, and being industrious in the housework, frugal and economising in daily life (Zhao, 2020). Evidently, the concept of yin and yang are very directly applied through Confucianist understanding as women are strictly placed beneath the superiority of the male and are limited to work within the house.
Ban Zhao, the first known female Chinese historian, elaborated on the four virtues to create a detailed guide for women called Women’s Commandments or Lessons for Women which became one of the most influential books of the time and the first book that girls studied from. Modern interpretations of this text suggest it may be the foundation of Confucian feminism as ‘women’s confinement to the home [should be] no excuse for denying access to self-cultivation’ (Wawrytko, 2002, p. 176). Zhao’s second lesson focussed on proper marriage and seemed to undermine the idea of males being superior and women serving them, ‘Does not instructing only the sons and not the daughters betray a total ignorance of the different norms governing the one and the other? […] Cannot we simply make a general rule?’ (Zhao, 2020). This suggests that Zhao may be attempting to empower women without disrupting their current social norms. Ban Zhao herself was in an unusually independent position as she married at age 14 but her husband died early, leaving her a widow living alone for the majority of her life. She earnt her reputation as China’s greatest female scholar after finishing her brother’s work and this led to her irrefutable presence at the imperial court where she tutored women of the court (Carlson-Ghost, 2017). Zhao is important when considering how the concept of yin and yang is applied to understanding of gender as she is writing at a time where Confucianist theory is the dominant school of thought and is an active part of educating women to successfully fulfil their positions in society as representations and examples of yin. Nevertheless, there is a little Daoist theory mixed in as she comments on illogical educational inequality within Confucianist theology.

Daoist interpretation of the concept of yin and yang when understanding gender focusses on the equality between the forces. Yin and yang, and their characteristics are different, but they are equal to each other in function and position – there is no good or bad, right or wrong. Both are crucial for developing and sustaining creation, are interconnected, can be transformed into each other, and cannot exist alone. For example, yin representing females are characterised as soft, weak, gentle, delicate and plain; and as a mother are characterised as: supportive, compassionate, with unconditional love, creativity and creation. Yang, on the other hand, representing males are characterised as hard, brave, action, unchangeable, unstable, violent and aggressive; and as a father characterised as: leading, stern, rigorous, strict, sharp, harsh and protective. Both yin and yang have attributes that are positive but negative features also, which suggests that they support each other and should be perceived as equal. The symbol of yin and yang, a circle divided into two with a curved line, is particularly relevant to the Daoist understanding as it places a dot of each colour near the centre of the other colour’s half (Shan, 2020), thus representing that neither is ever complete when alone and pure. There is a definite boundary between them, they have different traits and functions, yet the boundary is not absolute. When either yin or yang goes to its extreme it can turn into the opposite.
The foundation of Daoist understanding of yin and yang is equality which suggests that the boundary we perceive in sex and gender is a human construct and that actually, both genders have their own moment. Implementing this idea to gender would result in the thinking that males and females should be given equal respect and treatment because neither is more important than the other. In terms of sexual understanding, both sides of the partnership should be considered to experience the health benefits and pleasure that sex can bring.
A popular exercise throughout the Han dynasty to Tang dynasty is called The Joining of Essences. Taoist sexual practitioners believed they could maintain good health, life longevity and spiritual advancement through the performance of sex acts. Nowadays, we are medically aware that the intimate connection of sex reduces stress hormones and increases serotonin – thus creating an internal environment that encourages our optimal health (Mitchell, 2012). The sexual practices of Fangzhongshu mainly deal with skills, methods and techniques regarding heterosexual intercourse; including basic concepts covering sexual harmony, attention to flirting and foreplay and artistic ability. Another purpose of Fangzhongshu is to retain and produce Jing (a nutritive essence), Qi (a life essence) and Shen (spiritual wisdom) (Traditional Bodywork, 2019). But, it has to be noted that this is not practiced as part of the main Daoist traditions. Nevertheless, the techniques described are said to help cure and prevent illnesses and discomforts, such as erectile dysfunction and premature ejaculation. Practitioners believe in a connection between the loss of ejaculatory fluids and the loss of life force which can be rectified by decreasing or avoiding ejaculation. Therefore, different methods were developed to help control ejaculation; these include but are not limited to pulling out before an orgasm and breathing techniques. For women, however, orgasms were claimed to be spiritually invigorating – this could explain why many of the ancient texts give greater instruction to men rather than women (Mitchell, 2012). A process called Sexual Alchemy describes the union of a male and female in lovemaking that results in their sexual energy and Jing essence transforming into Qi, so having sex as often as possible provides the greatest opportunity for the transformation. However, the Fangzhongshu benefits women as well. Since female orgasms are not draining, like men’s, women should be stimulated and pleased also as they can create more Jing that ultimately benefits both partners in the sexual act.
In order for these techniques to be successful there are 5 essential rules that need to be followed; the first being to know how to circulate Qi throughout the body at will. Chinese understanding of the human body differs greatly from Western interpretations as they believe the body is full of energy, Qi, that travels through different channels in the meridian system to give an individual good health and life longevity. A deceased person is said to have no Qi. Secondly, it is paramount that the practitioners’ emotions are harmonised. If sex is performed under discordant emotions – feeling bad, outrage, sadness – it can bring harm to either or both partners. The third essential is in knowing how to align the physical structure. There are various postures, requiring different skills, which have various benefits and purposes, so good knowledge of them is important. The fourth essential stresses the necessity of having a good diet; the diet is cultivated for Qi purpose. Different foods have different Qi so they can influence your health as sex is not for pleasure, it is for healing and longevity. And most importantly, as Daoism focusses on falling the way with nature (and yin and yang can be seen in all forms of change and difference), the action of sex needs to consider and be unified with the natural rhythm. Daoism calls for the unification between humans, heaven and nature. For example, having sex during a thunderstorm would be bad for sex as it could bring a bad influence into your body or house. The weather, the seasons, the time of day all influence whether sex is possible or good to perform – it cannot be planned whenever or wherever they wish (Zhao, 2020). The concept of yin and yang is applied by Daoist practitioners through the implementation of energy preservation, cultivation and transformation and by aligning humans with the greater forces of yin and yang found in nature.

While the interpretations and understanding of gender from a Confucianist and Daoist perspective have been set out, it is necessary to consider how they were practiced throughout the dynasties of Ancient China. The Zhou dynasty, between 770 BC and 222 BC, was a period where the Chinese were separated based on their gender which tied into Confucian values (Campbell). Women were believed to have an infinite supply of yin while men only had a certain amount of yang. Due to this, it was prohibited for men to use their yang essence without obtaining yin in exchange as it was said to potentially cause health problems and even death. Therefore, it became key that women orgasmed several times before a man so he could take her yin essence. The Zhou dynasty also regulated masturbation: it was viewed as unhealthy and forbidden for men as it caused a fatal loss of vital yang and nocturnal emissions were viewed as a health problem, but women were free to masturbate due to their limitless yin so long as they avoided foreign objects as they could harm them internally. Applying the same logic, throughout the Zhou dynasty, female homosexuality was common as their unlimited yin meant there was no loss of essence, but male homosexuality was disallowed as it caused a loss of yang essence to both partners. Initially, the Zhou dynasty accepted prostitution – it was believed that men could attain more yin essence from them than normal women because they had gained more yang essence from all their previous partners so could compensate for a man’s loss of yang. However, as medicine developed, attitudes towards prostitution changed it began to become associated with lots of diseases (Xinfajia, 2020).
The Ch’in dynasty, from 9 AD to 24 AD, signified a complete shift to Confucianist culture in which women were placed in an inferior and subservient position to men. Strict rules regarding sex were set in place; for example, there was to be no physical contact between husband and wife after leaving their bedroom or couch. Confucianism viewed the performance of sex as something akin to sin so was only to be used for procreation purposes. Concubines were given their own set of rules to follow, such as grooming, for men to see them. Confucianists had other rules regarding concubines: they were not allowed to stay in bed after sex and a man was supposed to sleep with his concubine every five days, regardless of her age (Zhao, 2020). The Confucianist understanding of gender and sex, using the concept of yin and yang, places clear divisions between men and women and their positions; the Ch’in dynasty used this to create a strict and restrictive sex culture that was purely purposeful.
By the time of the Eastern Han dynasty, 25 AD to 220 AD, Daoism was an organised religion with churches and priests so there was a greater following for the school of thought that yin and yang are equal despite their differences. With attitudes towards sex changing, new sexual texts such as The Handbook of the Plain Girl and The Art of the Bedchamber began to surface. These texts feature a character called the Yellow Emperor who aimed to achieve health, life longevity and a form of immortality through intercourse. Guides, like these, exampled the correct way to have sex so that ‘intercourse nurtured the body and promoted health; [as when] improperly executed, it led to disease and death’ (Harper, 1987, p. 540). This predominantly focussed on breathing techniques so that a women can orgasm multiple times before a man does so that he can attain her yin essence. Another notable difference between early Chinese literature and later Han dynasty literature is the use of symbolism and metaphorical imagery to describe sexual acts. For example, in early literature ‘clouds’ referred to a woman’s eggs and secretions and ‘rain’ was used to describe a man’s ejaculation. They, however, evolved to show men, women and sexuality differently. The colour red represented the female (a crucible, her eggs, her vulva) whereas the colour white represented men and their semen. In addition, the symbolism of the White Tiger and the Green Dragon portrayed men and women respectively (Xinfajia, 2008).
After a period of conflict and intermixing doctrines, the Sui dynasty emerged between 590 AD and 618 AD and returned to a Daoist understanding of gender and sex. This led to an insurgence of new literature and manuals; some of which include: The Secret Methods of the Plain Girl, Secret Prescriptions for the Bedchamber and Principles of Nurturing. Many of them continued their guidance to the Yellow Emperor by encouraging a long, healthy life through collecting yin essence from many women without losing any of his yang essence or prolonging his ejaculations. These texts were all incredibly detailed and each had their own set of sex positions. Different positions began to be prescribed to cure ailments as sex was viewed as having the ability to cure every health issue a man had (Xinfajia, 2008).

In conclusion, the concept of yin-yang has been a consistent basis for Chinese understanding of gender throughout time but has seen different schools of thought and further branches of interpretation develop also. Confucian understanding of yin and yang draws particular attention to the positions of males and females in society and in relation to each other. Daoist understanding however, recognise that yin and yang, male and female, are different but equal in function and position. These understanding have been adapted and explored over time to cover further topics such as: masturbation, sexuality, life nourishment and health. Despite this, yin and yang is not the gender philosophy of China; gender is understood as one example of yin and yang.
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