“Lotus Foot”

The Ancient Chinese Custom of Foot Binding

7th grade geography teacher

After learning about the ancient custom of Chinese foot binding, students will compare this custom with women’s issues of today.

Grades:

7-12

Objectives:

Students will learn the chronology of foot binding.

Students will learn how feet were bound and the effects this practice had on society.

Students will compare the Chinese custom of foot binding to current women’s issues.

Introduction:
Foot binding began in the late T’ang Dynasty (618-906) and continued to be a custom of the upper class during the Song Dynasty (960-1297), the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) and the Ching Dynasty (1644-1911).  It was finally outlawed in the 1911 Revolution of Sun Yat-Sen.  The custom of foot binding lasted almost one thousand years.  Approximately one billion women had their feet bound.

Duration:

1-2 class periods

Background Information:

There are several legends that account for the beginning of the custom of foot binding.  All of the legends have one thing in common, royalty.  The practice was begun as a way of controlling women.  Confucian teachings at the time stressed the superior status of men over women.  Foot binding made women more dependent on others and less helpful around the house.  This made the custom only a part of the upper classes in China since peasant and working classes must be able to work in the fields and homes.  A mother was obligated to bind her daughter’s feet or she would never marry.  The tiny feet often referred to as “lotus feet or lily feet” were considered dainty, beautiful, and high-class.

The process began between the ages of four and seven.  A bandage, ten feet long and two inches wide, was wrapped tightly around the foot, pushing the four toes under the sole of the foot.  This made the feet shorter by forcing the big toe and heel closer together by bowing the arch of the foot.  The bandage was tightened each day and the girl was slowly put into smaller and smaller shoes.  This process took about two years.

Care of the feet was extremely important. If the bandage became too tight it would cut off circulation which could lead to gangrene and blood poisoning. The feet had to be massaged each night with hot and cold compresses given to relieve the terrible pain and improve circulation.  Many times the toes would fall off.

Here are two accounts from women who went through foot binding:

When I was seven my mother…washed and placed alum on my feet and cut my toenails.  She then bent my toes toward the plantar with a binding cloth ten feet long and two inches wide doing the right foot first and then the left.  She …ordered me to walk but when I did the pain proved unbearable, that night…my feet felt on fire and I couldn’t sleep…mother struck me for crying.  On the following days I tried to hide but was forced to walk on my feet…after several months all toes but the big one were pressed against the inner surface.  Mother would remove the bindings and wipe the blood and pus which dripped from my feet.  She told me that only with removal of flesh could my feet become slender…every two weeks I changed to new shoes. Each pair of shoes was one to two tenths of an inch smaller than the previous one.  In summer my feet smelled offensively because of the pus and blood, in winter my feet felt cold because of the lack of circulation.  Four of the toes were curled in like so many dead caterpillars.  It took two years to achieve the three inch model…my shanks were thin, my feet became humped, ugly and odoriferous.

At eleven, my feet were thin, small and arched, about four-and-a-half inches long.  One day, I went with my mother to my maternal grandma’s birthday party.  Among the visitors were two girls of my age from the Weiyang family.  Their feet were so tiny, smaller than hands, all wrapped in scarlet embroidered shoes. Everybody admired them. My uncle turned to me, laughing, “Look at their feet, so small and straight.  How respectful!  Look at yours, so big and fat.  Who will be willing to be your matchmaker?”  At that moment, I was determined to bind my feet much more tightly no matter how painful it was.

Women spent the rest of their lives crippled and dependent on others.

In the late 1800s anti-foot binding societies began to spring up and by 1911 the painful custom was outlawed.  However, it took many years to change the values that bound feet were beautiful and desirable.

Activity:

Class discussion of other practices or customs that were used or are now being used to control or suppress women.

Ask students to give examples of behavior or customs common today or from the past.

Examples to include: corseting, cosmetic surgery, veils, burqas worn by women in Afghanistan, sexual harassment, equal pay for women, anorexia and bulimia, and female exploitation.

Evaluation:

Ask students to find evidence of something happening in the world today that could be considered control or suppression of women.  This can be found in a newspaper, magazine, or information on the internet.

Students will present their findings to the class.  Points or a grade  will be given by the teacher.
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