Chinese Culture:  Foot Binding
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The practice of foot binding began in the Sung Dynasty, 
sometime between 960-976 BC. It is reported that a prince 
had a concubine who was required to dance with her feet 
bound. The prince forced his concubine to dance with 
bound feet because he had a fetish with tiny feet. This caused traditional 
family values to dictate that the feet of young girls should be bound to 
keep them small. The term "Lily feet" was used to describe the tiny feet 
because they were thought to be very beautiful and a symbol of gentility 
and high-class. 

The actual foot binding process began when a girl was between the ages of three and eleven years old. First the inner foot of the child was washed in hot water and then massaged. Then all of the toes, except the first toe, were broken, turned under, pressed to the bottom of the foot, and bound tightly with cloth strips which kept the feet from growing larger than ten centimeters or three point nine inches. Next, the arches were broken as the foot was pulled straight with the leg. The cloth bandages would be tightly wound around the foot from the toes to the ankle to hold the toes in place. 

Foot binding began as a luxury among the rich; it made the women more dependant on others and less useful around the house. This was especially hard on the poor who needed help around the house or farm. It soon became a prerequisite for marriage. It was even a just reason for a man to call off marriage if he found out that the woman that had been arranged for him to marry did not have bound feet. It came that foot binding was the only right thing to do for a daughter.  Many lower class families who really could not afford to bind their daughters feet, due to the loss of labor she would have contributed to the family, did so an anyway in hopes that she would be able to "marry up" into the middle class. It is sad because there are very few accounts of women who were successful. These women would end up suffering trying to work in the fields tottering on their bound feet. A mother was obligated to bind her daughter’s feet or she almost certainly would never get married. The bound foot woman had to walk with all of her weight on her heels and tottered as she walked. This was considered very charming, since a bound foot woman was largely restricted to her home, and therefore bound feet became a symbol of chastity. The thinking was that the bound foot, once it was formed, could not be unlocked like a chastity belt.

After about two or three years, the child’s feet actually shrank to the point that they could fit into shoes that were only three inches long. These tiny shoes, which were called "lotus shoes", were made of silk and were decorated with beautiful embroidery. The results of the foot binding were highly deformed feet that were extremely painful to walk on. Many times, the toes actually fell off because the bandages were wrapped so tight that blood could no longer reach them. 

The practice of foot binding lasted far over one thousand years until the Manchu Dynasty was toppled in 1911 and the New Republic was formed. It was at this time that foot binding was outlawed. 

Foot binding mangles the feet of these people, and causes many other disabilities. The University of California San Francisco did a study that looked at the "prevalence and consequences" of foot binding, and how it was linked to osteoporosis in China. Of those women studied, the ones that had had their feet bound were thirty eight percent more likely to suffer from a fall than those who never had their feet bound. The study also discovered that the women with bound feet had a 5.1 percent lower hip bone density and a four point seven percent lower spine bone density than women with normal feet, putting them at greater risk of suffering hip or spine fractions. 

Sources:  

“Chinese Culture: Foot Binding” ksks.essortment.com/chineseculture_rdpp.htm 

“Chinese Foot Binding” http://www.angelfire.com/ca/beekeeper/foot.html 

Directions:  Answer the following questions in detailed, complete sentences to show your understanding.
1. Summarize, in your own words, the practice of foot binding.  Think about:  who it was done to, by whom, how, what their rationale was, how it started, and when it was discontinued.  

2. It is said that it was impossible for a Chinese mother to love her daughter and her daughter’s feet at the same time.  What do you think this means?

3. Chinese mothers knew the pain and suffering that they would cause their daughters by binding their feet, yet they did it anyway.  Why?  

4. Imagine that you are a Chinese mother.  Would you bind your daughter’s feet?  Explain.
5. “Lily feet” were considered extremely beautiful by the upper class and high society, yet some considered it torture.  Is there anything that you can think of in modern American society that mirrors this practice?  Explain.

6. Reflect on why only women – not men – had their feet bound.  What does this say about ancient Chinese society?  Do you think these values reflect modern society?  Explain.
Read the following commentary:

“Foot binding survived sporadic reform efforts and lasted well into the 20th century. Though outlawed in 1911 around the time China became a republic, it wasn't stamped out in some parts of the country until the 1930s. The "natural foot" campaign succeeded in part because of the improving status of women in Chinese society, but a big factor was the recognition among educated Chinese that the West considered the practice barbaric. Anti-foot-binding campaigns could be quite cruel in their own right, with tiny-footed women forced to abandon their bindings, which often proved scarcely less painful than binding in the first place. But the aim was achieved; foot binding is unknown in China today. It now survives only in the West, in the form of spike heels.”
7.  Write a response to this statement.  What do you think, and why?
Directions


Mark your confusion.


Mark evidence of close reading with questions and/or comments.


At the end of the article write a one sentence summary.








A slipper for a bound foot.








