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On the Dearth of RHlial Daughtersin Pre-Tang China

Yuet Keung LO

Assistant Professor, National University of Singapore

Filial devotion has always been touted as a personal virtue that can and should
be cultivated universally by men and women alike. Yet, this paper reveals that extant
sources indicate that there were hardly any filial daughters in pre-Tang China, while
there were countless filial sons. It seems that some canonical endorsement must exist
to bring about this peculiar phenomenon of lopsided filial virtue. This paper argues
that the Classic of Filial Devotion played such an historical role. Through a critical
textual analysis of this classic, the paper demonstrates that the virtue of filiality
advocated in the text was basically restricted to men only; state promotion of filial
devotion in pre-Tang China was thus informed, at least partidly, by the doctrine
elaborated in the classic. In the end, government policy and aristocratic indoctrination
worked in tandem and helped contribute to the dearth of filial daughters. Even though
both vigorously exhorted all under Heaven to filial devation, they proudly honored
only filial sons from all over the state, generation after generation. Consequently; filial
devotion became a gendered virtue and was bestowed with political privileges.

Keywords: Classic of Filial Devotion filial sons filial daughters
filia daughters-in-law gendered virtue gender consciousness
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