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Abstract

In late imperial China chastity of a widowed or betrothed woman, rather than virginity
per se, was considered the core female virtue in social practice, in literary discourse,
and in law. However, religious chastity as offered in Buddhism and other Chinese re-
ligious traditions was a way for women to evade the strictures of married life. This
helps explain why, when introduced in the seventeenth century by Spanish Domin-

- ican friars, the concept of virginity as a prerequisite for consecrated religious life

found enthusiastic acceptance among some women in Fujian province. To legitimize
virginity as a virtue and a perpetual state of life for some Chinese women, mission-
aries and their converts ingeniously revised the meaning of filiality, claiming a place
for Christian filiality within orthodox boundaries of filial piety (xizo), while suggest-
ing that Christianity offered a truer meaning of filiality, subordinated to the divine
prerogatives of the Christian God.

Prologue

The summer of 1746-the eleventh year of the Qianlong #J# reign—
found the officialdom of the southern Chinese province of Fujian
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engaged i.n a suppression campaign against a local cult in Fuan $§%;,
a mountainous county tucked in the northeastern borders of the prov-
ince, in the prefecture of Funing #828. Officials uncovered the pres-
ence of a few Spanish Catholic missionaries of the Dominican order,
who had been living among the local populace for decades and had
many followers. Five Spaniards were captured and later on executed,
and local Christians were arrested, tortured, imprisoned, and in some
cases exiled.

Among the most disturbing features of this underground Catholic
community was the presence of numerous unmarried virgin women.
These women lived at home with their natal families and engaged in
devotional activities, while assisting the foreign priests in their domes-
tic chores and daily religious duties. A report by the Prefect of Funing,
Dong Qizuo ¥i7E, who had uncovered these illegal activities dur-
ing a patrol, stated: “In the locale of Fuan we found converts to the
Teachings of the Lord of Heaven, and there are many women who
remain unmarried all their life. This they call ‘to preserve the chaste
state of a child’ (shou tongzhen ~FEH).!

This, however, was not the first time Qing provincial officials had
engaged in anti-Christian actions in Fujian and Fuan and had noticed
the presence of these ‘Christian virgins’. Already during the Kangxi
FRER period, local officials had felt somewhat encouraged to attack the
heterodox Christian communities as a consequence of the emperor’s
ambiguous policy towards Christianity. While the emperor bestowed
h}s personal favors on the court missionaries for their technical ser-
vices, thus indirectly benefiting their associates in the provinces, he
always carefully avoided making any legal concessions to the Christian
ente.rp.rise in China. Since 1669, in fact, the further propagation of
Chrlstlaniw among Han subjects was expressly forbidden. However,
this prohibition was never seriously enforced during the Kangxi reign,
and the provision that missionaries could care for existing communities

. ' Quotation from the initial report on the discovery of Christians and missionaries
mn F uan by the Prefect of Funing Dong Qizuo, as found in Archives du Séminaire
des Missions Etrangéres de Paris (hereafter AMEP), Chine, 434: 1093r. Dong’s report
dated AMay. 22, 1746 (Qianlong 11/4/3), probably reached the governor of Fujiar;
sometime in June; see vermilion-endorsed memorial of June 30, 1746 (Qianlong
141 /;)/ 1) in Zhongguo di yi lishi dang’anguan B — R RA, ed, Qing zhong-qian
q X.'ziang Tanzugiao zai Hua huodong dang’an shilino R SER EErEE i R
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2003), 1: 78-82.
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in fact meant that Christian religious propaganda could in practice
continue.

In the latter part of his reign (1700-1722) Kangxi raised his vigi-
lance at the prompting of his high officials and as a consequence of
his clash with papal envoys on the question of the Chinese rites to
the ancestors and Confucius, allowed to Christians by the Jesuits but
forbidden by papal authorities. He thus decided to impose on the
missionaries in 1706 a residence permit (called yinpiao F1ZE) which
reflected adherence to the imperial ideological position on the Chinese
rites. This had important consequences for the Dominican communi-
ties in Fujian. Most of the friars were obliged to leave their missions
in 1707, since they would not accept the imperial order, although
two of them remained incognito.> Moreover, at this juncture the neo-
Confucian scholar Zhang Boxing 3R{A{T (1652-1725) became by im-
perial fiat Governor of Fujian. Before moving on to another post in
1709, Zhang prepared a memorial recommending that the Catholic
churches in coastal Fujian, including Funing, be turned into schools,
the Christian communities dispersed, and the foreigners expelled. He
so hoped to stop the “disintegration of morality” attributed to the cult
of the Lord of Heaven and the abandonment of ancestral cults and
‘the cult of Confucius, a direct reference to practices upheld by the
Dominicans in their communities.®

2 On the beginnings of the Dominican mission in Fuan, see Eugenio Menegon, “An-
cestors, Virgins, and Friars: The Localization of Christianity in Late Imperial Mind-
ong (Fujian, China), 1632-1863” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 2002), Ch. 3;
and Eugenio Menegon, “Christian Loyalists, Spanish Friars, and Holy Virgins in Fuji-
an during the Ming-Qing Transition,” Monumenta Serica 51 (2003): 335-65; on Kangxi’s
policy of guarded “tacit tolerance” towards Christianity, see Adrian Dudink, “Oppo-
nents,” in Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China. Volume One: 635-1800
(Leiden: Brill, 2001), 515.

3 Since his transfer to the governorship of Jiangsu was impending, Zhang did not
present the memorial, which was anyway widely circulated among his students in
Fuzhou; sece Arthur W. Hummel, ed., Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing Period (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1943-44), 51b; Fu Lo-shu, 4 Documentary Chronicle of
Sino-Western Relations (Tucson: AAS - University of Arizona Press, 1966), 504, n. I; Lin
Jinshui #k&7k and Xie Bizhen #4488, eds., Fuian dutwat wenhua fiaoliu sha FEEERI SR
#isk (Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 1997), 265-67; Standaert, Handbook of Christian-
ity, 518. The text of Zhang Boxing’s memorial, entitled “Niqing fei Tianzhutang shu #
IR T EFT” Memorial petitioning for the destruction of Catholic churches, 1709?),
can be found in Zhang Boxing, Jhengy: Tang Wenyi - Xuji IEZH & - #&%4E (Shanghai:
Shangwu yinshuguan, 1937), 175-76. The memorial attacks Christians in the prefectures
of Fuzhou #8/H, Quanzhou /¥, Xinghua #4t, Zhangzhou 7&/], and Funing for their
neglect of ancestors and of the cult to Confucius, for blasphemy against Heaven and
for the mixing of sexes.
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Zhang has been called by Jonathan Spence a “purist,” and his
memorial against the Catholics of the Fujian coastal region should be
seen in the context of his efforts to reform the climate of the province
and re-establish orthodox Confucian mores.* However, in spite of his
call for the proscription of Catholicism, the imperial government did
not take any action. The Kangxi Emperor had warned him to respect
the local customs of Fujian: “Each place has different customs,” the
emperor told him. “Don’t try to change them. Just make sure that your
area stays peaceful.”” Zhang ignored the Emperor’s advice and tried
to modify some of the Fujianese customs he decried. For example, he
atternpted to curb the financial and ritual excesses locals incurred in
their weddings and funerals, and he ordered that young Buddhist nuns
be returned to their families and married off.¢ He also championed
the upholding of rituals to Confucius and the former sages, established
or revived neo-Confucian academies in Fuzhou and elsewhere, and
complained that in Taiwan local officials had neglected the promotion
of altars to worthies and chaste women.’

It 15 thus little surprise that he found that Catholic activities collided
with his plans for the moral reform of Fujian. Catholics, or at least the
ones under the care of the Dominicans, refrained from offering rituals
to Confucius and the ancestors and kept “no distinctions between men
and women, who mix indiscriminately in common places, harming our
cwilizing customs.”® Zhang seems to have been unaware that in Fuan
already at this time some Catholic girls remained unmarried and en-
gaged in religious life; otherwise he would have asked for their prompt
marriage, as he had done with Buddhist nuns. To Kangxi, however, a
peaceful province was what mattered most. Fujian had experienced a
long period of turmoil in the second half of the seventeenth century,
and the Emperor may have deemed that social peace and a certain
tolerance of innocuous local eccentricities were the best strategy to

#Zhang was a philosopher, not an official, and was promoted to the post of governor
by personal intervention of the Kangxi Emperor. During his tenure in F ujian, he tried
to stabilize prices and implement some administrative measures, But he also published
Confucian compendia and engaged in zealous efforts to reform Fujianese customs; see
Jonathan Spence, “Collapse of a Purist,” in Jonathan Spence, ed., Chinese Roundabouts:
Essays in History and Culture (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992), 124-31, 127.

> Spence, “Collapse of a Purist,” 127.

6 Zhang, Zhengyi Tang Wenji, 59-61: Spence, “Collapse of a Purist,” 127; Lin and
Xie, Fujian dutwai wenhua jiaoliu shi, 266.

” Zhang, Zhengyi Tang Wenji, 57-58, 111-13.

8 Zhang, Zhengyi Tang Weyi, 175.
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keep the empire together. The religion of the Lord of Heaven was
Just a cult kept under state control, and in Adrian Dudink’s words, “as
long as Christians were not opposed to the state and did not create
chaos, they were to be tolerated and allowed to practice their rituals
in their churches.”®

The muffled opposition to Christianity by high officials in the cen-
tral and provincial governments during the Kangxi period, however,
finally found a favorable climate with the accession of the Yongzheng
#1F Emperor and exploded into a full-fledged campaign.!® In 1723,
Zhang Boxing became president of the Ministry of Rites, and, soon
after Yongzheng’s enthronement, anti-Christian recommendations
from the Ministry of Rites, traditionally hostile to heterodoxy and to
Christianity, reached the Emperor. A prominent Han ofﬁcial,. Z.ha'ng
Pengge 7EHERH (1649-1725), who had attempted to forbid Christianity
as Governor of Zhejiang #7L in 1691, spearheaded the attack. He
apparently presented the new emperor with three memorials asl.iing
for the proscription of Christianity in the provinces and the continu-
ation of the mission only in Beijing, where the foreign priests could
be useful.!!

9 Standaert, Handbook of Christianity, 517. o

10 The Yongzheng Emperor had already developed over the years a negative im-
pression of Christianity. The monarch was annoyed bngsuit interference in his suc-
cession struggle, disturbed by the conversion to Christianity of tr.eacherpus members
of the imperial clan, and remembered with disgust his father’s le‘ment :ftnt.ude towards
these importune foreigners, who had bothered him for years with their qtual contro-
versies. These topics are already explored in Eugenio Mem.:gon, “Surniama Tragoed-
w: Religious and Political Martyrdom in the Yongzheng Period” (Paper presented at
the “Symposium on the History of Christianity in China,” Hong Kong, October 2-4,
1996); see also Standaert, Handbook of Christianity, 521.

! Zhang Pengge was named Grand Tutor of the Heir Apparent and Gran.d Secrgtary
in short succession between January and March 1723. According to Ignatius Kogler,
SJ., (1680-1746), head of the Directorate of Astronomy, at this time Zhang presented
a series of anti-Christian memorials to the emperor; see Kogler’s letter of October 12,
1723, in Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (Rome), Faponica Sinica 179: 272-73r, as
quoted in Pasquale D’Elia, I/ lontano confino e la tragica morte del P. ]oéo_Mourdo S.I.{ mis-
swonario m Cina (1681-1726) nella storia e nella leggenda, secondo documenti in gran parte zneghtz
(Lisboa: Agencia-Geral do Ultramar, 1963), 97. The first avajlfible document requesting
the proscription of Christianity, a Manchu-langu;%ge mem.or.jal datec{ Ma_rch 16, 1723
(Yongzheng 1/2/10), written by a Manchu official in the M]mstry f)f .thes,' in fact closely
follows Zhang Pengge’s alleged recommendations to exile t.he~ missionaries, except for
those in the imperial service at the court; see Zhongguo di yi 11§h1 dang anguan, ed.,
Yongzheng chao Manwen zhupt zouzhe quan yi FEIESARE S R 2558252 (Hefei: Huangshan
shushe, 1998), 1: 30-31.
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The Emperor did not need any éncouragement to accept the me-
morial’s recommendations. Gioro Mamboo BEE (1673-1725),
the Manchu Governor-General in charge of the sensitive maritime
provinces of Zhejiang and Fujian, was quick in implementing the
new imperial policy, and the first Christian community to receive the
attention of the imperial government was Fuan. In mid-June 1723,
following tips from intelligence agents, the Governor-General notified
the local county magistrate of his ‘discovery’ of Christians in Fuan.
Given the long history of official monitoring of Fujian Christians,
Mamboo’s was certainly no ‘discovery’.!? The governor ordered the
magistrate to issue a public prohibition of Christianity in his jurisdic-
tion, to confiscate the local churches, to compile lists of converts, to
oblige the local Christian virgins to get married, and to make sure that
lineage and bagjia {57 leaders (fangzu zhang fE1RIR and xiangbao zhang 45
{&+$%) would implement his orders.!3 Again, the forced marriage of the

virgins loomed prominently in the documents as an urgent measure
to rectify local customs.

Yet, the Christian communities of Fuan, in spite of this first campaign
that soon reached beyond the provincial borders to the whole empire,
remained resilient. As the missionaries observed, local authorites were

12 Mamboo’s long tenures in Fujian (1711-15 as Governor of Fujian and 1715-25
as Governor-General of Zhejiang and Fujian) probably put him in a delicate spot: he
needed to show particular zeal in implementing the imperial directives, lest he be con-
sidered negligent for having tolerated Christian activities that his predecessor Zhang
Boxing had censored. Fu Lo-shu suggests that Mamboo may have been inspired by
Zhang’s 1709 draft memorial (Fu, 4 Documentary Chronicle, 505). In fact, Zhang Peng-
ge’s alleged memorials (and quite possibly also Zhang Boxing’s role as Minister of
Rites in the early Yongzheng reign) resulted in a directive to provincial governors
that prompted the quick reaction of Mamboo. The anti-Christian recommendation
of Mamboo to the Ministry of Rites is dated November 17, 1723 (Yongzheng 1/10/
20; memorial from the Grand Secretariat Archives, Registers of the Section of Scru-
tiny of Ministry of Rites, published in Zhongguo di yi lishi dang’anguan, ed., Qing . . .
Xiyang Tianzhuriao, 1: 56; 1 owe this information to Dr. Zhang Xianqing 3E557, Xia-
men FFT University). The Ministry soon approved Mamboo’s memorial and an im-
perial decree ordering the gradual expulsion of the missionaries was issued on January
12, 1724 (Yongzheng 1/1/17).

'3 The Chinese text of Mamboo’s orders of June 15, 1723 (Yongzheng 1/5/12) is
quoted in a proclamation by the Fuan magistrate, in Archivo de la Provincia del Santo
Rosario (Manila and Avila; hereafter APSR), China, 9: docs. 12a and 12b; Spanish ver-
sion in José Maria Gonzalez, Misiones Dominicanas en China (1700-1750) Madrid: Con-
sejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1952-58), 1: 113-14. Chinese text of the
response of Fuan county magistrate to Mamboo (mid-June 1723?) in Biblioteca Apos-
tolica Vaticana (Vatican City), Borgia Cinese, 316 (8-h)
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able to gather only the names of seven elderly C%lristian virgins (who
were clearly unmarriageable), and never got their hands on th‘e. oth-
ers. Yongzheng and his high officials in fact perceived the resilience
of Christianity as a problem of some import, as can be gauged from
a 1729 secret court letter directed to all provincial governors. In't'he
letter, the Emperor lamented the negligence of provincial authorities
in checking Catholic activities, already forbidden f.or several years, and
the fact that foreign missionaries were still living in the provinces a'nd
that “local rascals” (bendi wulai zhi ren AHIFRC N) were foll4ow1n~g
their teachings, therefore damaging local customs (fengsu JE:L{ZQ)I This
letter shows an increasing concern of the central government w_1th lo-
cal stability, represented by orthodox customs, but 1s‘also a testimony
that local people continued to be steadfast believers in the heterodox
teachings. ‘ ' .

The Qianlong Emperor did not reverse the _hc_)s‘tﬂe attitude of h}s
father’s government to Catholicism, but in the initial ten years of his
reign (1735-46) he did not launch any large campaign against the
Christians. Thus, this was a quiet period empire-wide and in Fuan
for Christian communities. Vicar Apostolic Pedro Sanz (1680-1747),
one of the five Dominicans who would lose their lives in the wake. of
the 1746 campaign, observed in 1738 that “al.th‘ough the {nandar;ns
know very well that we [missionaries] are r651dn‘1g. here [in .the ter-
ritory of Fuan], when they discover [us] they dlssn'nulate, since no
orders come from the [Imperial] Court. Thus we can in the meanw}.ule
engage in our usual business of hing-kziao (xingjigo, T4, ‘propagatgll%
the faith’), albeit always with appropriate caution and prudence. '
Sanz’s words are corroborated by the lack of any records of oﬂigal
actions against Christianity between 1734 and 1746. In that period,
at least seven magistrates held tenure in Fuan, and none denounced
the Christians.!®

1% See a transcript of the archival vcrsion(illg gll’;u;gg?;]éfa?’iﬂ}%:%, “Qing Shizong jin
i EiEE " Dongfang zazhi 62.6 : 26-36, 34. 4
Jlaolg?cfc?gf_ g;iﬁ the Ir";gcr);iganda Fide Procurator i'nvMacao, Arcangelo Miralta,
Muyang, November 3, 1738, in Gonzalez, Misiones Pomzmcanax, 2:38.7 . . -

16 An additional factor in the relative peace enjoyed by the Christians in Fl]Jli}n
may have been the protection of Depei i (1688-1752), a mcmber. pf the Ir:npe.).qal
Household and a crypto-Christian, who was Governor-General of Zhejiang and Fujian
between 1739 and 1742; see a letter of Fr. Eusebio Fcrngndo Oscot (Eloscotc) to Fr.
Juan de Arrechedera dated January 12, 1741, APSR, tha, 1.4: 80\./: . . . under the
shadow of this prince . . . we can preach the Gospel with a little bit more freedom.
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Clearly, county civil officials were covering up, or at least ignor-
ing, the situation. The main reasons for this ‘negligence’ were two:
ﬁr‘st, the local magistrates were wary of denouncing the presence of
missionaries to superior authorities, lest demotion and further trouble
ensue for them; second, some yamen runners and military personnel
and a considerable number of local residents were believers of the
forbidden teachings. Even if the magistrate knew about their beliefs,
he could have accomplished little by alienating his own staff and by
upsetting local order with a suppression campaign. The deep ties that
the Christian community had by now developed with the local society
acted as buffers against the pretensions of the central state.

The 1746 arrest of missionaries and Christians in Fuan was oc-
casioned by heightened government vigilance, the consequence of a
general rise in sectarian activities in the mid-1740s, partly connected
to the worsening economic situation of the peasantry at the time.
Starting in 1744, and with renewed intensity in mid-1746, provincial
governors discovered sectarian groups in several provinces.!” These
repeated discoveries preoccupied Qianlong, who issued alarmed orders
to the governors to deal with the matter. Soon, high officials were
pressed into producing results, and heterodox groups were found and
suppressed in Guizhou &/, Sichuan /¥)i], and Jiangsu JT%%.'® The
Christians of Fuan soon fell into the net.

Thus, recently on Christmas Eve [T could celebrate mass] with more than four hundred
Chris‘tians gathered in the courtyard of my patron, a literatus called Domingo.” On
Depeisee Chen Yuan piH, “Yong-Qjan jian feng Tianzhujiao zhi zongshi #EHERF
PR, in Chen Yuan, Chen Yuan xueshu lunwen i BRES 22 ffsh 4L (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1980), 1: 140-183, 164-83 (part 2); Hummel, Eminent Chinese, 714-15; FangHao 5
%%, Zhongguo Tianzhujiao shi renwu zhuan FERF#HE A HE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1988; original ed. 1970), 3: 66-70; Standaert, Handbook of Christianity, 446-47.

'7 Particularly active at the time were the Great Vehicle Teachings (A5E#K), the
Hongyar_lg Teachings (Z 8542, and the Laoguanzhai Teachings (# &% #). The Lao-
guanzhai groups rose in rebellion in Jianning % county (Fujian), and one of the
captured Dominican missionaries in fact shared a prison cell with some sect members in
17%8; see Francisco Serrano’s report “Rebelién de Kien-ning-fu,” 1748?, in Gonzalez,
Mz:'zo_nes Dominicanas, 2: 250-52. On the political economy favoring the rise of sectarian
acuylties at this time, see Zhuang Jifa, Qingdai mimi hutdang shi yangiu J5{EH S # S 2
(Taipei: Wenshizhe chubanshe, 1994), 79-94.

'8 See Ma Zhao, “The Christian Mission from the Perspective of the Eighteenth-
Century Chinese Imperial Archives: Reasons for the 1746-1748 Missionary Case” (Pa-
per presented at the International Seminar for Young Eighteenth-Century Scholars,
“The European Enlightenment in its Relation to the Other Great Cultures and Reli-
gions of the Eighteenth Century,” Saarbrucken, Germany, 1999), 5. See a table of cas-
es involving sectarian “societies” (hui §) in Zhuang, Qingdai mimi huidang, 48-49.
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In his initial memorial to the Governor, the Prefect of Funing, Dong
Qizuo, stressed that disrespect for the social structures of patriarchy
and for its rituals were the most heinous crimes of the Fuan Christians.
As customary, local gentry and lineages were expected to collaborate
in social control through the enforcement of proper customs and rites.
But the accusations raised against the Fuan Christians at the onset
of the 1746 campaign showed to provincial authorities an apparent
laissez-faire attitude of local elites. In their measures taken in response
to the Prefect’s report, thus, provincial authorities showed particular
concern for the laxity of the bagfia units and the lineages, which were
supposed to be the guardians of social peace and of the patriarchal
order. The preoccupation that loomed most prominently in the official
mind was that local elders entrusted by authorities with the marriage
of Christian virgins were likely to be convinced to “keep the situation
secret by way of bribery,” as they had in the past.!® In spite of the fact
that in 1723 and again in 1729, for example, the Fujian governors
had exacted written sworn statements from converted gentry, had
filed such statements in the archives for reference, and had ordered
the lineage elders to make sure that the Christians avoided relapsing
into heterodoxy, Christian activities had continued unabated.?

In this context of bureaucratic control of local customs, the Fujian
provincial officialdom solicited counsel from subordinates on appro-
priate actions to solve the issue of the unmarried women of Fuan,
revealing the importance they gave to proper conjugal relations in the
province. The Prefect of Xinghua Bif{, a coastal prefecture south of
the provincial capital Fuzhou, offered the following policy recommen-
dation. The Prefect observed that rejecting marriage was particularly
damaging to human relations and suggested that “proclaims be issued
everywhere to clarify and let be known the virtues of human relations
and the evils of heterodoxy.” ?! Moreover, he recommended that “those

19 That such forced marriages failed is shown, for example, by the fact that in the
1770s some Christian virgins bought the silence of the yamen runners and the bagualead-
ers (cabecillas) by paying bribes, so that “up to now no {virgin] has ever been obliged to
marry”; see José Maria Gonzalez, Historia de las misiones dominicanas de China (Madrnid:
Imprenta Juan Bravo, 1955-67), 2: 521. These words suggest that bribery in these cas-
€s was a recurrent practice.

20 See order of Fi ujian Governor Liu Shiming Z{t8H in 1729, as recorded in a Span-
ish translation of a lost Chinese-language memorial dated October 18, 1729 (Yong-
zheng 7/8/26), in Gonzéalez, Historia, 2: 192-93.

21 See copy of a Chinese-language document issued by the Prefect of Xinghua in
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[Christian] women who did not marry be entrusted to the elderly
males in the neighboring bagjia and within a year be married off.”%2
Clearly aware of the fact that these women had been unmarried for a
long time with the consent of their families and the tolerance of their
neighbors, he also proposed sanctions against local lineages and baojia
leaders should they attempt to sidestep these official orders through
secret dealings and bribery.

The preoccupation of the Qing bureaucracy for the integrity of the
matrimonial institution and for the control of religious celibacy among
women is evident from a number of policies regulating Buddhist nun-
neries issued in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Authorities
actively discouraged ordinations, especially of young girls. In Fujian
and other provinces, for example, local officials frowned upon the
phenomenon of the ‘purchase’ of poor girls, who were recruited for the
Buddhist monastic systern at a very young age. In 1688, the Governor
of Fujian requested that all Buddhist nuns under the age of thirty be
returned to their families of origin.?* Around 1709, as we have seen,
Zhang Boxing not only attempted to proscribe Christianity in Fujian
but also ordered that daughters sold off by families as Buddhist nuns
be redeemed and married off. Again in the early Qjanlong period,
governors responded to imperial regulations of the Buddhist and Daoist
monastic establishments issued during the Yongzheng era by ordering
that young novices, upon reaching the age of twenty, be returned to
their families and lineages to be married off, and that women could in
the future only enter a nunnery after reaching the age of forty.?* With
these actions, provincial governors were likely trying to inject back
into the marital market a number of available brides in a period of

response to a request from the Provincial Surveillance Commissioner on the Fuan case,
dated June 28, 1746 (Qjanlong 11/5/10), in AMEP, Chine, 434: 1092r-1094r.

22 AMEP, Chine, 434: 1092r.

% Eduard B. Vermeer, “The Decline of Hsing-hua Prefecture in the Early Ch'ing,”
in Eduard B. Vermeer, ed., Development and Decline of Fukien Province in the 17 and 18
Centuries (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 129, citing a local history of Putian by Chen Hong BB
(1618-98), Xichao Pujing xiagi BEEEHREE /N, covering the period 1684-97.

2* A memorial by the Governor of Hubei Zhong Bao §#F, dated December 3, 1736
(Qianlong 1/11/2), for example, quoted a substatute of the Qing Code saying that
“from now on, women must be older than forty to become nuns” (sthou, fund bt nian yue
sishi, fang zhun chufia wei ni §%% » FELOVEBPG+- FHELFEE); see “Qianlong chu-
nian zhengchi minfeng minsu shiliao (D) EZEAnE s R ERA R Lishi dang’an 81.1
(2001), 28-46, 35, transcribing Zhong’s memorial on the regulation of male and female
novices in Buddhist and Daoist monasteries and temples.
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demographic recovery and of a “marriage crunch” that was especially
felt in the southern coastal region.

Although these kinds of practical considerations were certainly in
the minds of officials when they tried to curb religious ordinations,
their actions were also ideologically motivated. The second item in
the recommendations of the Prefect of Xinghua was a response to
reports from the magistrate of Ningde #f# county (near Fuan) on
the practice of renting one’s wife, or actually pawning her to another
man. The Prefect chastised the practice, referring to the article in the
Qing legal statutes punishing this crime, a common custom in Fujian
at the time.? This suggests that not only religious celibacy but also
deviant matrimonial practices preoccupied authorities. Indeed, the
defense of proper marriage was a ubiquitous theme in Qing official
documents. The sanctity of marriage, the foundation of the Confu-
cian family was at stake. Young Buddhist nuns, Christian virgins, and
wives sold or pawned by their poor husbands were all alarming signs
to officials that the institution of marriage was in danger, threatened
by heterodox religious ideas as well as by the economic and immoral
choices of many contemporary men. “Every woman a wife” may have
been the slogan of Qing officials, but many situations did not conform
to this moral ideal.?®

Governmental concern was parallelled by anxiety in elite intellectual
circles and in broader social discourse. Marriage was an important
symbolic citadel for the safeguard of the patrilinear model, and the most
striking manifestation of the hoped-for impregnability of the fortress
was the cult of female chastity (that is, fidelity to a deceased husband
or betrothed fiancé). For the state and elites, women’s chastity was an
indicator of the solidity of the matrimonial institution and reaffirmed

% The wife was pawned to another man for a certain amount of time, usually five
to ten years, and then returned to the legal husband. The target of such arrangement
was usually the production of a male heir for men married to barren wives. Contracts
modeled on current property contracts were used in these transactions. The statute
against wife-pawning is cited in Guo Songyi $3¥AE8, Lunli yu shenghuo: Qingda de hunyin
guanxi {RFRBIAETE - A BVISHER% (Beijing: Shangwu yinshuguan, 2000),497,n. 1. On
wife-selling see Paola Paderni, “Between Formal and Informal Justice: A Case of Wife
Selling in Eighteenth-Century China,” Ming Qing yanjiu 5 (1996): 139-56; Matthew H.
Sommer, Sex, Law, and Soctety in Late Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2000): 57-64; on wife-pawning, see Guo, Lunli yu shenghuo, 486-98.

% On legal and bureaucratic measures regulating marriage and sexuality, see, e.g.,
Sommer, Sex, Law, and Soctety, passim.
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in the eyes of men that male honor was safe and that the centrality
of patriliny went unchallenged.?’

The Christian virgins of Fuan, therefore, represented a challenge
not only to the institution of matrimony but indirectly to the ideologi-
cal foundations of patriarchy and of the state. At least, this was the
interpretation of officials. However, local perceptions must have been
rather different: otherwise, how can we explain the presence in the
mid-eighteenth century of over two hundred Christian virgins in the
county of Fuan alone, without visible signs of opposition among local
lineages and structures of power??

This essay will explore this conundrum, and in the process try
to explicate how the Christian concept of perpetual virginity found
a receptive environment in Fuan within the existing discourse of
widow chastity and the religious sensibilities alimented by Buddhism
and popular religious cults. Chronologically the phenomenon of the
Fuan Christian virgins had its first beginnings in the last decade of
the Ming period (1640s) but developed into a local Christian institu-
tion only in the Qing period, reaching maturity in the eighteenth
century. Thus, the historical focus of my research is mainly centered
upon the Qing. However, to better contextualize Christian virginity
as a social phenomenon in Qing Fujian, I will also review the early
seventeenth-century Chinese Christian writings introducing the ideal
of virginity-mainly authored by Jesuits—which provided its discursive
antecedents.

. ¥ As noted by Janet Theiss, “the efflorescence of the so-called ‘cult of female chas-

tity’ [in the High Qing] signalled the unprecedented significance of women’s virtue as
a component of elite and state orthodoxy and an obsession of popular culture”; see Ja-
net Mary Theiss, “Dealing with Disgrace: The Negotiation of Female Virtue in Eigh-
teenth-Cf.:ntury Chma” (Ph.D. diss., Uniyersity of California at Berkeley, 1998), 1.
B % This was also a Qing government’s complaint. When in 1754 Christian activ-
ities were again discovered in Fuan, the Qjanlong Emperor and his Grand Council
observed in a court letter that to employ local lineages in functions of control was “a
fc?rmality without substance™ (youming wushi 5 #$28). Thus officials were instructed to
directly enforce harsh punishment towards the Christians, rather than trust lineage el-
ders to do so; the letter is preserved in Zhongguo di yi lishi dang’anguan (Beijing), sec-
tion fixin dang (3{E#%), no. 1549-50, October 13, 1754 (Qianlong 19/8/27); compare
Fang, Zhongguo Tianzhujiao shi renwu zhuan, 3:168.
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Christian and Chinese Constructions of Virginity and Chastity: Social and
Religious Dimensions

Before examining how Christian virginity was introduced and inter-
preted in China among missionaries and Christians, a word on the
development of the concept and the attending religious institutions in
the West is in order. Virginity in religious contexts has been prized by
many societies as a state of grace that positioned men and especially
women in a liminal zone of asexual purity. This purity allowed for
a better, at times unique, capability to communicate with the divine,
and in certain societies (such as hunting communities) virginity was
thought to confer enhanced mental and physical strength and a gift
of communicating directly with nature and the animal world.?® Chris-
tianity lent a new twist to religiously motivated virginity, elevating it
to a level of importance never seen before. In his classical analysis of
virginity from late antiquity to the Middle Ages, John Bugge traces
the roots of the virginal ideal in the negative view of the body and of
sexuality displayed by the Gnostic movements of late antiquity, both
outside and inside mainstream Christianity.*® The implicit Gnostic
view of the creation story in Genesis, seen as an allegory of a cosmic
struggle between good and evil, was that “man’s first sin was somehow
equivalent to sexual intercourse; its principal effects were death and
sexuality itself.”?! If sex and death were so intimately linked, then
asexuality was seen as the privileged gate to immortality. Moreover,
the prospect of a second coming of Christ within a generation made
the idea of the continuation of humankind irrelevant.

This radical approach, however, did not become normative in
mainstream Christianity. Rather, the interpretation of St. Augustine

29 See entry on “Virginity” by Han J. W. Drijvers in Mircea Eliade, Charles J. Ad-
ams, et al. The Encyclopedia of Religion New York: Macmillan, 1987) 15: 279-81. Drijvers
defines virginity as “the condition of young male and female persons who have not had
sexual intercourse and have preserved their sexual innocence. This state is partly bio-
logically determined, in that children do not yet have sexual potency; but that condi-
tion can be voluntarily or obligatorily extended until marriage, so that virginal status
becomes a social fact.” In the Christian tradition, virginity (but also chastity) becomes a
lifelong condition for selected men and women consecrated to religious life.

30 John Bugge, Virginitas: An Essay in the History of a Medieval Ideal (The Hague: Marti-
nus Nijhoff, 1975). Here I rely on Bugge’s rather specific essay on virginity, but a large
literature on early Christian visions of sexuality and the body, including virginity, is
available; sec, e.g., Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renuncia-
tion in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988).



190 EUGENIO MENEGON

of Hippo (354-430) gave a new, relatively more moderate direction to
the Western Latin tradition. Augustine read Genesis literally and saw
sexuality between the human progenitors Adam and Eve as natural.
However, Gnostic influence was so strong at the time that the ideal
of virginity survived in Augustine and in later Christian thought. In
Augustine’s eyes, similar to the Gnostic view, virginal/asexual status
was the primitive state of human beings. But while for the Gnostics the
cause of the Fall had been sexual desire, Augustine emphasized that it
had rather been the presumption of knowledge on the part of man.

And yet, in spite of this demoting of sexuality as the prime mover
of death and sin, the ideal of virginal perfection remained alive and
became institutionalized, thanks to the spreading of monasticism from
the fifth century on, first in the East and later in the Latin West. Monks
led a life that was essentially in anticipation of the “angelic life” (vita
angelica) of Heaven, where there was no distinction between male and
female. Theologians of the time affirmed that since virginity in this life
was so difficult to achieve, it was in fact a worthier condition than that
of angels, who were asexual by nature, not by choice. Male virginity
was the main object of theological attention (as seen in the use of the
masculine expression “unblemished [male] virgin” virgo immaculatus)
and symbolized the resolve of monks to fight evil in the service of
good, rather than simply to suppress lust. In early monasticism the
imagery connected to virginity was military. Virgin monks were seen
as milites Christi (soldiers of God) in imitation of angels, who “were not
the effeminate young men of Quattrocento art, but a proud and vital
race of demigods.”3?

Female virgins also acquired virile and agonistic attributes, and
the hagiographies of the female virgin martyrs of late antiquity and
the early Middle Ages portray them as resisting defilement with great
strength. And yet, women’s virtue was depicted as depending more
intimately from their sexuality. As observed by Merry Wiesner-Hanks,
“many [early Christian] accounts of women’s martyrdoms stress sexual
aspects of their lives in ways that descriptions of male martyrs do not.
In women, preservation of their virginity and chastity at all costs is
praised as the ultimate sacrifice.”33

51 Bugge, Virginitas, 19.

%2 Bugge, Virginitas, 48.

3 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, Christianity and Sexuality in the Early Modern World: Regulat-
ing Desire, Reforming Practice (London: Routledge, 2000), 29.
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By the later Middle Ages, however, the prevailing moderate view
of sexuality reduced the appeal of virginity/asexuality as a source of
supernatural strength in a dualistic system of good versus evil. Rather,
virginity was promoted as a form of ascetism, a struggle to subdue sexual
desire. Celibacy, which had been required only of monks, bec'ame the
rule for all the clergy by the twelfth century: “As perfect chastity came
to be expected of all, the air of exclusiveness that had surrounded the
practice of virginity in the cloister dissipated.”3* Moreover, a new
theological emphasis on the humanity of Christ undermine.d .the ideal
of monastic virginity. Seeing Christ as a man not only diminished the
appeal of the image of monks as soldiers in a cos@ic strugglfe of: good
against evil but also “opened the way to speaking of Christ in the
metaphorical terms of human sexual love.”*> This process led in the
later Middle Ages to a “de-empbhasis on physical virginity as central to
sainthood for women.”3¢ Mothers and widows could also be elevated
to the honors of the altar. .

But the power of the virginal ideal remained strong among cl.01s-
tered nuns. By the sixteenth century, the imagery of spiritual marriage
once belonging to male monasticism had been appropriated by femal_e
mysticism. An outstanding example of such virginal, and yet matri-
monial, imagery of union of a nun with Christ is offered by Teresa
of Avila, whose writings “lent enormous richness of flesh-and-blood
feminity to the concept of the bride of Christ.”®” The ambiguous status
of nuns—virgins and yet brides of Christ-was typified by the figure of
the Virgin Mary, who was both virgin and bride. Concurrently, the
defense of the ideal of virginity was literally entrusted to the wa11~s of
monasteries. The Catholic church, worried by Protestant accusations
of immorality in the cloisters, and within a larger movement of control
of the female body, proceeded to enforce a strict policy of en.closure
on nuns, forbidding the more liberal and porous conventual lifestyles

tolerated in the late medieval period.

34 Bugge, Virginitas, 81.

%5 Bugge, Virginitas, 83.

%6 Wiesner-Hanks, Christianity and Sexuality, 45.

37 Bugge, Virginitas, 140. ) o

38 Wiigner-Hg;nks Christianity and Sexuality, 106; Gabriella Zarri, Recinti: Donne, clau-
sura ¢ matrimonio nella prima etd modema (Bologna: It Mulino, 2000), 22-25. We §hould not
ignore, of course, the important economic and socxal. reasons that were behind th'e n-
stitution of female monasteries in Europe. The creation of a place wh'crc unmarriage-
able women from the nobility and the bourgeoisie could be safely cloistered benefited
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And yet, religious institutions other than cloistered female orders,
established by (mainly unmarried) women, existed in Europe at this
time. Late medieval institutions like the Beguines of northern Europe
or the Beatas and Tertiaries in the Iberian peninsula, which enjoyed
relative freedom, were succeeded after the Council of Trent by groups
of unmarried women who lived in their families’ homes or in private
houses adapted to their small communities and were not subject to
enclosure. Such was the case of the Company of St. Ursula in northern
Italy, or the later movement of the Déotes in France.3°

If religiously motivated virginity in the West, through a tortuous
process, had become by the sixteenth century an exalted state of wom-
anhood in the eyes of the Church, that was not the case in China. In
late imperial China, women were expected to marry and give birth to
a male heir, and lifelong virginity was thus an abhorrent thought for
most people. The concentration in the medical and social discourse
on women as mothers, and the need to procreate to fulfill the filial
obligations towards the ancestors, prevented an exaltation of virginity
similar to the one found in Christianity. In medical circles, abstinence
from sexual intercourse was seen as the cause of dreaded dreams of
intercourse with ghosts that caused physical depletion. Physicians
deemed such disorders especially common among celibate women
(widows, nuns, palace women, and women who had delayed marriage
for too long) and believed that the repression of sexual desire was their
main cause. The corollary to this theory was that “sexual activity was
imperative if 2 woman was to remain normal.”* This medical negative
view of virginity reflected not only current physiological theories, but
also what Charlotte Furth calls a “gender system that stressed female
weakness and enslavement to reproductive necessity.”*! In spite of this,

their families, by reducing the burden of dowries and by extending to the convents the
families’ power and networking opportunities.

39 See Zarri, Recinti, Chs. 6 and 7 and cited literature on the so-called “Third Way”
chosen by women who were neither married nor nuns.

#0 See Charlotte Furth, “Blood, Body, and Gender: Medical Images of the Female
Condition in China, 1600-1850,” in Susan Brownell and Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, eds.,
Clunese Femininities, Chinese Masculinities: A Reader (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2002), 291-314, 306; Charlotte Furth, 4 Flourishing Yin: Gender in China’s Medical History,
960-1665 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 91. Also in ancient Greece,
doctors considered virginity a source of illness, and prescribed marriage and materni-
ty as a cure; see, e.g., Catherine Coyne Kelly, Performing Virginity and Testing Chastity in
the Middle Ages (London: Routledge, 2000), 21.

#l Furth, “Blood, Body, and Gender,” 292.
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however, premarital virginity remained prized. Although not seen as a
social virtue in itself, virginity was deemed a necessary precondition for
fulfilling the role of the wife and remained an irnport%mt component
in the economy of marriage, as shown by legal materials. .

The word commonly used in legal documents of the Qing period for
“virgin” is not tongzhen B &, tongshen E 5, and similar comppunfls, but
chunii (BE2r) or shinii (322Z). Both words meant “a girl .who lives in [the
paternal] home,” and by extension an unmarried girl who had l'fad
no sexual intercourse.*? Chunii/shinii also indicated individuals fitting
a legal-medical definition of virginity. In late imperial China, as was
the case in early modern Europe, virginity in girls was tbought to be
guaranteed by the presence of an unbroken hymen, and midwives were
entrusted with the delicate task of checking on the virginity of girls
when a doubt arouse or when a girl had been the object of atternpted
rape.*? A case from the famous Qing dynasty legal compendium Xmg’an
huilan THIZEREE (Conspectus of penal cases) highlights the social di-
mension of female virginity. The compendium reports the judg.'me.nt
reached in a failed attempt by a man to rape a fourteen-suz virgin glrl
(chunii). Since the girl had been violated only with a finger but not with
a penis, her relatives considered that she had not be'en “polluted by
illicit sex” (jianwu #&75) and that she was thus still virginal. T(? confirm
this, a midwife was brought in to check the physical integrity of the
girl. Derk Bodde and Clarence Morris observed that i.n this case “loss
of virginity would, of course, seriously undermine the girl’s chan?es for
marriage [emphasis mine].”** Matthew Sommer add.s that “this case
also suggests the social significance of virginity [. . .]: it seems to have
been important to the father to establish that his unmarried daughter

42 Lo, Zhufeng #7H, et al., eds., Hanyu Da Cidian B55KE##4 (Shanghai: Shang-

1cl hubanshe, 1986-1994), 8:837. 4 .
e f;SI}Iluf:ctl,lphysiologica]ly thcr)c is no basis for such belief. While in the ancient Med-
iterranean cultures hymeneal integrity was little valued, popt}lar knf)chdg; n the me-
dieval and early modern West attached great importance toitas asign of Virgin status.
Midwives were the bearers of this pseudo-knowledge, and in spite of opposition from
important anatomists like Antoine Paré in sixteenth-centu.ry France, ayd. late'r orhby
the authors of the Encyclopedié, this misconception is still V\.Ilth us; see Giulia Sissa “La
verginita materiale. Evanescenza di lllll ogiettoi:i Qthgemz Storici 75.3 (1990): 739-55.

idwives in China, see Furth, 4 Flourishing Yin, . .
On‘*Tg;lkeBoddc and Clarence Morris, eds., Law in Imperial China. Exemplified by 190

CR’ing Dynasty Cases (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1967), 427-28.
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had not been polluted by the attack.”* In fact, husbands would even
murder their wives, if they suspected or ‘discovered’ that the women
were not virgin at the time of marriage.* What was then the “social
significance of virginity,” and why were sexual pollution and loss of
virginity deemed so important?

According to Sommer’s research, only penetration by a penis could
truly represent rape and thus real pollution. He concludes that the idea
of sexual pollution was mainly linked in the eighteenth century to the
fear by commoner families of the ‘rogue male’, one of the increasingly
numerous single poor men who crowded the High Qing underworld.
'To lose one’s virginity with a rogue male was a loss of status and en-
tailed downward mobility. Since even the status of a peasant family did
not depend any longer on heredity but on moral behavior, by losing
her sexual purity a girl would lose her moral goodness vis-a-vis the
community, and in the end, compromise her status.*” Thus, virginity
was a commodity in the economy of marriage and family alliances,
what has been described for early modern Europe as “a ‘quality’
[which is] a morphological sign of an unviolated family property, and
a winning card for proper social positioning.”*® As Bodde and Morris
hinted, a virgin girl was a piece of property in the marriage market,
and she had to be given to the future husband in pristine conditions,
50 as to guarantee the purity of the ancestral line. A disgraced girl, on
the other hand, became much less desirable and was headed for the
position of concubine or prostitute or marriage to a debased man.

Moreover, the virginity of a betrothed woman reflected also on the
honor of the future husband and his family. As the cases studied by
Paola Paderni show, the suspicion of lack of virginity at the time of
marriage created strong social pressure on the husband, who defended
his honor with drastic measures, sometimes even murder.*® In sum,

*> Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society, 80.

* Paola Paderni, Furori d’amore. Gelosia maschile ¢ identitis di genere nella Cina del XVIIT
secolo (Napoli: Libreria Dante e Descartes, 1999), 27-29.

*7 Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society, 315.

8 Giorgia Alessi, “Il gioco degli scambi: seduzione e risarcimento nella casistica cat-
tolica del XVI e XVII secolo,” Quaderni Storici 75.3 (1990), 805-31, 805.

#1n 1735, for example, a local magistrate in Guangxi deemed that the main rea-
son for the homicide of a woman by her husband had been the gnawing doubt he held
about the virginity of his wife at the time of their marriage (wei fei shinil 2kt yt BIEE LTS
£8)- In another instance in 1734 in Shandong, a young man murdered his wife and their
infant daughter out of suspicions about his wife’s lack of premarital virtue (zhenging IF
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virginity represented both a socioeconomic asset in the hands of the
woman’s family and a way to preserve male honor and the purity of
the man’s family line. However, here we find no trace of virginity as
a virtue to be made into a lifelong pursuit.

This social and reproductive discourse of virginity, in fact, was not
the only one available in late imperial China. Religious virginity as
symbolized by certain goddesses and as chosen by religious adepts
represented another competing discourse. However, since religiously
motivated virginity in China was not so much concerned with physi-
ological hymeneal integrity but rather with sexual renunciation and
rejection of the married condition, it would be better to define it as celi-
bacy, although virginity could remain one of its unspoken constituents.>
At least two main traditions nourished the controversial concept of the
celibate status, Buddhism and Daoism. In Buddhism, sexuality and
desire were seen as the roots of the eternal cycle of transmigration:
“Love of life is the cause and sexual desire is the consequence. When
cause and consequence are intertwined, one undergoes ten thousand
births and ten thousand deaths. Changing one’s heads and faces,
one wanders in the six realms of rebirth and sees no beginning for
deliverance.”>! Marriage was obviously the way love of life and sexual
desire took a social form and had to be similarly rejected: “When man
and woman get married, they plant a tree of bitterness and cast seeds
broadly which take roots only in [purgatory].”>2 The seeds of marriage
were maternity and the loss of blood during delivery, which, together
with menstruation, represented the most polluting experiences and
made women into inferior and dangerous beings in Chinese popular
religion and Buddhism.>? 7

Guanyin % and one of her most revered incarnations, Princess
Miaoshan 92, are the two best-known examples of Buddhist virgin

£8), and for the shame (chou Bf) he felt at being cuckolded (wangba /1) and at having a
bastard daughter, as people rumored. See Paderni, Furor: d'amore, 2?-31. o

%0 Celibacy is defined as a “deliberate abstinence from sexual activity,” in Eliade et
al., The Encyclopedia of Religion, 3: 144. )

5! These are Princess Miaoshan’s words from a version of her legend, as quoted in
Yii Chiin-fang, Kuan-yin: The Chinese Transformation of Avalokitesvara (New York: Colum-
bia University Press 2000), 333.

52 Yii, Kuan-yin, 333-34. . )

53 See Gary Seaman, “The Sexual Politics of Karmic Retribution,” in Emily Mar-
tin and Hill Gates, eds., The Anthropology of Tatwanese Society (Stanford: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1981), 381-396; Beata Grant, “The Spiritual Saga of Woman Huang: From
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goddesses, untouched by such pollution. The ubiquitous Guanyin, as
protectress of women asking for pregnancy and as an asexual goddess,
embodied a tension between motherhood/pollution and virginity/
purity, reminding us of the Virgin Mary. Similarly, Miaoshan exem-
plified the divergence between life in the world, signified by marriage,
and the pursuit of religious enlightenment, found in celibacy. This
tension between endorsement of the reproductive role of women and
refusal of marriage in order to lead a life of religious commitment
could go in both directions. On the one hand, as Glen Dudbridge
argues, Miaoshan’s example provided a model for female celibacy
that inspired some to take that route.>* On the other hand, however,
as observed by Yii Chun-fang, most women in late imperial times did
not follow this example and instead opted to engage in a domesticated
religiosity that entailed a religious routine at home and sanctification
through the fulfillment of their wifely duties.>

The Daoist tradition of celibacy was probably influenced by Bud-
dhism and became important after the Six Dynasties, especially with
the rise of monastic orders like “Complete Perfection” (Quanzhen 2 H),
which had a female branch. However, Daoist celibacy was not predi-
cated on suppression of sexual desire to escape the wheel of reincar-
nation, but rather on the channeling of sexual energy to store power
for superior stages of meditational and inner-alchemical practice. Yet,
by the Ming and Qing periods celibate women are rarely mentioned
in Daoist sources, and existing eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
inner-alchemical texts written for women stressed the importance of
undertaking the Daoist path as part of a household and of being filial
and obedient to one’s husband.”®

Still, the myths of goddesses connected to Daoism continued to sug-
gest to women the possibility of maintaining chastity as Miaoshan had
done. In Fuan, in particular, the strong cult of the goddess-shamaness

Linshui Furen 7k A (alias Chen Jinggu BRiE#E) offered incentives

Pollution to Purification,” in David Johnson, ed., Ritual Opera, Operatic Ritual: “Mulien
Rescues His Mother” in Chinese Popular Culture (Berkeley: Chinese Popular Culture Project,
1989), 224-311; Emma Teng Jinhua, “Religion as a Source of Oppression and Creativ-
ity for Chinese Women,” Journal of Women and Gender Studies 1 (1990), 165-91.

%* See Glen Dudbridge, The Legend of Miao-shan (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004), 102.

% See Yii, Kuan-yin, 337-38.

% See Catherine Despeux, “Women in Daoism,” in Livia Kohn, ed., Daoism Hand-
book (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 384-412, 398.
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for religiously motivated marriage resistance. In Funing subprefecture,
where Fuan was located, there were numerous shrines dedicated to
the goddess, and at least eleven were located in Fuan alone.”” The
version of the story of the “Lady of the Water Margins” included in
the Daoist Canon describes her as a rebellious young woman, who
“died without marrying and would possess young boys to speak about
events through them.” She refused to yield to family pressure to
marry and instead took to the mountains where she engaged in Dao-
ist practices of interior alchemy and in ritual studies. Linshui Furen
was even superscribed by Buddhism as one of the manifestations of
the virgin bodhisattva Guanyin.>®

Popular versions of the Lady’s story finally normalized the deity,
who accepted marriage and died while giving birth, thus becoming
the goddess invoked by women for a smooth delivery.®’ In spite of
her co-optation in the framework of the orthodox patriarchal order,
however, her disorderly and rebellious behavior-never erased from the
legend—may have been present in the minds of girls in late imperial
times.%! The diffusion of devotional hagiographies and the staging of

57 See Fujian sheng Fuan xian difangzhi bianzuan weiyuanhui B E R ETRRMTEE
BEEEY, ed., Fuan xianzhi 18%555 (1884 edition, with collations from earlier edi-
tions; Fuan: reprint, 1986), j. 13: 228, 231; for temples in Fuan, see Xu Xiaowang £}
B2, Fyjian minjian xinyang yuanliu 18R REHEMIER (Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chuban-
she, 1993), 330. »

38 Quoted from Vivienne Lo, “The Legend of the Lady of Linshui,” Foumal of (.]/u—
nese Religions 21 (1993), 69-96, 77. This version of her legend appears in the collection
Soushen ji {150 , eventually included in the Daoist Canon; compare also Barend J. ter
Haar, “The Genesis and Spread of Temple Cults in Fukien,” in Vermeer, Development
and Decline of Fukien, 349-96, 359.

59 On the cult and lore of Linshui Furen see Brigitte Berthier, La Dame-du-Bord-de-
L’Eau (Nanterre: Société d’Ethnologie, 1988); Lo, “The Legend of the Lady of Lins-
hui”; Xu, Fujian minjian xinyang yuaniiu, 329-37; Lin Guoping #BIZF and Peng Wenyu 3
5, Fujian minfian xinyang 185 REHE (Fuzhou: Fujian Renmin chubanshe, 1993),
162-80; Brigitte Baptendier [Berthier], “The Lady Linshui: How a Woman Became a
Goddess,” in Mehir Shahar and Robert Weller, eds., Unruly Gods: Divinity and Soctety in
China (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1996), 105-49. ‘

60 The eighteenth-century popular novel Mindu biei FERFIET contains a detaJl?d
account of the goddess’s early life, marriage, death while delivering a son, am?l explm_ts
against demons after she became a deity. This is the most popular version diffused in
late imperial Fujian and known among devotees even today; sce Lo, “The Legend of
the Lady of Linshui,” 80, 89. .

61 The ambiguity of the image of Linshui Furen is explored in Baptendier, “The
Lady Jinshui,” 132: “Chinese patrilineal lines demand only a single thing from wom-
en: a descendant who will assure the ancestral cult. This implies that women agree to
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ritual dramas and puppet shows at temple festivals accomplished the
transmission of such an image.® These forms of popular literature
and theater dramatized the tension between the pursuit of enlighten-
ment and salvation on the one hand and the attachment to the family
on the other. Although the discourse of religious celibacy presented
by figures like Miaoshan or Linshui Furen was usually brought into
the framework of patriarchal family relations, nevertheless female
religious celibacy and refusal of marriage remained as possibilities in
the conceptual repertoire of the time and prepared a space for the
introduction of Christian virginity in Fuan.%3

be goods of exchange and material for the alliance between two lines. This is the mod-
el that Chen Jinggu refuses. She prefers to dedicate herself to meditation, to studying
rituals and to keeping her independence as a shaman. . . . For some Chinese women
this choice is either a matter of survival or a search and an attempt at self-preserva-
tion and self-cultivation, in a society that offers no other personal alternatives. . . . In
traditional society, women have two possibilities outside of, or in addition to, alliance
with the Confucian arrangement. The first model is the one chosen by Buddhist and
Daoist nuns, looking to the practices of interior alchemy to sublimate their bodies . . .
approximating the model chosen by Linshui Furen. . . . [T]he other model is the one
chosen or endorsed by female mediums. Most female mediums are married and moth-
ers. Sometimes they still leave their home after many years of marriage. Their cults
are called licentious by structured religion and the state, and they resemble the split
image of Linshui Furen as rebellious and yet under the patriliny, or the double image
of both Chen Jinggu and the serpent she kills.” Baptendier adds on p. 133: “The leg-
endary story of Chen Jinggu is undoubtedly a kind of derision of marriage, but also a
warning of its inevitability.”

%2 On “novels” and other popular writings and songs on the Lady’s legend, see
Baptendier, “The Lady Linshui,” 106-08. For examples of puppet shows on the leg-
end of Linshui Furen in the counties of Shouning #2% (near Fuan) and Shanghang
1A (southeastern Fujian), see Ye Mingsheng and Wu Natyu 'R75=F, Fujian Shouning
Siping kutlet xi “Nainiang Zhuan” 153 S5 TN (54 (B SRS (Taipei: Shi Ho-cheng Folk
Culture Foundation, 1997); and Ye Mingsheng %£BA4 and Yuan Hongliang J/#t3E,
Fupan Shanghang Luantan kwlei xi “Furen zhuan” 8 Bl MAEER A (Taipei: Shi
Ho-cheng Folk Culture Foundation, 1996). The Shouning play stresses the Daoist-sha-
manic independent role of the goddess, whereas the Hakka play from Shanghang un-
derlines her role as dutiful wife.

%3 The dynamic of “reintegration” of women in search of religious experience into
the household is also reflected in hagiographic accounts contained in Qing bagjuan; see
Beata Grant, “Patterns of Female Religious Experience in Qing Dynasty Popular Lit-
erature,” Journal of Chinese Religions 23 (1995): 29-58, 45. The dramatic tension felt by
women between salvation and family (a Buddhist problematique) is illustrated by the
cycle of Woman Huang, see Grant, “The Spiritual Saga of Woman Huang.”
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The Ideal of Christian Virginity Transmitted to China

How were the various strains of the ideal of Christian virginity trans-
mitted to China during the early modern period? Missionaries in
China presented a diverse body of texts and models to their converts
that reflected the historical stages of development of the concept and
institutions of virginity in the West, from early Christian male monastic
virginity to the more familiar image of female virginity connected to
the life of the cloister and to the figure of the Virgin Mary. Before
proceeding to an analysis of my case study in Fuan, I will briefly
explore some of these materials, used to acquaint the Chinese public
with the ideal of Christian virginity prior to the arrival of Dominicans
in Fujian in the early 1630s.

The earliest mention of refusal of marriage and abstension from
sex for religious purposes I found in Christian materials is in the
famous catechetical work by Matteo Ricci S.J. (Li Madou F[35%&,
1552-1610), Tianzhu shiyi KEEZ (The true meaning of the Lord of
Heaven, 1604). Ricci uses the expression “to avoid sex and remain
unmarried” (juese buqu & A2E) when referring to the priestly celibacy
of the Jesuits. However, the concept of virginity is not explicitly pre-
sented here, nor is any connection made to the virginity of Mary or
to any other concepts in the repertoire of Christian virginity. Ricci is
simply defending the Jesuits from the accusations of unfiliality leveled
by unsympathetic literati, and not advocating celibacy or virginity for
common Christians.®*

It is rather in discussions by Ricci’s successors about the seven
capital sins and sacramental confession that the virtuous counterparts
of lust-chastity and virginity—are explicitly mentioned. Concurrently,
early Jesuit texts also introduce episodes from the life of the Virgin
Mary and hagiographies of virgin saints into Chinese.®® It is through

64 See Matteo Ricci, The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven. Tien-chu Shik-1, transl.
by Douglas Lancashire and Peter Hu Kuochen, ed. by Edward Malatesta (St. Louis -
Miss. and San Francisco: The Institute of Jesuit Sources - Ricci Institute, 1985), 416-
17: “Those concerned for the salvation of the world feel deep pity for the situation in
the world today, and have therefore made chastity and celibacy rules of my humble
Society [of Jesus].” N

65 An obvious source in the development of the concept and institutions of religious
female virginity in the West was the cult of the Virgin Mary. Mary, how?v.er, was con-
structed over ime as a metaphor for the Church itself, and thus her virginity was met-
aphorically presented, and rarely analized as a physiological or social reality, as Alain
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texts and preaching on such topics that the theme of virginity—although
not yet its practice~was explicitly conveyed to the Chinese public.

Diego de Pantoja (Pang Diwo JEiF, 1571-1618), one of Ricci’s
companions in Beijing, was probably the first to discuss in some detail
the concept of Christian virginity in his well-known and widely-diffused
text Qike £5¢ (The seven victories [over sins], 1614).%¢ There he also
included a series of hagiographic stories about the explicit preservation
of virginity and chastity among saints of the Christian West. Interest-
ingly, the Qe targeted an audience made up not only of Christians
but also of potential converts among the male members of the elites.
It also attempted to pander to the taste of late Ming literati for moral
treatises on self-cultivation.®” Thus, the materials we find in the Qife
on virginity are oriented to a male readership.

Boureau observes: “The discourse on Mary, eminently ecclesiological, reveals the dou-
ble belonging of the Church to heaven and earth, to the divine and the human; it pre-
figures the double body of the State but says nothing on the particular bodies of women
and on their position in the social exchange. In the thirteenth century virginity in the
discourse of the Church is mainly a metaphor”; see Boureau, “L’imene e I'ulivo: la ver-
ginita femminile nel discorso della chiesa nel XIII secolo,” Quademi storici 75.3 (1990),
791-803, 802. Rather, Mary became, in this similar to the Church, a mediatrix between
the people and her son Jesus Christ. The success of this intermediary role is confirmed
by the great array of devotional Marian practices which flourished from the thirteenth
century on. In this role of protrectess, she was also invoked as a bastion for the preser-
vation of virginity and chastity, and it is in this role that we find her in China.

8 The virginity of Mary (indicated by the terms tongshen and tongzhen) had been
already mentioned in the Creed, translated in the initial period of the mission, as well
as in early catechisms; for some occurrences of these terms in early seventeenth-century
Christian texts, see Nicolas Standaert and Adrian Dudink, eds., Yesuhui Luoma Dang’anguan
Ming-Qing Tianzhupiao wenxian BNSk & IR EREREEEAB R U Chinese Christian Texts
Jrom the Roman Archives of the Society of Jesus (Taipei: Taipei Ricci Institute, 2002), 1: 97
[tongshen in the Creed], 1: 319 [fongshen, in Matteo Ricci, S.J., et al., Tranzhu jizoyao KX
B, n.d], 1: 184-85 [tongshen, but exceptionally also shinii, in Alfonso Vagnone, S]J.,
Jraoyao ieliie BEERREE, 1615], 1: 380 [tongzhen, in Jodo da Rocha, Tianzhu shengfiao gimeng
REEBUESE, 1619].

571In the early 1610s, Pantoja circulated asa manuscript, and eventually published
in 1614, this famous and extensive treatise on the seven capital sins and the seven vir-
tues to overcome them. The book received wide attention among scholars at the time,
being reprinted in 1626 in Tzanxue chukan (on which see n. 68). It also had several oth-
er editions between the seventeenth and the twentieth centuries. In the Qike, Pantoja
tried to offer to a public of sympathetic literati a Christian method of moral betterment
superior to that of the Ledgers of Merit and Dement so popular in this period. To do so it
often criticized existing practices, such as the Buddhist idea of karmic retribution. Yet,
the focus remained on moral self-cultivation. On the contents and reception of this
text, see Ann Waltner, “Demerits and Deadly Sins. Jesuit Moral Tracts in Late Ming
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The first section of the sixth juan of the Qike discusses how to contain
lust (fang yin £H¥E), and the second section presents the antidote to lust,
the virtue of chastity (zken de E{E). Then, in the third section, we are
presented with an oudine of “the orthodox discourse of matrimony”
(hunqu zhengyi 1EB21T#%). Given the target audience, married literati
who often kept concubines, Pantoja’s immediate objective was to es-
tablish the Western model of proper monogamous marriage as the
ideal vehicle for chaste behavior: “One husband and one wife, that
is the orthodox [way of marriage]. All other behaviors are heterodox
and lustful.”®® Moreover, within marriage there is only one type of
orthodox intercourse (zheng se IFf8), regulated by seasons and done
to produce offspring.®® Within that model, Pantoja proposes both the
rejection of lust and the establishment of a chaste male behavior, and
women are presented as offering occasions of unchaste conduct. Some
exempla translated from Western sources present a detached picture of
the rejection of lustful thoughts among Western sages. Other stories,
however, introduce the figure of a lustful woman (yin nii ¥E2Z) or of a
beautiful bejeweled woman as the occasions for sinful thoughts. The
Western monastic tradition saw women as temptresses with insatiable

China,” in Stuart Schwartz, ed., Implicit Understanding: Observing, Reporting, and Reflecting
on the Encounters Between Europeans and Other Peoples in-the Early Modem Era (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 422-48; Zhang Kai 5888, Pang Duvo yii Zhongguo,
1597-1618 FEBTREATE, 1597-1618 (Beijing: Beijing Tushuguan chubanshe, 1997),
276-92; for a reliable discussion of the composition date and some editions, see Adri-
an Dudink, “The Image of Xu Guanggi as Author of Christian Texts (A Bibliograph-
ical Appraisal),” in Catherine Jami, Peter Engelfriet, and Gregory Blue, eds., Statecmﬁ
and Intellectual Renewal in Late Ming China. The Cross-Cultural Synthesis of Xu Guangqi (1562-
1633) (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 99-154, 212, n. 65; for a comparison of Tianzhu shiyi a‘nd
the Quke’s sections pertaining to sexual ethics, see Lin Zhongze ﬁ(EPi%, “Wa'n Mmg
Zhong-Xi xing lunli de xiangyu: yi Li Madou ‘Tianzhu shiyi’ he Pang Diwo ‘Q} ke’ wel
zhongxin” BREA-PPEMEAGEEAUIRE: DIFPESE REER fOMeER ww Bl PhD.
diss., Zhongshan 9([j University, 2001). )

58 Wu Xiangxiang 248#f, ed., Twanxue chuhan KEHJEH (Taipei: Xuesheng Shuju,
1965), 1015: “Yi fu yi fu zheng ye. Waici wanzhuang, xi jie xieyin —%—ﬁ%‘.ﬂiﬂz ° %ﬂ:t
Bk o BEIREE - ” The Tianxue chuhan (First collectanea of heavenly studies), an im-
portant collection compiled by the prominent convert Li Zhizao QE.ZE (1565-1630)
in early 1626, includes twenty works, divided between those pertainu}g to Prmqple ‘(lz
#; among them, the Qike) and those pertaining to concrete things (g7 28), i.e. scientif-
ic writings; see Standaert, Handbook of Christianity, 602-03. This is the first _la_rgc-sca.le
attempt to present European knowledge (including the Aristotelian-Thogusnc wor'ld-
view) and Christianity as a unitary complex, although Ricci’s works, including the Tian-
zhu shiyr, had already done so.

59 Wu, Tuansue chuhan, 1008,
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sexual appetites. However, since Pantoja’s stories in the first section
of the chapter are all about the overcoming (ke 57) of sin, women are
seen as passive characters eliciting impure thoughts rather than agents
with power over the mind and soul of a true sage engaged in spiritual
cultivation. Virtuous men are the only active subjects of the exempla,
and they choose to avoid yin thoughts because lust impedes cultivation
and inevitably leads to the torments of hell.”®

In the second section on the virtue of chastity, however, this detached
tone changes abruptly. The entire section is a paean to virginity and
to total sexual abstention, rather than merely to chastity within mar-
riage (that is, a regulated expression of sexuality). This is so despite
the classic definition of chastity offered by Pantoja at the outset, which
describes a hierarchy of degrees of sexual abstention:

What is chastity (zhen E)? It is to eliminate the desire of concupiscence (jue yinyii
2hi yuan ye FEIEAKZ BETH). There are three classes of chastity. The lower kind
is chastity between husband and wife. They practice only proper intercourse
(zheng se), and they do it only at the appropriate times.”! Both in their minds
and words they eliminate even the least evil desire. The intermediate kind is the
chastity of widowers and widows. Some of them remarry, but others maintain
chastity (shousie <FEl7) and do not remarry, but rather from then on in thoughts
and words refrain from entertaining [even)] proper [sexual] desire (zheng yu TEBK).
The superior kind is the chastity of the virgins (fongshen 2kt zhen E B2 ). From
birth to death the mind is always completely free from sexual desire and the
body is uncontaminated by sexual acts. In determining the reward (gongbao Tij%R
) for such different kinds of chastity, the Holy Scriptures say: “The reward for
the chastity between husband and wife will be thirtyfold; the reward for the
chastity of widowers and widows will be sixtyfold. But the reward for the vir-
ginal chastity will be one-hundredfold.’??

In spite of this depiction of married people as part of the Christian
system of chastity, the remainder of the section relentlessly attacks
the institution of marriage, showing that total sexual abstension (for
Pantoja this means male virginity or celibacy) is the example offered
to readers. The following passage well illustrates the point:

70 W, Tianxue chuhan, 1019-28, containing fourteen exempla.

7! This refers to the prohibitions against engaging in sex during certain Christian
liturgical seasons, such as Lent and Advent, as well as the menstrual period and preg-
nancy; see James A. Brundage, “Sex and Canon Law,” in Vern L. Bullogh and James
A. Brundage, eds., Handbook of Medieval Sexuality (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc.,
1996), 33-50, 36.

72 Wu, Tianxue chuhan, 1029. In fact, the last sentence on the rewards of chastity and
virginity is a reference to St. Jerome, Epistula 123 ad Ageruchium, and not to the Holy
Scriptures; compare Boureau, “L’imene e 'ulivo,” 802, n. 4.
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The beauty of the virtue of chastity is difficult to describe for those who have
experienced it, and difficult to understand for those who have not. It is like the
sweetness of honey; how can it be known by those who have never tasted it ?
Those who are caught up in the preoccupations of married life cannot fathom
the peace and joy of chastity. The Scriptures say that marriage is not something
that is not good. However, those who have married must experience ‘trouble
in the flesh.”” [ . ] Once a man takes a wife, he is trapped. He is no longer
the master of his own body, and becomes the slave of his wife. A wise wife is
most difficult to find. When one is close to her, she does not obey; but when
one is far from her, she complains. This is something that the Chinese sag-
es have [also] said. When a mother gives birth, she often has to suffer a lot of
pain. If, when a son is born, the mother dies, the grief over losing one’s wife is
only slightly offset by the joy of getting a son. Once a son has been [safely] de-
livered, the grief of [possibly] losing him [during birth] passes, but then starts
the hard work of having a son, of raismg and protecting him, of being afraid
that he will fall ill or encounter some disaster and that one will lose him. Thus,
where is the joy of having a son?! Together come the toils of having a son,
which often outnumber the joys. If a son suddenly dies, many years will have
been spent in vain effort, which makes the pain even more insufferable. Some
have too many sons and daughters, and if they encounter a reversal of fortune,
they find themselves without the wherewithal to clothe, feed, and marry them
off. Others amass great riches, and then suffer the disgrace of not producing
an heir to whom to leave their inheritance. The hope of the former [to have
money for one’s offspring] is the pain and disgrace of the latter [to have mon-
ey but to lack an heir]. Some have wise sons who, however, die prematurely.
Others have many sons, but disgrace comes after a long time, after they have
been married. We cannot exhaust all the possible problems!™

Here Pantoja employs some popular, and often misogynistic, ‘pearls of
wisdom’ from both the West and China in order to elicit a knowing
smile in his readers, mostly married men who know the ‘pain’ of being
husbands and fathers. But Pantoja is dead serious about the evils of
sex, and the superiority of virginity, a choice he himself has embraced.
Thus he later says, “Sex, no matter whether proper or improper (zheng
xie TEFF) muddles (hun &) the human soul and mind (ling-xin B2.0).7
And then he adds: “The Scriptures say ‘In paradise there is no mar-
riage, and after ascending to heaven, people are as pure as angels.’

73 This is a reference to St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, 7:28, which recites
in the Vulgata version: “Si autem acceperis uxorem non peccasti, et si nupserit virgo
non peccavit, tribulationem tamen carnis habebunt huiusmodi, ego autem vobis parco”;
and in the King James version: “But and if thou marry, thou hast not sinned; and if
a virgin marry, she hath not sinned. Nevertheless such shall have trouble in the flesh:
but T spare you.” Here the reference is to women’s trouble of child-bearing. I thank
Adrian Dudink for pointing to me this reference.

" Wu, Tianxue chuhan, 1029-31.

75> W, Tianxue chuhan, 1032.
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If common people have to await paradise to reach that state, virgins !
already enjoy it in this world. They live in the flesh (roushi HE), but °

do not became defiled by the concupiscence of the flesh (rouyu PEK).

[. . .] Virgins do not suffer the pollution of women (fongshen bu shou
niiwu BHFRZ275)."70 Virginity, in fact, offers almost an equivalent -
to the Daoist search for immortality: “Virginity not only prolongs life |
and protects the strength of the body [in life], but also makes the dead |
body fragrant and incorruptible; it makes the mind preserve perfect

happiness, increases virtue, and yields a celestial reward.”’” Here, once
again, what is being referred to is primarily male virginity.

And yet, Pantoja cannot completely elide the importance of mar-
riage, especially in China. In the last section of the chapter “The

Orthodox Discourse of Matrimony” he tries to defuse the objections of

those In his Chinese audience who might regard male virginity/chastity
as being a crime against filiality (xia0 ), an infringement against the
Confucian command to produce progeny. Among other strategies, he
ingeniously employs the existing concept of widow fidelity to buttress
his point, a strategy also employed in 1604 by Ricci in his Tianzhu
shiyi: “Some say that if one already has a son, and takes a second wife,
only then is there a sin of lust. However, if the first wife does not bear
a son, then it does not seem to be a crime to acquire a second wife.
I say that it is not so. When their husbands die, [Chinese] wives do
not remarry, even if they have not borne a son. The monarch then
bestows honors on them, and the people sing their praises. Thus, if a
husband does not seek out a second wife despite the fact that the first
wife has not borne him a son, then people will call him a righteous
person.”’®

Most Chinese readers would have disagreed not only with Pantoja’s
assessment of the cult of widow chastity, but also with his comparisons
and with many of his points about the superiority of virginity, as did
the reviewers of the Qike in the Stku quanshu zongmu tiyao VAEE 2 E B2
ZL (Annotated bibliography of the Siku guanshu, 1798).7 In fact, even
Christian readers in Jesuit communities were rarely asked to maintain

76 Wu, Tianxue chuhan, 1037, 1038.

"7 Wu, Tianxue chuhan, 1039. The idea of the fragrant corpse is commonly found
in many Christian hagiographic accounts of saints’ lives, as well as in stories of the ex-
humation of the body of famous China missionaries in the seventeenth century (e.g.,
Martino Martini in Hangzhou and jacques le Favre in Shaanxt).

78 Wu, Tianxue chukhan, 1049.

9 Critique of “baoshou tongshen yi tiao” {R=FE B —16; compare the Siku quanshu re-
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virginity, since very few Chinese became priests or lay brothers, and
women were never encouraged to do so by the Jesuits. The superior
state of virginity was thus reserved for the male clergy, mainly foreign,
and was presented to the laity primarily as an ideal. Marital chastity
was thus the only practical form of chastity asked of most Christians
in Jesuit communities, and literati converts such as the Fujianese Li
Jiugong Zf2h (d. 1681) regarded the overcoming of lust as a form
of self-cultivation in the Confucian tradition.8

In sum, the Qike’s ethical discussions concentrated on the theme
of contempt for the flesh and for sexual contacts and showed the
influence of Western classical philosophy and patristic literature. The
anecdotal hagiographies mainly concentrated on male exempla from
late antiquity and the early Middle Ages. Given its intended audi-
ence, Pantoja revived discussions of male clerical virginity that were
by this time no longer fashionable in the West, where the monastic
discourse of male militant virginity had been already superseded by
a mainly female discourse of virginity. It is doubtful that the Qike’s
discussion of lust and virginity/chastity elicited much interest among
literati.®! On the contrary, as seen in the remarks found later in the

view reproduced in Xu Zongze #5718, Ming Qing jian Yesuhuishi y1zhu tiyao BATEHIARER
#+FERE (Peiping: Zhonghua shuju, 1949), 52, translated in Waltner, “Demerits
and Deadly Sins,” 445 (with my modifications): “In the discussion on preservation of
virginity [baoshou tongshen), the text cites an interlocutor, who asks, if everyone respect-
ed chastity and did not marry [shouzhen buhun <FEEAHE], would not the human race
become extinct? The response is that if all humans respected chastity, and the human
race became extinct, the Lord of Heaven would surely look after things so there would
be no need to worry. The text is muddled.” Waltner uses the term “celibacy” for bao-
shou tongshen and “celibate” for shouzhen. In fact, celibacy (abstension from sex) is not an
equivalent of virginity (lack of any sexual experience).

80 See Li Jiugong, Shensi lu {88, Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Paris (hereaf-
ter BNF), Chinois 7227, Part 3, “Reflections on the relationship with the self” (heji 2 si
HITZ &), 7b: “Food and sex are the great desires of humans. Thus to confront these
two is hard. The gentleman who exerts effort in cultivation has the capability to first
defeat these two desires. Then it will be possible to overcome the other desires. One
must reach a state of purity of mind; then to become a spirit without form from being
a man with form will not be so difficult.” Folios 8a-b: “When flames and combustible
grass get close to each other, then we have a fire. When man and woman get famil-
iar, there will certainly be confusion [mi ¥]. To writings containing debauchery one
must say ‘enough!’, ‘go away’, ‘no!’ This will show to people the way to counter lust,
although clearly it will not be so easy.”

81 The Qike’s condemnation of concubinage, on the other hand, was at the core of
moral dilemmas for a number of converted literati; see, e.g., the case from Shanxi pre-
sented in Huang Yi-long (Yinong) &, “Ming Qing Tianzhujiao zai Shanxi Jiang-
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Stk quanshu zongmu tiyao, the Qike’s section on virginity became one of
the prominent targets of criticism by non-Christian literati.

Soon after the Qike, other Jesuit texts appeared which presented a
fuller, and this time, predominantly female version of virginity. These
texts, unlike the Qike, were intended for a Christian public. One of
the earliest books of this genre is the ponderous Shengren xingshi B AT
& (Lives of saints, 1629) by Alfonso Vagnoni S J. (Gao Yizhi &—3&,
1568-1640).82 Out of a total of seventy-five saints included, fifty-one
are male and twenty-four female. These women are split in two groups:
twelve virgins (fongshen, juan 6) and twelve chaste widows (shoute, juan
7). Women saints are thus categorized primarily on the basis of their
sexual status, while none of the men are included specifically under
the rubric “virgin” but rather under the categories of apostles, clergy,
martyrs, members of active religious orders, contemplative monks,
or hermits, testifying to an increasing feminization of the concept of
virginity/ chastity.

Another book by Vagnoni more specifically concerned with the
concept of virginity is the Shengmu xingshi BEfHTE (Life of the Holy
Mother, 1631). This treatise, a mix of hagiographic materials and
more sophisticated theological disquisitions in three Juan, includes both
materials on Mary’s virginity and a defense of virginity among the
saints and martyrs. Its popularity is attested by a number of reprints
throughout the centuries (in 1680, 1694, 1798, 1905, and 1928) as well
as by a Korean translation.®3 Some Chinese literati corrected the text,

zhou de fazhanjiqi fanying %%%iﬁﬁm%&ﬂl&’gﬁﬁ&ﬁ:ﬁ)ﬁ,” Zhongyang yanjiuyu-
an Jindaishi yanfiusuo jikan OREAFIT A EHZCFRET] 26 (1996), 1-39.

82 The book is four-hundred-twenty folios long (copy at the Bibliothéque Natio-
nale de France, Chinois 6693-6694). Vagnoni’s manuscript was completed in 1624 in
Macao during his exile from Nanjing in the wake of the first important anti-Christian
campaign in 1616 and first published in Hangzhou in 1629; see Henri Bernard, “Les
adaptations chinoises d’ouvrages européens: bibliographie chronologique. Premiére
Partie: depuis la venue des Portugais 4 Canton Jusqu’a la Mission frangaise de Pékin,
1514 ~1688,” Monumenta Serica 10 (1945), 1-57, and 309-388, 337, 343. Thus, the col-
lection is certainly based on published Western-language hagiographies readily avail-
able in Macanese conventual libraries. It was republished in 1631 in Fuzhou (compare
Bernard “Les adaptations chinoises,” 344, no. 188, reference to copy in BNF, Chinois
6695), assuring its diffusion among Christians in Fujian province, a point of impor-
tance in the economy of my essay, as will become dlear later.

83 Tt was first published in Jiangzhou ##/ (Shanxi IUPE); see Bernard, “Les ad-
aptations chinoises,” 344, no. 187. An earlier (?) text with the same title by Niccolo
Longobardo, § J., (Long Huamin g3, 1565- 1655) is apparently no longer extant; see
Bernard, “Les adaptations chinoises,” no. 43. Copies of Vagnoni’s and Longobardo’s
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but since it was intended for internal circulation among Christians,
who had already accepted Mariology as well as Marian devotions as
an article of faith, no important converts or other sympathetic literati
wrote prefaces to make it more attractive to outsiders.

The internal nature of the text seems to be confirmed by the way
the virginity of Mary is discussed in juan 2, under the heading “Shengmu
tongzhen BERGE 55” (The virginity of the Holy Mother):

The Lord of Heaven since the moment of the creation of humankind decided
to become incarnated. He chose a virgin (shing) in order to be conceived in pu-
rity, so that even if there was birth, nevertheless she would not lose her chiid's
body (tongts BEH). This is something difficult to believe for the 1gnorant people of the world
(sheren yulow 1t A SBE), who inevitably doubt this [emphasis mine]. However, there
are several ways to establish the case. Let us take as an example the saints of
old, letting their knowledge illuminate us, letting their faith fortify us. [Such
knowledge and faith] were inscribed on the scriptures in numerous books for
a long time and finally commented on by later holy men. They wrote that the
Holy Mother was blessed and remained a virgin (tongzhen) all her life. This is
truly so and cannot be doubted.?*

"The following pages abundantly quote from the loci classici of prophetic
scriptures prefiguring the virginal birth of the Messiah and from the
commentaries on such passages by Christian saints and theologians.?’
There is no attempt to prove one of the most intractable ‘mysteries’ of
Catholicism by rational arguments, nor is there any use of the usual

Jesuit strategy of employing citations from the Confucian classics to

buttress a point. Everything is accomplished by way of Christian textual
authority. Such approach could only work for believing Christians. In
fact, the virginal birth of Christ was one of the first Christian ideas to

work were both found by Qing authorities in Fuan in 1746, as I will describe below.
Vagnoni’s book is divided in three juan. The first juan chronicles the ancestry and life
of Mary, much of it from apocryphal sources. In an appendix we find a description of
the miracle of the Holy House of Mary, which according to legend was transported by
angels to Loreto (Ttaly), where it is still the core relic of a famous Marian sanctuary. In
the second juan, theologians’ and saints’ works are quoted to explain the various attributes
of Mary. The third juar is a collection of Marian miracle stories. I have used the 1680
Guangzhou reprint of the text, reproduced in Wu Xiangxiang, ed., Tianzhugiao dongchuan
wenxian san buan K ¥R =& (Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1984), 3: 1273-1552.

84 Wu, Tianzhufiao dongchuan wenxian san bian, 3: j. 2, 1354.

8 The literature on Mariology—i.c., the theology related to Mary, including the
problems of her own immaculate conception and of the virginal birth of Jesus—is enor-
mous; Bugge’s appendix “The Virgin Mary: Virgin Birth and Immaculate Concep-
tion,” in Bugge, Virginitas, 141-54, offers an exploration of the topic, covering early
Christianity and the Middle Ages.
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be attacked as ludicrous, if not outrightly immoral, by Chinese oppo-
nents of the missionaries, and the irritation of the Western priests at
these attacks is revealed by the reference to “the ignorant people of the
world, who inevitably doubt [the mystery of Mary’s virginity].”86

Moreover, the contents of both Vagnoni’s collections suggest that
these Christian texts also aspired to reach, or at least be orally trans-
mitted to, a female readership. Among the eleven exempla on preser-
vation of chastity and virginity translated by Vagnoni in his Shengmu
xingshi, for example, six are about virgin women, one is about a chaste
marriage (an asexual union, where in fact the woman took the lead
in pursuing virginity), and only four are about celibate men avoiding
any sexual contact.8” In Pantoja’s text, on the other hand, almost all
of the examples are of celibate men.

We know that the Christian audience of these texts included literate
women like the granddaughter of the famous convert Xu Guanggi
FROEEY (1562-1633), Candida Xu &F (1607-80), as well as other women
who were orally taught their contents by husbands, female catechists,
and priests. According to her biographer Philippe Couplet SJ (1623-
93), Candida “explained to the missionaries that the surest and easiest
way to convert women, who are not free to go to church, is to write
lots of pious books in Chinese. [. . .] Madame Hiu [Xu] distributed

8 Vagnoni was one of the Jesuits who suffered expulsion from his mission in Nan-
Jing in 1616 during the first important anti-Christian campaign, led by the Vice-Minis-
ter of Rites Shen Que ¥ %8, and one of the points singled out by critics at this juncture
was precisely the virginity of Mary. Shen was certainly one of those “dull people” in
Vagnoni’s eyes. On literati’s criticism of Mary’s virginity, see Jacques Gernet, China
and the Christian Impact: A Conflict of Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1985), 228-29; Eugenio Menegon, “La polemica ideologica tra gesuiti e intellettuali
neo-confuciani nella Cina del XVII secolo: le tesi di Yang Guangxian,” Ming Qing yan-
Jue 1 (1992): 103-23. In fact, Mary’s divine purity (although not the virginal birth of
Christ) remained a matter of contention in Europe too for a long time, and the Do-
minican order opposed the dogma of the Immaculate Conception of Mary {that is, the
fact that Mary herself had been conceived through God’s intervention in the womb of
her mother Anne, thus eschewing the burden of the original sin) into the seventeenth
century. In Seville, for example, riots erupted on the streets between partisans of the
two theological positions. The Jesuits in China presented the Immaculate Conception
of Mary as an article of faith, but were opposed by the Dominican Domingo Navarre-
te; see J.S. Cummins, A Question of Rites. Friar Domingo Navarrete and the Fesuits in China
(Hants: Scolar Press, 1993), 40.

87 See Wu, Tianzhujiao dongchuan wenxian san bian, 3: 1517-29, section entitled “The
Holy Mother offers protection against dangers to chastity and purity” (“Sheng Mu ti-
yuan zhenjie zhi wei EEHRIEETEY f57).
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such books in all our churches, and donated copies to other Ladies,
and to all {other] women to whom she had some access, or who had
contact with her.”® This sort of indirect catechization, through books
or the intermediation of others, was the only kind available in Jesuit
communities, since early on the Jesuits had decided to accommodate
themselves to literati ways and thus had ignored the model offered
by Buddhist monks, which would have given them opportunities to
be closer to women.®? Ideas about virginity were thus transmitted
to Chinese women mainly through written hagiographies. And vyet,
as Couplet observed, there were very few Christian women in Jesuit
communities who took the vows of virginity.%® It appears, thus, that
the discourse on virginity in those communities remained simply an
ideal. Couplet obviously did not know about, or chose to ignore, the
experience of Dominican converts in Fuan. As I will indicate later on,
however, Fuan Christian virgins absorbed the exemplary hagiographies
of Western virgins preached to them by missionaries and found inspira-
tion in them to refuse marriage and embrace lifelong virginity. How
were they able to transform such an ideal into a social practice?

88 See Philippe Couplet, Histoire d’une dame chretienne de la Chine, ou par occasion les usag-
es de ces peuples, Uétablissment de la Religion, les manieres des Missionatres, et les Exercices de Pieté
des nouveaux Chrétiens sont expliquez (Paris, 1688), 38-39. On the Jesuit apostolate among
women, and on the activities of Candida Xu and other Christian women in Jiangnan,
see, €.g., Gail King, “Candida Xu and the Growth of Christianity in China in the Sev-
enteenth Century,” Monumenta Serica 46 (1998): 49-66; compare also Standaert, Hand-
book of Christtanity, 393-97.

89 Couplet, Histotre d’une dame chretienne, 8, writes: “If the Fathers who first entered
in this Kingdom to preach the Gospel had continued to wear like the Bonzes [as Rug-
gieri and Ricci did in the very beginning], they would have had an easier task in deal-
ing with women. Women have the freedom to talk to these Priests of the Idols, and to
visit their temples to recite their prayers. But the first missionaries decided that it was
more important for our religion to deal with magistrates, with literati and with fam-
ily heads, rather than with those persons [women] who are more naturally disposed
to piety, and who can anyway be instructed in our religious mysteries without visits
and meetings, either through the reading of books, or through the intermediation of
their husbands.”

90 Couplet, Histoire d’une dame chretienne, 24, refers to a commoner woman called Ro-
salie, a servant of Candida Xu, who vowed to remain virgin out of devotion, and who
managed Candida’s charity network outside her mistress’s house.
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Women, Religion, and Christianity in Fuan: Beatas and the Social
Contest between Virgimity and Marriage

In his biography of Candida Xu, Couplet recognized that there were
practically no Christian virgins in the Jesuit China mission. This was
also partly due to the difficulties the Jesuits encountered in their contacts
with women, given the rather strict customs of segregation between
the sexes. For that reason, the missionaries maintained private chapels
for women and conducted confessions only in special places that could
be easily monitored by males of the household. Although starting in
the 1650s the Jesuits established a number of female confraternities
of devotional nature in the urban centers of Jiangnan, they avoided
any direct involvement with consecrated women, given the opposi-
tion that such choice would elicit within the patriarchal organization
of society.?! Jesuits would still minister to women, but their approach
was generally very prudent.

This prudence was due, in no small part, to the widespread per-
ception among men in China that female piety was often associated
with religious heterodoxy. Women frequented temples; were acolytes
of monks, nuns, or shamans; and sometimes formed religious sorori-
ties. All of these activities were connected in men’s minds to sexual
misconduct.’? Lineage rules preserved in genealogies prescribed the
seclusion of women as a way to ward off bad influences from the so-
called “three nuns” (Buddhist nuns, Daoist nuns, and female fortune-
tellers) and six “service women” (brokers, matchmakers, sorceresses,
bewitchers, medical women, and midwives). Moreover, such rules also
proscribed visits to temples, festivals, and other celebrations, as Chinese
literature was replete with stories of lewd monks taking advantage of
young girls in temples and during festivals.”® Imperial laws also reflected

91 See Liam Brockey, “The Harvest of the Vine: The Jesuit Missionary Enterprise
in China, 1579-1710” (Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 2002), 449, 454-55, 463-64.

92 Charlotte Furth, “The Patriarch's Legacy: Household Instructions and the
Transmission of Orthodox Values,” in Liu Kwang-Ching, ed., Orthodoxy in Late Impe-
rial China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 187-211, 197; Susan Mann,
Precious Records: Women in China’s Long Exghteenth Century (Stanford: Stanford Universi-
ty Press, 1997), 191.

9 Liu Hui-chen Wang, The Traditional Chinese Clan Rules (Locust Valley, N.Y.: J.J.
Augustin, 1959), 94-95; Mann, Precious Records, 192; Andrea S. Goldman, “The Nun
Who Wouldn’t be: Representations of Female Desire in Two Performance Genres of
‘Si Fan’,” Late Imperial China 21.1 (2001): 1-40.
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a great deal of suspicion of the clergy in sexual matters and suggested
severe punishments for sexual crimes committed by Buddhist monks
or Daoist priests. These sexual overtones tainted religious activities
outside the home and were in part a symptom of men’s concern for
the spiritual supremacy of the patriarchal order, symbolically centered

~ upon the family shrine and embodied by ancestral rituals. Yet, prohi-
I bitions and suspicions notwithstanding, women continued to test the

boundaries of permeability between the inner and outer spheres of
their lives, participating in religious activities and pilgrimages outside
of their homes.%*

Given this tradition, it is not surprising that from the very begin-
ning of Dominican presence in the 1630s women became the most
enthusiastic Christian converts in the region of Fuan. By congregating

£ at night to confess and communicate with the Spanish missionaries,

these Christian women defied patriarchal authority as well as state

. ideology. Like the Jesuits before them, the Dominicans experienced
b the strictures of the segregation of sexes typical of China. However,
b over time, the friars developed a more intense relationship with women
L than the Jesuits ever had. This happened in spite of initial opposition
E by Chinese men to such religious liaisons.

The approach of the Dominicans in Fuan and the nature of the

. place itself certainly contributed to this phenomenon, and a word is
_ in order to explain how the forceful proselytizing component of the

friars’ mission came to be accepted there. Breaking a Jesuit monopoly
of the China mission, the friars had reached Fujian in the final decade
of the Ming dynasty. Invited by a handful of local literati previously
converted by the Jesuits in Fuzhou, the friars elected as their main
missionary territory the cluster of rural villages centering around
Fuan, never reached by their missionary competitors. There, assisted
by a few committed converts, they began to spread their faith among

9 On laws punishing the clergy’s sexual misdemeanor, see William C.]ones,.Che‘ng
Tianquan, and Jiang Yongling, eds. The Great Qing Code (New York: Oxford Um\ftrm_ty
Press, 1994), 132-133, 352; Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society, 100. On anticlericalism in
China, see Vincent Goossaert, ed., Leanticléricalisme en Chine. Extreme-Orient Extreme-Oc-
cident, 24 (2002). On the tension in women’s lives between ancestral shrine and temple
as loci of religious activity, and the male elite discourse of subordination of female
piety to the rituals of the patriarchy, see Zhou Yiqun, “The Hearth and the Temp!e:
Mapping Female Religiosity in Late Imperial China, 1550-1900,” Late Imperial China
24. 2 (2003): 109-55.
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commoners and the lower strata of the gentry (students and lower-
degree holders).

The region, unlike the culturally and economically advanced areas
of Fuzhou and Minnan [&F, had seen its heyday before the Yuan
period. From the Tang to the Song, the major commercial venue
for the agricultural products of the region and the home base of the
lineages producing higher-degree holders had been the Mushui 7k
valley.? Liancun B&Y, together with the other villages of Muyang &
¥ in the upper reaches of the valley, and Suyang # 7 on Baima HH &

harbor, formed a commercial axis that controlled the flow of people

and merchandise from the coast towards the interior. Between the
eleventh and the thirteenth centuries, out of the seventy-six jinsh-hold-
ers from Fuan, fifty-six were members of the important lineages of the
Mushui valley, such as the Xue Ef and Chen B# of Liancun, the Liu
2| of Suyang, and in lesser numbers, the Miao £ of Muyang, among
whom many eventually became—and still are—Christian.”® Fuan became
the main commercial and political center of northeastern Fujian only
in the Ming-Qing period. Overall, the region experienced a gradual
decline in importance from the Song period on, and it was a backwater
by late imperial times. A measure of this marginality is the dubious
record held by Funing as the least successful prefecture of Fujian in
obtaining higher degrees during the late Ming and Qing periods.%’
Initially, the friars’ confrontational methods of evangelization (icono-
clasm, opposition to ancestral rites, and contact with women) provoked
conflict with segments of the local elites, and as a consequence county
and provincial authorities had to intervene to avoid escalation.”® How-
ever, the priests could count on the support of sorne local literati. By

9 Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xieshang huiyi yu Fujian sheng Fuanshi weiyuanhui
wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui #EI A RECA B @AM ER A BETR B ETHER
@, ed., Fujian Liancun gu wenhua qunluo 182N &=L EHE (Fuan: locally published,
1997), 3.

96 Miao Zaizuo ik, “Mushui cangmang hua Muyang BUKE 55188 (Muy-
ang: unpublished paper, 1996?), 1; Liu Haifeng ZJ¥§#% and Zhuang Mingshui #£837K,
eds., Fujian juaoyu shi $gEEHE S (Fuzhou: Fujian jlaoyu chubanshe, 1996), 7-8.

97 In the Ming, the jinski and juren from Funing represented only 0.6% and 0.7% of
the Fujian provincial totals, respectively; in the Qing (1650-1820) the average was 0.6%
and 0.4% respectively; see Liu and Zhuang, Fujian fiagyu shi, 152, 160, 212, 220.

% On this early phase of conflicts, see Eugenio Menegon, “Jesuits, Franciscans and
Dominicans in Fujian: the Anti-Christian Incidents of 1637-38,” in Tiziana Lippiel-
lo and Roman Malek, eds., “Scholar from the West”: Giutio Aleni, S.7., (1582-1649) and the
Dialogue between Christianity and China (Sankt Augustin: Steyler Verlag 1997), 219-262;
Menegon, “Christian Loyalists.”
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1649, during a period in which Christianity enjoyed the favor of the
local Ming loyalist military commander, Liu Zhongzao {3, mis-
sionary sources mention that 5,400 people had been baptized, and
that among them were four “military mandarins,” three gongsheng,
one juren, seventy shengyuan, and twelve beatas (“blessed virgins”) from
prominent families.%

The region was deeply touched by the Qing conquest: between
1647 and the early 1650s, Fuan and the surrounding subprefecture
of Funing, like many other coastal prefectures of Fujian, were repeat-
edly attacked by the troops of different Ming loyalist regimes and by
the Qing, becoming the temporary stronghold of one side and then
the other.!® Later on, the military confrontation between the Qing
and the regime of Zheng Chenggong #FTh (1624-62), then that of
Geng Jingzhong BX¥EE (d. 1682), followed by the coastal evacua-
tion, provoked enormous dislocation, and bandits or unruly troops
continued to pillage the region, as is testified in Chinese and mission-
ary sources. The advent of the Qing, however, brought protection to
the court Jesuits from the Shunzhi B4 and Kangxi Emperors. This
gave Christianity a relatively safe position in China and favored the
strengthening of the Catholic communities of the Fuan region. Blood
relations and alliances among local lineages through marriage further
spread the new religion.!?!

The number of Christian virgins continued to increase: twenty-four
in 1695, fifty in 1714, between one-hundred-thirty and two-hundred
in the 1740-60s.!9? Also the overall number of converts grew con-

99 Domingo Navarrete, Controversias antiguas y modernas de la mission de la gran China (ms.,
Madrid, 1679) as quoted in Gonzalez, Historia, 1: 297. On beatas, see n. 108.

100 For details and further references on the vicissitudes of Funing prefecture dur-
ing the conquest, see Menegon, “Christian Loyalists.”

101 Historically, the county seat of Fuan and the important nearby fortified village
of Muyang always had the largest number of Christians; see the report of Fr. Joaquin
Royo (1741) in Gonzalez, Misiones Dominicanas, 2: 372. For details on the role of fami-
ly ties and lineage organization in the diffusion of Christianity in Fuan, see Menegon,
“Ancestors, Virgins, and Friars,” Ch. 4, and Zhang Xijanqing 5&5t#&, “Guanfu, zong-
zu yu Tianzhujiao: Ming-Qing shiqi Mindong Fuan de xiangcun jiaohui fazhan Bf§

 FRER T BRI ERBNEERRE” (Ph.D. diss., Xiamen University,
2003), Ch. 4. For an English-language introduction to the relationship among lineage
organization, ancestral cults, and local religion in northern Fujian, see Michael Szo-
nyi, Practicing Kinship. Lineage and Descent in Late Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 2002), Chs. 4-6.

102 See nn. 129, 130, 131.
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tinuously, although the percentage of Christian degree-holders seems
to have decreased into the Qing, especially after the proscription of
Christianity. By the eighteenth century Christian practices had become
so commonplace in the region that local elites no longer openly op-
posed them. After the Yongzheng Emperor issued in 1724 a ban on
Catholicism in China, it was the Qing central government, not the
local elites, that took upon itself the role of policing local society and
reforming the ‘evil customs’ (¢feng /&) of Fuan Christians through a
series of military raids during the eighteenth century. The lack of active
gentry and lineage opposition to Christianity is a sign that Christian-
ity underwent a process of incorporation by local society. Again and
again, the local structures of social control (bagjia and lineages) failed
to fulfill the policing role they were assigned by the imperial state.

Imperial suppressions only succeeded in strengthening the resolve of
committed Christians to resist government control and provoked the
creation of a native clergy, who could escape easy detection and care
for the underground church. These developments rooted Christianity
even deeper in the region, so much so that during prolonged stretches
of peaceful times, Christian communities built churches, engaged in
public rituals, and numerically increased in spite of official proscription.
These dynamics prevailed until the 1860s, when the enforcement of
the unequal treaties modified the delicate balance of power relations
that had developed over time, and opened a new phase of conflict
led by local notables.

Women represented a large portion of the community, and Do-
minicans in Fuan found that women’s enthusiasm overcame male
resistance to their religious activities. In 1647 the county magistrate
of Fuan asked one of the Spanish missionaries, Fr. Francisco Capil-
las, “whether he had practiced any witchcraft on the Christians, since
without it, it would be impossible for women to feel closer [to the friars]
than to their husbands.”'%® As a matter of fact, from the beginning,
the friars did not follow the Jesuit policy of keeping a ‘safe’ distance
from women. This attitude quite likely stemmed from a tradition of
close mendicant supervision of single pious women and of female
congregations in Europe, Latin America, and the Philippines. The
Jesuits never even considered the creation of a Jesuit-inspired female

103 Letter by Capillas dated 1647, in Archivum Generale Ordinis Praedicatorum,
Rome (hereafter AGOP), ms., X 1120.4, 1v.
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religious order, while the Dominican and Franciscan Third Orders had
accepted women in their ranks since the thirteenth century. Among
the early Dominicans in Fuan (1640s), Frs. Capillas and Diez were
particularly close to women and “discussed with them matters of [spi-
ritual] perfection.”!%*

The remarks of a Dominican observer in the 1660s throw some
light on incentives that women might have found in conversion. Fr.
Victorio Riccio (1621-85), a first-hand witness and chronicler of the
Fujian mission, noted that women in China led miserable lives, treated
as chattel or slaves, and that they would go to any length in their
prayers and sacrifices to avoid the horror of reincarnation as fernales.
Such was their despair that at times they even hanged themselves. He
ends by saying that “this is something that should give special reason
to Christian women to thank God for the liberty they enjoy. But it
must be the kind of liberty that Christ gave us, not the mundane
one that, unlike a holy and laudable Christian liberty, subjects us to
many sins and makes us even worse slaves, either of the body or of
the soul.”1% Although this excessively negative image comes from the
propagandistic pen of a missionary, it does reflect some of the hardships
encountered by Chinese women.!% Riccio here refers probably not
only to married Christian women, who, through subterfuge, could still
participate in ritual activities, but to the select group of Fuan women

1% Juan Garcfa, “Posdata a la relacién de China del Bto. Capillas,” 1649, ms., AP-
SR, China, 7.5: 18-21, 19.

105 Victorio Riccio, “Hechos de la Orden de Predicadoresen el Imperio de la China,
scriptos por el P. Fr. Victorio Riccio,” ms., APSR, Ching, 2: 75r-v. Riccio, a native of
Tuscany, is known for his role as diplomatic envoy between Zheng Chenggong (K oxinga)
and the Spanish government of Manila during the 1660s. He compiled the extensive
“Hechos” of over 500 folios in 1667 in the Convent of San Juan del Monte, near Manila.
This work has survived in three copies, all kept in the APSR. After a decade of work in
China (1655-65), Riccio remained in the Philippines until his death (1665-85). See José
Maria Gonzalez, Un misionero diplomdtico: vida del Padre Victorio Riccio (Madrid: Ediciones
Studium, 1955); John E. Wills, “The Hazardous Missions of a Dominican: Victorio
Riccio, O.P., in Amoy, Taiwan, and Manila,” in Joseph Dehergne, ed., Actes du Ile
Colloque International de Sinologie. Les Rapports entre la Chine et I'Europe au Temps des Lumieres,
Chantilly, 16-18 septembre 1977 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres - Cathasia, 1980), 243-57; Eugenio
Menegon, “Riccio, Vittorio” in electronic database “The Ricci Twenty-First Century
Roundtable on the History of Christianity in China” (http://ricci.rt.usfca.edu).

106 Recent work on the role of women in Buddhism, while detailing their partici-
pation in devotional activities, also shows how misogynistic attitudes were reinforced
by Buddhism; see Alan Cole, Mothers and Sons in Chinese Buddhism (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1998).
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who refused marriage tout court, and embraced a consecrated life of
“Christian liberty.” In this case, the usual expectation for women
in local society was reversed among Christian women: the axiom
“every woman a wife,” which was particularly true for elite women,
was disregarded among Fuan Christians. In increasing numbers over
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Christian women of elite
provenance chose not to marry and instead led consecrated lives as
tertiaries or beatas.

While some tertiaries in Europe and the Spanish colonies had found-
ed religious orders, many had never established a formal institution,
limiting themselves to follow the rules of the Third Order privately at
home. 197 Women leading this form of religious life, which was quite
popular in sixteenth-century Spain, were known as “the blessed ones”
(beatas). In time, though, the church tried to limit the independence
and spiritual eccentricity of these holy women by cloistering them,
first at home and later in communities. By the seventeenth century,
following repeated condemnations by the Inquisition and the decrees
of enclosure of the Council of Trent (1563), the cloistered life of nuns
and tertiaries alike had been almost completely institutionalized. The
Spanish tradition of the cloistered beatas was transmitted to the Phil-
ippines, where a Dominican beaterio (community of beatas) was first
established in 1682 in Manila.'®

107 «“Third Orders” signify in general lay members of religious orders. They are
men and women who do not necessarily live in community and yet can wear the habit
and participate in the spiritual and charitable activities of male religious orders, which
are known as “First Orders.” Nuns belong to “Second Orders.” The Third Order of
Penance of Saint Dominic, affiliated with the Dominicans and known in Chinese as
San Hui =, originated in the spiritual climate of the penitential movements of the
European Middle Ages and obtained its first rule in 1284 as a form of lay affiliation to
the Dominican Order.

108 Op enclosure, see Jo Ann Kay McNamara, Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns Through
Two Millenia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), 461. On beatas in
Spain, see William Christian, Loca! Religion in Sixteenth Century Spain Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1981); in the Philippines, Nick Joaquin, “The Beatas of 17th-Century
Manila,” in Nick Joaquin, ed., Culture and Hisiory. Occasional Notes on the Process of Philip-
pine Becoming (Manila: Solar Publishing Corporation, 1988), 101-23, and F; idel Villaro-
¢\, ed., A Brief History of the Foundation of the Beaterio de Santa Catalina, by F. Juan de Santo
Domingo OP, Its Founder (Quezon City: Congregation of Dominican Sisters of St. Cath-
erine of Siena, 1996). According to Christian, Local Religion, 170, “[f)he word beata in
sixteenth century Castile usually meant a woman who had made a simple (that is, pri-
vate) vote of chastity, wore a habit, and observed a religious rule of some sort, wheth-
er temporarily or permanently, cloistered or in company of others. Beatas were usually
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Quite naturally, the friars also communicated this ascetic ideal to
their Fuan converts through their principal charismatic activity, preach-
ing. In their sermons, the Dominicans introduced to Fuan women the
life stories of famous tertiaries such as St. Catherine of Siena and St.
Rosa of Lima, who had remained virgin and spent their lives in the ser-
vice of God.!% They also employed the hagiographic texts on virginity
previously published by the Jesuits, either as a source of inspiration or
for distribution among converts. Thus, Chinese catechists, such as the
literatus and member of the Third Order Andrés Huang # (1630s),
could also employ these hagiographies to orally illustrate the virtue
of virginity to young girls wishing to become beatas."'° However, the

under diocesan supervision and not subject to an order, even if they adopted its habit
and rule. Many were simply devout single or widowed women, who lived in their own
houses with habits they made for themselves.” In the Dominican China mission the
term was more rarely used in the seventeenth century (more common were expressions
like “virgin girls who observe chastity,” “doncellas que guardan castidad”; however,
see Riccio, “Hechos,” 179r, for an occurrence of beata), while it became more com-
mon in the eighteenth century. The term does not appear in Varo’s “Vocabulario de
la Lengua Mandarina” (1670; see Francisco Varo (South W. Coblin trans.), Francisco
Varo’s Glossary of the Mandarin Language. An English and Chinese Annotation of the Vocabulario
de la lengua Mandarina,” forthcoming), where beatas are instead called virgenfes] (under the
entry for virgen we find: “we call our [Christian virgins] tung xin BB or tung ching [sic] &
&9” (Varo and Coblin, Francisco Varo's Glossary, 443). The expression beata can be often
found in eighteenth century letters (for examples, see Gonzélez, Historia, 2: 67, 242). It
appears in the Fuan dialect dictionary by Ignacio Ibafiez, Diccionario Espafiol-Chino, di-
alecto de Fu-an (Houc-An). Ban-Hua zidian Fuan fangyan WiEFIELH S (Shanghai: Im-
primerie Commerciale “Don Bosco” School, 1941-43), 171, as xiudao #5358, xiuni 2L,
nii xiudao ZCHEE or zai cuo de xiudao FEFEAGHEIE, that is “beatas who stay at home”; cuo F&
is a dialectal form for “family” or “home.”

109 Francisco Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién de la verdad de algunas cosas que se
dicen en dos Tratados muy copiosos que hicieron los RR. PP. Diego Fabro y Francisco
Brancato, religiosos de la Compatiia de Jestis y ministros de este Reyno de China, acerca
de la praxi que dichos PP. permiten a sus Xstianos en la veneracién del M. Confucioy
sus difuntos” (1671), as quoted in Evaristo Fernandez Arias, El Beato Sanz y compafieros
mértires del Orden de Predicadores Manila: Establicimiento Tipografico del Colegio de Santo
Tomés, 1893), 178: “What initially moved them to this holy institution were not [we]
the friars, but the Lord, employing as his tool the fact that they heard the lives of some
women saints we were preaching to them. At first we tried to dissuade them, expound-
ing to them the great difficulties in pursuing such an arduous aim, almost impossible
for human nature. However, since it was the Holy Ghost that motivated them, this
[i.., the friars’ dissuasion] and what they later suffered was not sufficient to have them
desist from their purpose. Thus, having seen their constancy and courage, the friars
admitted them into [the kind of life] they were asking and so much desired, letting [a
probation] of a few years to prove that they deserved [such state}.”

116 Ty 1746, for example, Qing authorities found in Fuan a copy of Vagnoni’s “Life
of the Holy Mother” analyzed in the first part of this essay; see a list of confiscated
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peculiar conditions of Chinese society rhade for a unique situation of
hybridity between cloistered life and mobility in the larger social arena.
The Dominican Francisco Varo (1627-87) reports that beatas lived in
their natal homes, rigorously respecting the fasts, penances, and other
mortifications of the Third Order of Penance, and that their parents
or brothers gave them a special room (aposento aparte) to do their pious
exercises, as was also common for Buddhist female devotees. Gonzéilez
de San Pedro (d. 1730) in 1710 confirms that “the professed [virgins
live] . . . in the houses of their parents or relatives, except for a few
older ones who reside in the women’s church for their own protection
and neatness.”!!! What differentiated them from tertiaries of strict
observance in Europe was that, in Varo’s words, they were not able
to live in an independent community “due to the inconveniences that
might result from it.”}1? In fact, the only serious attempt to create a
beaterio in Dingtou JHSH in the late 1640s was eventually thwarted by
the destruction of the convent in 1651 by the loyalist troops of the
Yongli /& Emperor.!!?

The inconveniences referred to by Varo were likely of two kinds.
First, the missionaries were probably wary of instituting a convent for
women, given the way Buddhist nunneries were organized in China.
Riccio writes in 1667: “In this kingdom there are many monasteries
of nuns, whom they call n-ku [nigu JEf]. They are not unmarried vir-
gin girls, but rather widows, elderly women, or wives repudiated by
their husbands. They take this road due to their great probity, and
the pagans give them alms that they use to sustain themselves. How-

Christian books in AMEP, Chine, 436: 151r. Riccio, “Hechos,” 221v, describes the role
of the catechist Andrés Huang, a native of the village of Dingtou, in spreading hagi-
ographies of virgin saints as early as the 1630s: “Andres was the one who taught and
persuaded unmarried girls [doncellas] about the angelic virtue of virginity, and clear-
ly explained to them the nature of that state, and what a treasure it was to take a path
so unusual in this kingdom. After [the girls] had attained that state, he would encour-
age them and support them, proposing to them the deeds of the holy virgins who had
suffered death and cruel treatments for Christ. Therefore, the unmarried girls and the
other women were always eager to listen to him. Whenever he would go where there
were virgins dedicated to God, they all would feel common enjoyment and great hap-
piness, but when it was time to part, they would feel very sad.”

"1 Gonzélez de San Pedro as quoted in Gonzalez, Historia 2: 48, n. 10.

112 Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién,” in Arias, El Beato Sanz, 177-79; compare
Gonzalez, Historia, 1: 297, quoting Navarrete, Controversias.

113 See Gonzalez, Historia 1: 291, quoting Riccio, “Hechos”; later on, Magino
Ventallol, O.P., (1647-1732) established a beaterio in Zhangzhou; see Gonzalez, His-
toria 2: 227.

CHILD BODIES, BLESSED BODIES 219

ever, they do not follow an appropriate way of life, since they live
with much liberty, going out alone in the cities and towns, begging
for alms. In this, as in most things, they are the opposite of Europe-
ans, since our nuns live perpetually cloistered and the laywomen in
liberty but in China, the nuns are free, and all the others are kept in
very strict reclusion.”!!*

This picture largely confirms the little we know of the Buddhist mo-
nastic institutions for women in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. In her discussion of nunneries and laywomen’s vegetarian halls
in the late imperial period, Hill Gates observes that “[t]he freedom of
women who led such lives contrasted markedly with the housebound
lives of ordinary women. Nuns were highly visible as they went about
collecting for charity or performing at women’s funerals on unbound
or let-out feet. Individual nuns were often well known regionally for
their piety and for the freedom it gave them.”!!>

Riccio’s words revealed the prejudices of the European age of
“Great Confinement.” For the missionary, since Buddhist nuns were
free to move around, unlike European nuns, they represented a po-
tentially uncontrollable group, prone to all kinds of misconduct. His
opinion reflected the displeasure of Pope Urban VIII, who in 1631 la-
mented the liberty of certain unofficial congregations of women who
“go freely everywhere without respect for the laws of the cloister un-
der the pretext of working for the salvation of souls . . .”!'® At issue
was male control over women. The negative attitude of missionaries
towards Buddhist and Daoist nuns ironically coincided with that of
the Qing state.

The second kind of ‘inconvenience’ experienced by Fuan beatas, at
least in the first few decades of Dominican presence, was the opposi-
tion of non-Christians (usually men), and even of Christian families,
to their young women abandoning the prospect of a good marriage
for a life of religious dedication and celibacy. This general attitude of

114 Riccio, “Hechos,” 161r.

5 Hill Gates, China’s Motor: A Thousand Years of Petty Capitalism (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1996), 193-95. For a general discussion of eighteenth-century Buddhist
nuns, see Beata Grant, “The Red Cord Untied: Buddhist Nuns in Eighteenth-Cen-
tury China,” in Karma Lekshe Tsomo, ed., Buddhist Women Across Cultures: Realizations
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), 91-103. In his description of the social background of
Chinese nuns Riccio failed to mention the large number of poor and orphaned girls
who joined nunneries at a young age.

U6 McNamara, Sisters in Arms, 463.
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opposition to chastity vows was reflected in genealogies, which often
condemned men and women who left their households to join a re-
ligious order: children, one source states forcefully, “are not reared
by their parents to become monks and nuns.”!'"” Riccio (1667) viv-
idly reports the hostile atmosphere initially experienced by the bea-
tas: “The unfaithful saw that among Christians there were unmarried
girls [doncellas) who did not need to beg for alms, but that on the con-
trary were rather rich heiresses, and rather beautiful and graceful . .
. In spite of this, [these women] had vowed to keep chastity, avoid-
ing forever engagement or marriage. [Pagans] thought that this was a
way to secretly live in laxity [anchura], and even [to live in laxity] with
those who had permitted or persuaded them to do so [i.e. the friars].
Thus, rumors circulated not for a few days, but for many years, un-
il the Divine Majesty clearly showed the purity and virtue [of those
women], and the pagans were edified, while Christians were con-
firmed in their Catholic faith.”!'8

This passage illustrates three main contentious points. The most
prominent was the refusal of engagement or marriage. Then, there was
the perceived sexual predatory nature of the clergy in China (the friars
had “persuaded” the beatas to a life of promiscuity). Finally, there was
the suspicion that the Christian virgins willfully “lived in laxity” with
the foreign priests, a perception that incidentally corresponded with
the prevailing image of young Buddhist nuns as “sexually promiscu-
ous girls who cannot be counted on to take their vows seriously.”!!9
Thus, Christian women, friars, and some of the more devoted male
converts initially had to struggle to make the idea of consecrated vir-
ginity (and its corollary, marriage refusal) acceptable to their kin and
to local society. Both to avoid rumors on the beatas’ relationships with
the friars and the risk that they might be married off by their parents,
it became necessary by the eighteenth century to require that wom-
en be at least thirty years old before they could formally take vows as
professed tertiaries. In fact the Dominican superiors repeatedly sug-
gested that the age of admission even be raised to forty, the same age
suggested by Qing officials for Buddhist nuns.

Riccio recounts the great conflicts that characterized the life of early

17 Liu, Traditional Chinese Clan Rules, 94-95.

18 Riceio, “Hechos,” 161r-v.

119 Quotation about Buddhist nuns from Mann, Precious Records, 192, referring to
the Dream of the Red Chamber.
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beatas. The most celebrated among these women was Petronilla Chen
B (ca. 1625-1710s), a native of Xiapei A} near Fuan. As a child,
she had been a devout Buddhist who practiced fasting and followed
a vegetarian diet. She learned about Christianity through a concu-
bine of her maternal grandfather and apparently was also instructed
in the rudiments of the new faith by a Christian uncle, a member of
the Christian Huang # lineage from the coastal village of Dingtou.
She soon memorized the catechism, was baptized at the age of eleven,
and at the age of eighteen took vows of chastity as a member of the
Third Order of Penance of St. Dominic.!?’ She continued her ascet-
ic practices and refused a marriage that had been arranged years in
advance by her father. Her non-Christian family at first tried to pla-
cate the household of the prospective groom with money, but finally
they forced her to marry. She then embarked on a long fast and sub-
sequently decided to cut her hair and join a female cousin in a near-
by village. The cutting of the hair in the Buddhist tradition, as in the
Christian one, was the symbol of irreversible entrance into a religious
order and of perpetual vows of chastity.'?' The missionary attempted a
mediation: it was decided that she would go to the house of the groom
for a wedding ceremony, stay eight days, and then leave it forever.!?2
The plan failed, and Petronilla was detained by the household of the
groom, and beaten repeatedly over the following eight months. The
local Christian leader and degree-holder Joaquin Guo Bangyong FFR%
(ca. 1582-1649) tried to intervene to free her, but it was only through
her stubborn refusal to give up her virginity and her desperate acts,
like covering her body with excrement to avoid being harassed by her
husband, that she finally was released.!** She then joined the friars
in Dingtou, where she lived in a Christian household, since her par-

120 Biographical data on Petronilla in Ricclo, “Hechos,” 161r.

121 Tjen Ju-K'ang in his Male Anxiety and Female Chastity: A Comparative Study of Chinese
Ethical Values in Ming-Ch’ing Times (Leiden: Brill, 1988), 37, observes that * [clutting of
the hair and disfiguring the body were usually the methods used [by widows to avoid
remarriage]”; compare Sommer, Sex, Law and Society, 179-80.

122 This practice seems similar to what we see in a number of legal cases from Bax-
ian E28% county (Sichuan), where married women were fictitiously allowed to “tem-
porarily” leave the home of their husbands following marital crises, to return to their
natal family where they stayed thereafter; see Philip Huang, “Women’s Choices Un-
der the Law: Marriage, Divorce, and Jllicit Sex in the Qing and the Republic,” Mod-
emn China 27.1 (2001): 3-58, 22.

123 Apparently, if the bride refused consummation, the only option remaining to the
family of the groom was rejection of the bride; see Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society, 162.
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ents refused to have any contact with her. We know that she contin-
ued to engage in her religious activities until at least the 1710s, since
her death was commemorated in the 1720 Provincial Chapter of the
Manila Dominicans.!2*

Petronilla Chen’s story is one of the more dramatic—and famous—
among those of the Fuan beatas. It illustrates that, despite the great
pressure on women to marry, she and the succeeding generations of
beatas found it more rewarding to live the semicloistered life of sin-
gle Christian virgins.'® Even more remarkable is the fact that bea-
tas were mostly young elite women, 126 Although they were not the
“learned women” of Jiangnan studied by Susan Mann (Fuan had few
such women), clearly the choice of the Fuan beatas and their families
contradicts the assertion that “no [elite] family allowed a promising
young lady to escape marriage.”!?’

"The opposition experienced by Petronilla Chen and the first gen-
eration of Christian virgins in the 1630s-40s may explain why initially
only a handful of women chose the unusual path of virginity and mar-
riage resistance to become beatas. However, gradually their numbers
increased. In 1671, Varo noted that in Fuan there were twelve doncel-
las from prominent families such as the Miao, “who had offered their

12% See Riccio, “Hechos,” 161v-71v; Francisco Capillas, “Relacién de la Misién de
China hecha por el V.P. Fr. Francisco Capillas, terminada en la cércel de Fogén,” dated
1647, in Hilario Ocio, ed., Motas biographicas del venerable Padre Fray Francisco Ferndndez de
Caprllas, por un alumno de la Provincia del Santisimo Rosario de Filipinas Manila: Establicimien-
to Tipografico del Real Colegio de Santo Tomas, 1894), 61-66.

'® Determined by an insufficient number of brides, the phenomenon of the “mar-
riage crunch” was felt also in the prosperous High Qing period. In Fuan marriageable
women between the late Ming and the High Qjing were so few that poor husbands
would sell or mortgage their wives to other men; see Thien, Male Anxiety, 30.

126 For example, among the twelve beatas of Fuan in the period between 1632 and
1671, eight were daughters of shengyuan, two came from families who had degree-hold-
ers in the previous two generations, and only one was the daughter of poor parents;
see Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién,” in Arias, El Beato Sanz, 178. Ina marginal region
like Fuan, shengyuan could already be considered members of the local elite. A similar
phenomenon can be observed in some Buddhist centers of the south and of Jiangnan,
where women from gentry families became respected masters in the late Ming and early
Qing. Many of them did so after losing their prospective husbands or family members
in the Ming-Qing conflict, in what can be simultaneously seen as a religious choice, an
act of fidelity or respect to their deceased ones and a loyalist gesture towards the fallen
dynasty; see forthcoming research in Beata Grant’s manuscript Remarkable Women.: Fe-
male Chan Masters of Seventeenth-Century China. Yet, the larger portion of the fernale mo-
nastic body was recruited among poor or orphaned girls, as well as among the elderly;
on the social provenance of Buddhist nuns, see Mann, Precious Records, 10.

127 Mann, Precious Records, 10.
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virginity to God with a vow of chastity.”!?8 By 1695, their numbIng
reached twenty-four, aged between eighteen and seventy-two years.

In the eighteenth century, they became even more numerous. A 1735
document states that “there are so many women wishing the state of
tertiaries of the Order, that there would be more religious than lay
women, if we were to give [the habit to all of them.]”!*” The contem-
porary Chinese commentary to the rules of the Third Orde.r by Royo
(1741) also testifies to this continued increase, as do letters in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. Qing memorials set their number
in 1746 between one-hundred-thirty and two-hundred.!?!

This phenomenon clearly illustrates the gradual process of entrench-
ment and normalization of Christian virginity in Fuan. In the 1670s
Varo noted that beatas had suffered much opposition from their families
at the beginning, but by the Kangxi period they were living “in. utn)l(l);;
peace, without any impediment disturbing their religious exercises. ’
Similarly, in 1710 Gonzalez de San Pedro observed that inlt.lallly these
young women had suffered for their “choice of being Chr"{sUan ?nd
not marrying, something that is considered very sham(?ful in Chlna.l,
and against all their laws and customs; . . . [but] with time and their
exemplary life, they made themselves so esteemed and venerated that

128 Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién,” in Arias, E/ Beato Sanz, 177.

129 AMEP, Chine, 434: Tr. o

130 Gonzalez, Historia , 2: 240, n. 9, quoting P. de la Cruz’s manuscript in APSR
“Narracion histérica,” 1735.

131 According to a 1714 memorial, the beatas of Fuan were then ‘around ﬁ’fty; see
Gonzalez, Historia 2:46; Joachin Royo in his explanations of the Third Order’s n‘{les
“San Hui si zhang liiexiang =& 7UEREEE” (1741), AGOP, X. 2571: 1- 10, 4:v, says: “...
presently the religious people (xiudao) are many...” A 1755 letter of Slr‘non.Lo [Luo
#] del Rosario (1728-61) refers to thirty-three pfofessed beatas and novices n the re-
gion of Zhangzhou alone, see Gonzalez, Historia 5: 352. Ong hundre.d-thlrty bea{as
are mentioned in a 1746 vermilion-endorsed memorial by Fujian PrO\./maal’ Surveil-
lance Commissioner Gioro Yarhasan, published in Zhongguo di yi'lishl dfmg anguan,
ed., Qing . . . Xiyang Tianzhujiao, 1: 104; over two hllmdred are ment}oned in a contem-
porary memorial by Fujian Governor Zhou Xuejlag A2, published in Zhongguo
di y1 lisha dang’anguan, ed., Qing . . . Xiyang Tianzhufiao, 1: 88. In 1756, Fr. Ter.adlllos
stated that “the number of beatas in Fuan is no fewer than two-hundred-fifty, includ-
ing novices and professed [sisters]”; see Gonzélez, Historia 2: 441, n. 78. Another let-
ter by Fr. Teradillos in 1760 states that “in this village of Muyang [alone} there are
eighty beatas, and counting those in the other villages [of the region] of Fuan, there are
more than two-hundred”; see Gonzélez, Historia 2: 503-04, n. 35. In a 1781 lettef Fr.
Mufioz confirms that “in the territory of Fuan there are many beatss.”; see Gonzélez,
Historia, 2: 539-40.

132 Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién,” in Arias, E/ Beato Sanz, 177-79.



224 EUGENIO MENEGON

not only Christians prized a daughter who was among the tertiaries
or who desired to join [. . .], but even some pagans greatly venerat-
ed and reverenced them, and some [of these pagans], whose daugh-
ters belonged to this order, thought highly of them.”!33

Beatas and other Christian women, like their peers engaging in Bud-
dhist or Daoist pilgrimages and temple worship, were therefore able
to assert de facto control of a female religious sphere, shielding it from
male interference by virtue of the respect commanded by such reli-
gious activities.!3* Thus, local soclety over time accepted the institu-
tion of the beatas as a form of legitimate religious life in Fuan. When
in 1707 the women’s church of Fuan was seized and sealed by the au-
thorities and the beatas were ejected from the compound, local Chris-
tian women broke the seals and, led by the beatas, occupied the church
in prayer. A missionary commented that officials had to refrain from
further action, “because it is a very grave matter in China to perse-
cute women, especially when they do things together, which is some-
thing looked upon as rather sacred.”!3%

By the late seventeenth century, beatas had indeed created a cor-
porate identity for themselves. This can be seen from a Chinese-lan-
guage letter they wrote in 1695 to the Visitation Sisters of the French
convent of Beaune in Céte d'Or (near Dijon, France). In spite of its
ceremonious and humble tone, typical of Chinese polite correspon-
dence, the document shows that these twenty-four Fuan beatas, young
and elderly, each one listed by name, felt connected to a universal
body of religious women whom they regarded as their “Elder Sisters
n the Way” (daozhang SEE). Although they declared themselves to be
younger and inexperienced disciples of the French Sisters and paid
obedience to the male priests, the Fuan eatas nevertheless thought of

themselves as legitimately pursuing the Dao, in a way similar to their
European counterparts.!36

:2; Gonzalez de San Pedro as quoted in Gonzalez, Historia 2: 48, n. 10.

* For a male derogatory description of women’s religious activities and pilgrim-
ages in the seventeenth century, nevertheless showing the autonomy and resistance
of women to men in the religious arena, see Glen Dudbridge, “Women Pilgrims to
T'ai Shan: Some Pages from a Seventeenth-Century Novel,” in Susan Naquin and
Y}'i Chiin-fang, eds., Pilgrims and Sacred Sites in China (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1992), 39-64

) 135 See Gonzalez, Historia, 2: 67, quoting Gonzalez de San Pedro, “Breve Rela-
cion” (1707?); on the women’s sacred sphere and its independence from state control
see Mann, Precious Records, 200. ’

136 See AMEP, Chine, 429: 81r and 87r. The French title of the Chinese document
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This pride was shared by their families and extended beyond the
boundaries of the Christian community. The pride of parents, even
non-Christian ones, translated into economic support. To be able to
sustain themselves financially, beatas needed the help of their families.
Their parents allowed them to live at home and provided for them.
In fact, a sort of religious dowry, similar to the one given to nuns in
Europe, was a prerequisite for admission to religious life.!3” Never-
theless, beatas helped by working with their hands at home (possibly a
reference to embroidery and other domestic work) “to support them-
selves and to avoid laziness.”!3® Moreover, although the Ming and
Qing laws of inheritance did not allow for the possibility of daugh-
ters inheriting, it appears that some families started leaving to beatas
substantial portions of household property.!3

in the AMEP manuscript catalogue by Adrien Launay is: “Les religieuses de Fogan hien
aux Soeurs de la Visitation de Beaune. Remerciements et acceptation de la proposition
de union spirituelle transmise par M. Leblanc. Noms et age des religieuses.” Here is my
translation of the Chinese original: “In the mountainous corner of this maritime county
[of Fuan] the nature [of people] is brutish; only few have been able to know the Lord
of Heaven. To ask this of weak women is even more difficult. We are overwhelmed by
the grace of the Lord, since we only have little faith. We learned that all of you ‘Elder
Sisters in the Way’ engage in venerable and pious deeds and are thus moved to love
virtue. We are aware of the difference between you and us, but you still extended to
us your love and charitably donated to us holy objects, a fact that moved our hearts to
the utmost. Furthermore, you communicated to us the idea of the common intention
of prayer, how could we dare not to respect your orders? Previously we had already
sent our names, but we did not anticipate they would be lost en route. Then a priest
of our Order [i.e. a Dominican] told us [what had happened], and Fr. Li [Philibert
Le Blanc, M.E.P.] ordered us to transmit [again] our names, and that we should write
again to you. We are just frail women, and we fear that we might have failed your love
for us. We would like to receive the respected surnames and holy names of the Elder-
ly Sisters in the Way. Hopefully this way we will not miss the overflowing grace of the
communion of prayer of the Holy Church.”

137 Gonzalez, Historia 2: 242, quoting P. de la Cruz, “Narracién histérica.” A Do-
minican observed that “we have always made sure in our missions that those who want
to live as beatas have enough to support themselves, so that they might lead a deco-
rous and exemplary life.” Even relatively poor families would give up the bride price
“with which the parents usually sustain themselves,” and would keep their daughters
at home as tertiaries; see Gonzélez de San Pedro, 1710, in Gonzalez, Historia 2:48, n.
10. An M.E.P. missionary report from Fujian confirms the need of means to become
a beata, stating that around 1796, young girls in Xinghua could not follow this voca-
tion exactly because they were too poor; see letter of Mr. Lolivier, M.E.P., 1796, in
AMEDP, Chine, 439: 443r.

138 José Calvo, O.P., in Gonzalez, Historia, 2: 538-39.

139 On daughters and Ming-Qing inheritance laws, see Kathryn Bernhardt, “The
Inheritance Rights of Daughters: The Song Anomaly?,” Modem China 21.3 (1995): 269-
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The economic facet of the institution of the beatas shows that in
Fuan, this Christian institution eventually became so accepted that
customary inheritance laws were bent, and the economic loss of the
bride price for poorer families became a real possibility. To be a bea-
ta conferred some prestige, since it conformed to both Confucian and
Christian orthodox expectations of moral behavior. However, this was
only half of the picture. To the beatas, consecrated life offered nov-
el opportunities to carve for themselves a more independent sphere
of spiritual and social growth than marriage or widowhood offered
them, and their lifestyle combined in a unique way “orthodox” and
“heterodox” elements.

The Contest between Christian Virginity and Confucian Chastity:
Drscursive Strategies

The previous section briefly describes the life of beatas in its social
dimension and suggests some social explanations for their choice.
However, we now need to explore the way in which this choice was
discursively legitimated. Beatas’ lifestyle and their virgin status out-
side of the institutions of marriage or chaste widowhood represent-
ed a clear challenge to dominant Chinese social mores. To be filial
for a woman meant to accept marriage and its reproductive necessity
in the context of the patriarchal organization of family life. It meant
to be obedient to the arrangement of marriage at a young age, and
then be obedient to one’s in-laws and husband. The obedience to
one’s husband and his family, especially in the Ming and Qing peri-
ods, was even extended beyond the spouse’s death. How could a value
that was in principle abhorrent to late imperial social conventions—
that is, perpetual religious virginity—become effectively transmitted
and accepted in Fuan?

"The myths of virgin goddesses such as Guanyin, Miaoshan, and Lin-

309, and Kathryn Bernhardt, Women and Property in China, 960-1949 {Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1999), Ch. 1. On beatas’ economic conditions, see Calvo in Gonzalez,
Historia, 2: 538-39; Gonzélez, Historia, 2: 242, quoting P. dela Cruz, “Narracion hist6ri-
ca.” In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Franciscan friars in North Shandong
devised a complex contractual procedure to ensure that local Christian virgins would
be endowed with property, unalienable even after the death of their parents; see Gary
R.Tiedemann, “Controlling the Virgins: Female Propagators and the Catholic Hier-
archy in China,” Women’s History Review, forthcoming.
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shui Furen and the social practices of Buddhist and Daoist nuns and
other celibate women living in vegetarian houses and local temples
offered a conceptual repertoire for religious celibacy within a Chinese
framework. This repertoire was available to Fuan Christian wom-.
en contemplating religious life. However, the missionaries, intent as
they were to censure Buddhism, Daoism, and local religions, cou'ld
hardly have drawn on the examples of virgin goddesses or Buddhist
nuns, as familiar as they were to most Chinese, to propose the ideal
of Christian virginity as a superior form of religious commitment. In-
stead, they preferred to associate and contrast Christian virginity with
the discourse on chaste widowhood, which powerfully emerged in the
Ming and Qing periods. Yet, by introducing through preaching and
texts new models of God-commanded virginity borrowed from West-
ern hagiographies, they also subtly undermined patriarchal dominanc'e
over the discourse of filial piety, proposing themselves as intermedi-
aries of God’s vocation for local women. Fuan Christian literati cau-
tiously endorsed this new model of virginal womanhood, leg‘itimizir}g
the shift proposed by missionaries and ensuring that the value of vir-
ginity became localized.

The Missionary Discourse of Female Christian Virginity in the Chinese Context

The discourse that missionaries utilized to explain the significance
of Christian virginity and legitimize it in Fuan centered on, and ex-
panded, concepts such as chastity (zhen ) and chaste woman (z}fm—
nii 570). These notions had become universally accepted in the lelg
and Qing periods in the orthodox framework of the so-called chastity
cult. As recently defined by Janet Theiss, “the term chastity cult re-
fers to the state system of awarding honorific plaques and money for
the construction of ceremonial arches and shrines for widows who re-
fused remarriage or committed suicide upon the deaths of their hus-
bands, and for women who committed suicide to prevent a violation
of their chastity.”!*0 This state system was merely an official endorse-
ment of a broader social movement that extolled chaste women in or-

140 Janet M. Theiss, “Feminity in Flux: Gendered Virtue and Social Con_ﬂ%cF Ain
the Mid-Qing Courtroom,” in Brownell and Wasserstrom, eds., Chinese Fefmmmtzes,
Chinese Masculinities, 47. On the chastity cult, see the book-length study by T’ien, Male
Anxiety.
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der to promote correct norms of womanly behavior. The idea of this
feminine chastity obviously centered on marriage, not around celiba-
cy or virginity. But it was the closest orthodox category to Christian
celibate virginity that missionaries could use. In his defense of cleri-

cal celibacy, Ricci had been the first to make the comparison in his
Twnzhu shiyi (1604):

There are at this time certain chaste women [2hennil] whose menfolk, to whom
they have been betrothed, have died before they were married. To maintain
their honor such women have refrained from a second betrothal [shouyt wu er
?ﬁﬁ:] Confucians praise such action and emperors give public recogni-
tion to it. Chastity of the kind which results in a refusal to transmit life to lat-
er gcr}erations is merely due to a desire to keep faith with a spouse; and yet to
remain at home and to refrain from further espousals results in public tribute
being paid to that person. Is it not unfair that we few friends should be cen-
sured when, due to our work for the Sovereign on High, . . . we do not have
the time to concern ourselves with marriage? . . . [T]o remain single and un-

married allows one greater tranquillity to perfect oneself, and ‘makes it easier
for one to extend [the perfection] to others.!*

Ricci uses his argument to explain his own celibate status to the Chi-
nese. He also ingeniously introduces the comparison with chaste wom-
en in order to make palatable the notion of clerical celibacy, usually
censored by ‘Confucians’ (Ruzhe {£3), by means of an accepted and
familiar phenomenon, the chastity cult. Significantly, however, he sin-
gles out a special category of chaste women who were not widows who
had consummated their marriages but rather virgins whose betrothed
had died before the marriage could be consummated and who then
decided to remain unmarried. In late imperial times, the expressions
shou shen <F & (to preserve the body, that is, to remain a virgin) and shou
Zhen ~FE (to preserve chastity) were used to characterize the choice of
this latter kind of “virgin widow.”!#2 Obviously, Ricci chose them as
an example because they were not merely chaste but virgin.

As we have seen, soon afterwards other Jesuits introduced a new set
of terms defining virginity. Christian catechetical materials mainly used
variations of the term fongshen, that is, the child body of a virgin.!*3 In

:“ Ricei, The True Meaning, 416-17.

"‘7 Ll:lo, quu Qa Cudian, 3: 1299-1300 (shoushen); 3: 1302 (shouzhen). A similar ex-
pression is shouie, whxc.h, however, is applied to widows refusing to remarry (Luo, Hanyu
l?a Cudian, 3: 1306). Ricci used shouyi, a general expression for widows avoiding remar-
rlagli;ssee Luo, Hamyu Da Cidian, 3: 1306.

The word torfgshen for “virginity” does not appear in ancient texts (pre-Qin phi-
losophers or the Thirteen Classics) nor in the Dynastic Histories. However, the expres-
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Fuan both these new terms and others were employed. In Christian
and governmental sources, Fuan beatas were variously referred to as
zhennii (chaste women), xiaozhen /N (small chaste [women)), tongzhen
tongshen or tongzhenshen F 5 5 (virgins), shou tongzhen or shou tongshen <f
# 5 (persons who keep virginity), xiudao (persons who cultivate vir-
tue or the Dao), or even shengni B2 (holy women).!** Most of these
terms referred to two related and vet distinct concepts: virginity (fong-
zhen or tongshen) and chastity (zhen). This terminological overlap re-
flects the ambiguous nature of the concept of Christian virginity in
Fuan, which was located between existing notions of chastity, bodily
integrity, and religious commitment, and the newly-imported Chris-
tian notion of religious virginity.!* These terms were an extension of
current compounds such as shou shen and shou zhen. However, by using

sion was used in vernacular texts, especially in relation to religious rituals. The earliest
usage of the term mentioned in the Hanyu Da Cidian does not refer to a Chinese con-
cept or practice. It can be found in the Yuan-dynasty Zhengla fengtu ji BB £ 50 (Re-
cord of customs of Cambodia) by Zhou Daguan f&Z# (fl. 1297). Zhou, member of a
Chinese embassy in Cambodia, reports that local girls between the ages of seven and
eleven were deprived of their “child body” (gu gi tongshen ZEE 5, i.e., deflowered) by
Buddhist monks or Daoist priests using their hands during a ritual called chentan (BE
#%). See Luo, Hanyu Da Cidian, 8: 390; compare Morohashi Tetsuji Z5#5#8 7%, Dai Kan-
Wa jiten K ERIEE8E (Tokyo, 1955-60), 8:717, no. 25775.67. Paul Pelliot, trans., Mem-
oires sur les coutumes du Cambodge de Tcheou Ta-kouan. Version nouvelle, sutvie d’un commentatre
inacheve [par Paul Pelliot] (Paris: Librairie d’Amerique et d’Orient, 1951), 17: “Entre
sept et neuf ans pour les filles de maisons riches, et seulement 4 onze ans pour les trés
pauvres, on charge un prétre bouddhiste ou taciste de les déflorer (ZHE5).” Pelliot
could not identify a Cambodian equivalent of ckentan (69). Later on in Ming times the
term indicated pure girls who were purchased for large sums for participation in sai-
hui B (religious festivals in honor of local gods), probably to ease the descent of the
divinities as mediums. See Luo, Hanyu Da Cidian, 8:390, quoting the play Tousuo jt $#
5T, scene on “Selling daughters,” by the Ming author Xu Fuzuo #{E 5 (1560-after
1630); Xu was a keen observer of popular customs and religion in the Suzhou region;
compare Carrington Goodrich and Fang Chaoying, eds., Dictionary of Ming Biography,
1368-1644 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976), 580-82. Apparently, virgin
girls and boys were valued for their purity, which made them effective in ritual and
magic matters.

1# The terminology is found in the following documents: xiudao and zhenni: Chi-
nese-language Christian report (1746) in AMEP, Chine, 434: 7r; xiaozhen: memorial
from Fujian (1723), in Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Borgia Cinese 316 (8-1); tongsh-
en and tongzhen: Varo, Francisco Varo’s Glossary, 443; shou fongshen: memorials from Fuji-
an (1746), in Zhongguo di yi lishi dang’anguan, ed., Qing ... Xiyang Tianzhujiao, 1: 78,
104, and AMEP, Chine, 434: 770r; shou tongzhen: AMEP, Chine, 436: 154r; shengni: me-
morial from Fujian (1746), in Zhongguo di yi lishi dang’anguan, ed., Qing ... Xiyang
Tranzhupiao, 1: 83.

1#5 Other terms such as shind {+2z, guinii BEZC or chund were used to indicate a vir-
gin, but had no such explicit bodily associations.
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the character fong E, the missionaries underscored the importance of
the virgin body for Christianity and also clearly distinguished Chris-
tian virgins from Confucian chaste widows, elevating the former to a
divinely inspired, and thus higher, form of chastity.

Christian Virginity and its Transmission to Fuan Women

The Christian value of perpetual virginity was transmitted by the Do-
minicans to their Fuan converts through preaching and texts, expand-
ing on the concept and narratives first offered by the Jesuits. Until
the early 1700s, Fuan women were introduced to the lives of Euro-
pean nuns and holy women by means of sermons. Varo observed in
1671 that such exempla fascinated a number of devout young girls who
asked to follow the path of the Western exemplars’ virginity and dedi-
cation to God.!*® The stories of the Western saints not only resonated
with the experience of the Fuan beatas but also inspired their course
of action.!*” The vocational stories of the first generation of Fuan bea-
tas show that they initially encountered strong opposition from fam-
ily and society to their desire to remain virgin. These struggles bore
a striking resemblance to the hagiographic accounts of the lives of
Christian virgins from the West, so that social experience and exempla
found a fit in the beatas’ lives.'*® It is quite likely that among the stories

146 “[Fuan women] heard about the lives of some women saints we were preaching

to them”; see Varo, “Manifiesto y declaracién,” in Arias, El Beato Sanz, 178.

147 In his discussion of the beatas of Lima in the seventeenth century, Fernando Ca-
rui Iwasaki observes that chivalric and theological literature were important sources of
inspiration in the vocation of these women: “Feminine dissidence was possible through
readings not only of ‘profane’ literature (chivalric literature), but much more through
the readings of mystics and theologians, and the life of saints, especially female mys-
tics like Catherine of Siena. The writings of Fr. Luis de Granada, for example, were
attacked by Melchor Cano in 1559 because Granada ‘wished to make everybody in-
to contemplatives and teach the common people what is not for them’; see “Capitulo
TI: Mujeres al borde de la perfeccién: Rosa de Santa Maria y las alumbradas de Li-
ma,” in Luis Millones, ed., Una partecita del Cielo. La vida de Santa Rosa de Lima narrada por
Don Gonzalo de la Maza a quien ella llamaba padre. Versién paleogrdfica de Luis Millones. Ensay-
o5 de Luis Mullones (capitulos I, IT, IV, V) y de Fernando Twasaki (capitulo III) (Lima: Editori-
al Horizonte, 1993) 71-110, 77.

'%8 Although the influence of the literary genre of hagiography on the accounts of
the lives of the beatas offered by Riccio and other missionaries cannot be completely
excluded, the sources I used are detailed enough to warrant the historicity of the bea-
fas’ experience.
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Fuan beatas heard from the friars were those of their namesakes in the
Western tradition. Beatas were christened with names of famous vir-
gins and martyrs (for example, Petronilla, Lucia, Agatha, Agnes, Ur-
sula), of nuns (Teresa of Avila), or of professed lay women (Luisa de
Carvajal, Rosa of Lima, Catherine of Siena).!*® Most of these saints
had refused marriage to remain virgins dedicated to God, and in so
doing had incurred the opposition of their families.

Although there were abundant examples of semilegendary virgins
and martyrs of the early church who had refused marriage, the Do-
minicans chose to single out a more recent saint as a special exam-
ple to the beatas: Saint Rosa of Lima in Peru (1586-1617; canonized
1671). Francisco Gonzalez de San Pedro, O. P. (Luo Senduo ZE#%&),
published a full-length hagiographic account of the saint in Chinese n
1706, under the title Shengnii Luosa xingshi B2 & itif7E (Deeds of Saint
Rosa of Lima). The reasons for such predilection are to be found in
the biographical details of Rosa’s life, as is illustrated by the follow-
ing précis of her life based on the first hagiography written about her,
Leonardo Hansen’s Vita mirabilis et mors pretiosa venerabilis sororis Rosae de
Sa. Mariae Limensis (The extraordinary life and precious death of the
venerable sister Rosa of S. Maria from Lima, 1664):

After reading of St. Catherine [Rosa] determined to take that saint as her
model. She began by fasting three times a week, adding secret severe pen-
ances, and when her vanity was assailed, cutting off her beautiful hair, wear-
ing coarse clothing, and roughening her hands with toil. All this time she had
to struggle against the objections of her friends, the ridicule of her family, and
the censure of her parents. . . . Finally she became determined to take a vow
of virginity, and inspired by supernatural love, adopted extraordinary means
to fulfill it. At the outset she had to combat the opposition of her parents, who
wished her to marry. The struggle went on for ten years before she won, by
patience and prayer, their consent to continue her mission. [. . .] Overcom-
ing the opposition of her parents, and with the consent of her confessor, she
was finally allowed to become a virtual recluse in [her] cell, save for her vis-
its to the Blessed Sacrament. In her twentieth year, she received the habit of
St. Dominic. Thereafter she redoubled the severity and variety of her penanc-
es to a heroic degree.!®

149 These names of Fuan beatas can be found in AMEP, Chine, 436: 137r and in
Gonzélez, Misiones Dominicanas, 1: 364; 2: 210, 533.

150 This is a summary based on Hansen’s biography, published in Rome in 1664, as
found in E. Aymé, “Rose of Lima, Saint,” in Charles G. Herbermann, et al., eds., The
Catholic Encyclopedia: An Intemational Work of Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline,
and History of the Catholic Church (New York: Encyclopedia Press, 1913-22), 13: 192-93.
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Rosa’s early years most closely resembled the travails that Fuan bea-
tas were likely to face: refusal of marriage, family opposition, and ha-
rassment from suitors.!*! Moreover, the ingredients of Rosa’s road to
sanctity were similar to those found in the biographies of Petronilla
Chen and her lay sisters: prayer, works of charity, penance, fasting
and abstention from meat, wearing of coarse clothes.

However, the Chinese version of Rosa’s life was also adapted some-
what for the intended Fuan audience.’® An examination of the sec-
tions in Rosa’s Chinese hagiography describing her filiality towards
her parents (Luosa xiao gin F& i 235) and her entrance in the Third
Order (Luosa ru hui FE{BAE), for example, shows the translator at-
tempting to reconcile the tension between filial piety towards one’s
parents and the religious calling to perpetual virginity. The dramat-
ic cutting of the hair at an early age is mentioned in the section on
Rosa’s childhood: “Desiring to remain virgin [shou tongshen] until her
death, and to maintain intact her purity [quan ¢i Jiging ZHIEEE, in
imitation of Saint [Catherine] she cut off her hair. The first reason
for this was to prevent her parents from marrying her off [wei fumu
bu quan jua F3XFFRENE]; the second reason was because . . . beauti-
ful hair is harmful [since it is a demonic net used to attract men and
plunge them into hell].”!>3

In spite of this early commitment to virginity and of her marriage
refusal in defiance of social conventions and of her parents’ desires,
Rosa is shown to be unquestionably filial to her father and mother.

131 Although not mentioned in the summary of Rosa’s life quoted here, popular
versions of Rosa’s story also included the rejection of suitors. An eighteenth-century
Peruvian popular painting of Santa Rosa, for example, shows her being beaten by her
parents and harassed by a suitor; see figure 14 in Ramén Mujica Pinilla, “El ancla de
Santa Rosa de Lima: mistica y politica en torno a la Patrona de América,” in José Flores
Araoz, et al., eds., Santa Rosa de Lima y su tiempo (Lima: Banco de Credito del Peru 1995),
53-211, an essay analyzing the antimatrimony elements in Rosa’s life. For an anthro-
pological and literary analysis of St. Rosa’s cult in Peru, see Millones, Una partecita del
Ciel; on Rosa’s iconography, see Ramén Mujica Pinilla, Rosa Emensis. Mistica, politica ¢
wonografia en tomo a la patrona de América (Lima: Institut F rangais d’Etudes Andines - Fon-
do de Cultura Econémica - Banco Central de Reserva del Pery, 2001).

132 The Chinese version may have been based on Hansen’s 1664 Vita mirabilis or on
one of the numerous biographies (derivative of Hansen’s) that were published in Europe
and Latin America after Rosa’s canonization. I used the 1920 edition of Gonzalez de
San Pedro’s Chinese version, Luo Senduo [Francisco Gonzélez de San Pedro], Sheng-
ni Luosa xingshi (Hong Kong; Nazareth Press, 1920) and compared it with the copies of
the original 1706 Fuzhou edition in BNF, Chinois 6770-6771.

193 Luo-Gonzélez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa xingshi, 4.
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She is abused by her relatives and especially her mother, but happily
agrees to all kinds of painful chores, while keeping to herself her re-
ligious vocation. Parental authority is outwardly respected, but at the
same time subtly undermined. While Rosa has been inspired by God
to remain a virgin, it is a local spiritual advisor who confirms the le-
gitimacy of her choice. And since “the will of the priest is the will of
the Lord of Heaven” (shenfu yt shi Tianzhu yi $RBEZRKEE), the shenfu
becomes the true bearer of authority, a mirror image of the role the
Dominicans had over Fuan beatas. A Chinese reader may have felt
some unease at this overturning of filial piety, and the translator tried
to soften it by observing that through her submission, Rosa was able
to “listen to the orders of her parents, and also listen to the orders of
the priest [advising her to remain a virgin].” But this cosmetic attempt
is nullified by expressions like the following: “Sometimes the orders of
a mother and the will of Jesus are at odds [mu ming yu Yesu zhi yi, huo
you xiangfan FFaEEERER S B » SAE4EK].”!1>* This ambivalent attitude
continues in Gonzalez de San Pedro’s treatment of marriage. When
Rosa’s parents express their intention to marry her off in spite of her
early vows of chastity, the translator comments: “Marriage is the great
basis of the five relationships, and a grave matter both for the body
and the spirit. Therefore, according to the Holy Teachings, it is nec-
essary to wait for the permission of the daughter, and only then is it
possible to celebrate it. Rosa knew well the intentions of her parents,
and she felt very sad in her heart. She hoped that the Lord would al-
low her to remain a virgin, but she respected her parents very much,
and thus did not dare to speak clearly.”!>

Rosa’s silence, however, did not mean that she had abandoned her

(or better, in the spirit of the hagiography, God’s) plans, and even-
tually she succeeded through divine intervention to continue on her
path to sanctity. But the Chinese text by Gonzalez de San Pedro fails
to completely resolve the tension between xiao and tongzhen/tongshen.

3% Luo-Gonzélez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa xingshi, 4.
155 Luo-Gonzélez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa xingshi, 10.
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The concluding description of Rosa’s struggle with her family over
marriage is again phrased in ambiguous terms:

Although her relatives said [Rosa] lacked filiality [bu xico 7], in fact she was
completely filial [zt xa0 Z3). But the will of the Lord of Heaven ordains peo-
ple’s lives, and Jesus clearly wished Rosa to be a virgin [shou tongzhen]. A priest
then advised her to follow the will of the Lord, and she followed it totally. Ut-
most filiality is accomplished by following a good order, not an evil one [shun
shanming, bu shun wangming, shi wei zhi xiao NEEy » TNEES » BEBEF]. Why
appease one’s parents, when one is contravening the decrees of the Supreme
Lord? However, sometimes there are girls who, using the excuse of the will of
the Lord of Heaven, erroneously presume to resist marriage [shi pi bu ken jia
2he T EEEE]. A look at [the life of] Rosa will show how different they are
[from her model].!%

Here Gonzalez de San Pedro pays lip service to the institution of mar-
riage, promoting instead the idea that the greatest form of filiality was
to obey the Lord’s order to remain a virgin in defiance of one’s par-
ents’ wishes. The Dominicans were unambiguously introducing a re-
formed concept of filial piety. In the end, in spite of his caveats, the
Dominican compiler of the hagiography leaves untouched the poten-
tially disruptive elements of the story of Rosa, and in his own preface
he clearly suggests that anybody could aspire to follow Rosa’s path:
“Virtue in male and femnale saints is not innate, and the Lord of Heav-
en has decided to send the spiritual strength to achieve it to everybody
who sincerely determines to embark on that path. A holy master [. .
.J said: ‘If we act as the saints did, we all can become saints.’!57”

This text thus opened up to local women the possibility of rework-
ing the parameters of feminine filial piety, as it had already happened
in Chinese Buddhism where religious life was presented as a higher
form of filiality. This Christian “reformed” idea of feminine filial pi-
ety, although undermining important premises of the patriarchal or-
der, nevertheless found acceptance in Fuan. As the next section will
show, Christian literati trained in the Confucian tradition, who un-
doubtedly had every interest in supporting the dominant social system,
chose to endorse the value of Christian virginity, thereby legitimiz-
ing it in the local arena.

156 Luo-Gonzélez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa xingshi, 10-11.
157 Luo-Gonzalez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa xingshi, “Xiaoyin /N3 1.
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Fuan Christian Literat and the Defense of Christian Virginity Versus
Confucian Chastity

Obviously, the main beneficiaries of the printed biography of Rosa
were literate beatas, who could in turn expound the contents of the
book to their illiterate or semiliterate sisters. However, such an account
was also a way to legitimize both in the larger social arena and within
the local Christian community the beatas’ religious choice of perpetual
celibacy. The preface (xu ) to the Deeds of Saint Rosa written in 1706
by the Fuan Christian literatus Wang Daoxing 3814 shows how a
convert educated in the Confucian classics and holder of an official
degree (en gongsheng B E4) in the late Kangxi period saw the exem-
plum of the Peruvian virgin.!®® Wang first mentions the exempla found
in ‘Confucian’ histories of the inner chambers (guishi E51). Virtuous
and chaste widows were known to have cut their hair to show fidel-
ity to their deceased husbands, to have spun thread to support their
mothers-in-law, and to have lived in such abject poverty that they
had to use reeds to teach their sons to write. Others had not shied
away from slashing themselves allowing their flesh to be cooked to
save their in-laws (a reference to the practice of gegu EF|#%, the medi-
cal use of one’s flesh to cure sick relatives). Wang concludes his list of
examples by rhetorically asking, “Which one of [these women] failed
to demonstrate personal integrity in facing adversity, and to show her
virtue? Their virtuous conduct was sufficient to maintain high morals
among the people, and to encourage good customs. . . . Their fame
spread widely: which one of them would fail to be called in this coun-
try outstanding among women?”!%® His reply to this rhetorical que-

198 Wang Daoxing, i Yangshu 3§ or Yangzhi 2 was one of the collators of the
Dominican Raymundo Del Valle (1613-83)s Xingsheng shiyt X148 % (1677). A native
of Muyang in Fuan county, and member of the Lufeng f#§ Wang lineage, he earned
an en-gongsheng degree in the late Kangxi period. His brother Wang Daosheng T3tk
was also Christian, and so were his cousins Wang Daoya F3### (educational inten-
dant in Fujian, see Fuan xianzhi, j. 20, 344) and Wang Daoshu F3iE#, all degree-hold-
ers. Daoxing wrote prefaces not only to Gonzalez de San Pedro’s Shengnii Luosa xingshi
{Luoyuan #¥%, 1706) but also to the same author’s Shengjiao cuoyao BEHIFE (Luoyuan,
1706). Both prefaces are dated Kangxi 45/ 10, i.e., November-December 1706. Infor-
mation on Wang Daoxing is found in Fuan xianzhi, j. 20, 343, and in the recently re-
edited “Genealogy of the Wang of Lufeng” ("Lufeng Wang shi zongpu gt T KRE,”
2000); genealogical data are courtesy of Dr. Zhang Xianging.

15 Wang Daoxing, “Preface,” 3, in Luo-Gonzélez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa
xingshi.
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ry was, however, rather unexpected: actually, these women were not
true heroines: “Although their chaste conduct was exceptional, it still
sprang out of their own impetuous nature (benxing jilie 1%%3). They
may have done what they did in hopes of empty worldly fame. Even
if they faced difficulties, or they lost their lives, they merely inflicted
pain upon themselves in vain. In fact, their motives were not true, and
if we trace their original motivations [we will find out that] they had
no path [to follow], and this is for no other reason than that they did
not know the Lord who gave origin to the world.”!%

Wang thus criticizes the chastity cult as a race for fame. In fact,
other commentators and even emperors during the Qing had occa-
sionally done the same, reproving gentry families for soliciting exces-
sive honors for their own faithful widows as a way to enhance their
local prestige.'®! But these objections went mostly unheeded, and the
Qing period saw an unprecedented explosion of the cult of widow fi-
delity. In Fuan, as elsewhere, a large number of chaste widows was
commemorated in the local gazetteers. In the Fuan gazetteer, for ex-
ample, three juan were dedicated to hundreds of chaste and virtuous
widows, and especially under the categories zhenlie 7, heroic chaste
widows, and jiexiao €2, chaste and filial widows, some were praised
for having committed suicide after their betrothed or husbands had
died.'®? And yet Wang Daoxing, sidestepping the issue of marriage
and concentrating on heroic virginity, finds that “the virtuous wom-
en of our country pale in comparison” with the saints of the West,
and in particular Saint Rosa: “If we consult the records of the canon-
ical histories of the Western countries, [we will find that] not only are
there exceptional men in great numbers who exercise [the virtue of]
virginity [l xiu tongzhen BfEEE K], renouncing the world and offering
up their lives, but also that among women there are widows who re-
main chaste [gua er zhen zhe B E13], and many more who remain
chaste from childhood [tong er zhen zhe ETE%]. In order to obey
the will of the Great Lord, such women would rather renounce the
pleasures of the world and enjoy the pains of the world, in hope of

160 Wang Daoxing, “Preface,” 3, in Luo-Gonzailez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa
xingshi.

161 See T*en, Male Anxety, 126-28.

Y62 Fuan xianzhi, j. 27-28-29, 474-556.

163 Wang Daoxing, “Preface,” 3, in Luo-Gonzalez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa
xangshi.
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obtaining eternal happiness after death. But they do not ever do it
merely for fame.”!63

Wang underlines the element of self-renunciation and suffering in
the story of Rosa, but also notes how she fulfilled the imperatives of
Confucian virtue: “In serving her parents, she was very obedient, and
this indicates that she was filial [xia0], giving example to the world.
Being content with her lot, she distributed [her money], and she al-
ways took care of the poor and the sick. This means she was able to
practice the virtue of humanity [ren {~] in order to hold steadfast [on
the path of virtue]. She was capable of withstanding [ren 7] the sor-
rows she experienced; she had many virtues, but still she was mod-
est [gian 5]. . . . She decided to remain virgin (fongzhen), without any
doubt on her part. . . . Does this just spring out of an impetuous na-
ture, bent on gaining empty fame from the world?”!64

In other words, Rosa, and by extension the Chinese Christian wom-
en following her example, were not just embodiments of female Con-
fucian virtue, but in fact superior examples of a virtue unavailable to
non-Christian Chinese women. Wang saw the publication of Gonzélez
de San Pedro’s translation as a way “to let people know that there
are weak women who still can be virtuous and pure [dunxiu chunjie 3%
#i7%).”1%° Gonzélez de San Pedro had proclaimed the openness to
all of the path of sanctity undertaken by the beatas. Wang, more pru-
dently, at the end of his preface suggests the difficulty of such a path,
but fundamentally endorses the choice of virginity made by the pro-
fessed members of the Third Order in Fuan.

In sum, for Fuan Christians, the example of Saint Rosa was not
only fraught with possibilities to subvert the patriarchal model of fil-
ial piety, but also represented a critique of the cult of widow chasti-
ty. In spite of this critique, however, the chastity cult in fact might
have favored the acceptance of Christian virginity. Christian virgins,
like female Chan masters in seventeenth-century Zhejiang, became
accepted in the local honorary pantheon of chaste widowhood and
women’s martyrdom, although they never made it onto the pages of

16+ Wang Daoxing, “Preface,” 4, in Luo-Gonzalez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa
xingshz.

185 Wang Daoxing, “Preface,” 4, in Luo-Gonzalez de San Pedro, Shengnii Luosa
xingshi.

166 See Beata Grant, “Leaving Home and Wandering Unrestrained: Chan Master
Jizong Xinche (b. 1606)” (Paper presented at the 54 Annual Meeting of the Associa-
tion for Asian Studies, Washington, D.C., April 4-7, 2002).
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the Fuan local gazetteers due to the proscription of Christianity.!66
Even if it was based on quite different values, the sexual renuncia-
tion of beatas located them in the same discourse of virtue inhabited
by chaste widows, thus sheltering them from attacks and easing so-
cial opposition in the local arena over time.

Conclusion

The transmission of ideas such as lifelong virginity, which were foreign
to the Chinese conceptual repertoire, was a process fraught with dif-
ficulties and ambiguities. However, by the eighteenth century, Chris-
tian modifications of the traditional Confucian notion of filiality and
Christian notions of virginity had become accepted in Fuan. The ten-
sions with Chinese socioreligious values and practices, such as univer-
sal marriage, never disappeared. However, local people saw the social
choices of the Christians as congruent with the new religious teach-
ings the latter had chosen to follow, and in most cases, refrained from
interfering with them. The Christian community effectively created
a space for Christian values and practices initially considered con-
troversial in the local context (for example, virginity of consecrated
people). These results were accomplished by appropriating, and al-
so subverting, certain congruent Chinese values (for example widow
chastity). In this way new values could slowly find a place in the lo-
cal conceptual repertoire.

The religious celibacy of women required a modification of the tra-
ditional meanings of filial piety, a daring proposition on the part of
the friars. To accomplish this reform, the Dominicans, by means of
preaching and prescriptive texts, claimed a place for Christian filiali-
ty within the accepted and orthodox boundaries of xiao, while simul-
taneously suggesting that Christianity offered a better, truer meaning
of filiality, subordinated to the divine prerogatives of the Lord of
Heaven. The confession made to Qing authorities by a Christian de-
gree-holder in 1746 seems to confirm that by the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury local converts had come to share the vision of the Dominicans:
“The principles of the Lord of Heaven are even stronger than those
of Confucius” (Tianzhu de daoli bi Kongsheng hai qiang R F KRBT S
5%).1°7 This kind of statement did not mean that values associated with

167 AMEP, Chine, 436: 140r.
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the Confucian repertoire, such as filiality, had to be rejected. Rath-
er, they had to be reinterpreted in a new hierarchy of meaning, with
the Christian God taking precedence over Confucius, who represent-
ed the orthodox social order and the patriarchal hierarchy.

Obviously, these changes in thinking and practice would never have
succeeded without the support of local Christians. Their support had
complex motivations. Driven not only by the desire for personal sal-
vation, but also by the social advantages they saw in religious choices
such as celibacy, local Christians accepted the Teachings of the Lord
of Heaven and their attendant obligations and through the transmis-
sion to future generations assured their localization.

Fuan Christians aimed at obtaining what one of the Fuan men ar-
rested in 1746 by Qing authorities, Wang Ejian FE[gE, called the
advantages (haochu #FBZ) of Christianity. These benefits were mainly,
though not exclusively, spiritual ones. The goal for the more commit-
ted of the Fuan Christians was eternal salvation, and they apparent-
ly did not fear imprisonment, torture and, potentially, death at the
hand of the Qing state machinery to achieve that goal. Nevertheless,
spiritual rewards were accompanied by social rewards. Consecrated
life offered beatas more ‘advantages’ than they could have found in
marriage. A popular song from Fuan entitled “The Ten Keys” (Ski
ba suoshi +1E#ERE) poignantly expresses the unpleasant reality facing
many brides in Fuan in the past. Each of the ten keys alluded to in
the song locked away forever a part of the bride’s family house up-
on her marriage. The consequences of this event were traumatic for
a young woman, as the song remonstrates:

Father, mother, and the family are left behind forever,
brothers remain at home, but sisters are married outside. [. . .]
Sisters are strangers,

they set foot on the boat and leave on the waters

. to repay the grace of parents. [. . .]

Brothers stay in the paternal home to take care of family property,
while sisters are married off with their bride’s trousseau. [. . .]

A son is the completion of the family,
a daughter can only be as good as cheap wood.!%8

By remaining at home as beatas, some Fuan Christian women could

168 See Fuan shi minjian wenxue jicheng bianweihui {52 RSB ERIERS,
ed., Jhongguo geyao jicheng. Fugian juan. Fuan shifen juan REIIEZER, . BRE , ELHHE
(Fuan: locally published, 1992), 143-44.



240 EUGENIO MENEGON

figuratively keep the keys of their native homes and certainly felt more
valuable than “cheap wood.” In the final analysis, local Christians’
mixture of spiritual and social motivations, together with a multiplic-
ity of historical, structural, and ritual factors not only sustained the
transmission of Christian values, but also favored a reworking of the
social conventions among Fuan Christians and a widening of the lo-
cal repertoire of socioreligious possibilities. This transmission was not
limited to Fujian. Similar experiences could and can be found among
Catholic Chinese women from the eighteenth century to this day
Sichuan, Shandong, Central Mongolia, Taiwan, and elsewhere. Their
experience offers novel insights about the social, legal, and religious
perceptions surrounding virginity in China and enhances our under-
standing of women’s life in late imperial and modern times. '%?

169 See Robert Entenman, “Christian Virgins in Eighteenth-Century Sichuan,” in
Daniel Bays, ed., Christianity in China From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1996), 180-93; Raymond Renson, “Virgins in Central Mon-
golia,” in Willy F. Vande Walle and Noel Golvers, eds., The History of the Relations between
the Low Countries and China in the Qing Fra (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), 343-67;
Tiedemann, “Controlling the Virgins”; Zhang, Duanyun 5RE55E, Dangdai niixing dushen

Jjiaoyou. Skidai yiyi ji shengzhao fenxiang BERIEBIEK . B ERREEHE (Tapei:
Kuang-ch’i Press, 1999).




