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  BOOK REVIEW 

 
Mathew A. Foust and Sor-hoon Tan, eds., Feminist Encounters with Confucius. 
Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2016, VI+256pp., $147.00 (hardback), ISBN: 
9789004332102. 
 
Previous dialogues between feminism and Confucianism have been adversarial, 
but recent conversations aim at cross-fertilizing. The last century witnessed 
feminist critiques of Confucianism because the latter was the foundation of 
Chinese patriarchy and hence became the cause of women’s degradation. 
Defenders of Confucianism argued against this idea and provided textual 
evidence to prove that Confucians did not have a unified stance towards women. 
Confucian thought is richly diverse: both sexist-oppressive ideas and 
sexual-equal opinions are part of it.1 Enlightened by this, contemporary scholars 
have launched conversations between Confucianism and feminism by comparing 
their similarities and differences. 2  Their discussions promote cross-cultural 
feminist studies to a new level with scholars reflecting, revisiting, and 
reinterpreting Confucian canonical texts to engage in modern feminist debates on 
homosexuality, women’s liberation, gender equality, and care ethics.3   

With the publication of Feminist Encounters with Confucius, edited by 
Mathew A. Foust and Sor-hoon Tan, several new venues are opened to readers 
and experts interested in knowing about the latest negotiations between 
Confucianism and feminism. This work consists of nine valuable papers divided 
into three parts, each with different purposes. Part I aims to show Confucian 
teaching theoretically and practically; it realizes this aim by examining the actual 
lives of both ancient Chinese women and modern Korean mothers. Parts II and 
III argue that Confucianism shares certain core values with post-modern 
feminism, including (1) relational selfhood and inter-subjectivity and (2) role 
ethics and care ethics. The contributions in this collection provide new Confucian 
materials, raise new questions, and take new viewpoints. Among these, the 
greatest comes from Part II, where feminist epistemology, situated-knowledge, 
and, in particular, standpoint theory are involved in cross-cultural discourse for 
the first time. In order to stress how this book makes progress towards mutually 
constructive conversation, and shows how scholars are activating traditional 

                                                               
1 Li Yu-ning, Chinese Women through Chinese Eyes (London and New York: Routledge, 
1992). 
2 Li Chenyang, The Sage and the Second Sex: Confucianism, Ethics, and Gender (Chicago, III.: 
Open Court, 2000). 
3 Ann. A. Pang-White, The Bloomsbury Research Handbook of Chinese Philosophy and 
Gender (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc., 2016). 
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Confucian resources to solve modern feminist issues, I will not follow the 
editors’ divisions but instead rearrange the articles according to my own logic, 
summarizing and commenting upon them. 

1  Beyond Sexism 

Feminists have criticized Confucianism for the latter holds a foundationally 
important sexist stance, i.e., superior men / inferior women (nan zun nü bei 男尊

女卑). To break this stereotype, scholars have rectified the name of Confucianism 
and reached a consensus that sexual relations in Confucianism go beyond sexism. 
To support this idea, George Wrisley and Samantha Wrisley have distinguished 
two types of oppression, i.e., intrinsic intersectional oppression (hereafter IIO) 
and mixed intersectional oppression (MIO). They believe that IIO means a set of 
integral domestic oppressions, while MIO happen cross-culturally. They think 
that “sexism can manifest in forms that are unidentifiable as a pure form”; it must 
be fused with other forms of oppression like “racism, classism, ageism, 
heterosexism, and cissexism” (87).  

To show how Wrisley and Wrisley’s theory operates, I will take tiger 
mothering (huma 虎妈) as an example. According to Ranjoo Seodu Herr’s 
interpretation, in order to nourish “stereotypically successful kids,” tiger mothers 
restrict children’s self-development and self-cultivation (40). In terms of this, 
tiger mothering describes modern mothers’ absolute control over their kids. Tiger 
mothering is a typical example of IIO, where sexism and ageism are interfused. 
Growing old, women gradually achieve superior positions in the hierarchical 
social system. Children should subordinate themselves to their parents (mother 
included) according to the requirement of filial piety (xiao 孝). MIO cannot be 
applied to explain mothers’ abusive powers, as guidelines for how mothers 
should rightly treat their kids are very rare in Confucian texts (by Herr). Wrisley 
and Wrisley provide ritual propriety (li 礼) as a vivid example exhibiting MIO. 
Through feminist eyes, they believe that Confucian hierarchical relations have 
their roots in ritual propriety.  

However, the idea of intersectional oppression adds more complexity-is there 
an intrinsic connection between Confucianism and sexism? Sexism seems always 
intertwined with other types of oppression, but this does not mean that scholars 
cannot tell sexism from Confucianism. For example, Ann A. Pang-White 
examines the Four Books for Women (Nü Sishu 女四书), which were written by 
and for ancient Chinese women, and argues that ancient Chinese women were 
not passive victims of oppression but rather “independent thinkers” (36−37). She 
cites Madame Liu’s statement that “a wise woman is better than a man” to show 
that some women could reflect their bad situation and fight against it 
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theoretically (35). There are two noteworthy points in her article. One is her 
advocacy of “the continuity of the inner and outer,” which blurs the boundary 
and destroys the rigid dichotomy between the public and the private. Thus, 
independent women can intervene in external affairs regardless of their internal 
positions. The other is her provision of two first-hand resources, “the Teachings 
for the Inner Court (Neixun 内训) and the Short Records of Models for Women 
(Nüfan jielu 女范捷录)” (19). 

These discussions can stimulate further exploration as follows. If 
Confucianism wants to move forward and engage in modern cross-cultural 
feminist studies, it should abandon sexist ideas and reinterpret certain key 
concepts. For example, the beauty of women (nüse 女色) is deemed calamitous 
by Ouyang Xiu 欧阳修 (a Song Confucian), but is treated as inner virtues 
(including talent, wisdom, and courage) by Pang-White. Pang-White’s provision 
of a new perspective shows how female Confucians can understand, interpret, 
and construct Chinese women’s status. Through these reflections, certain 
traditional biases are broken. For example, tiger mothering betrays the true spirit 
of Confucian mothering rather than having roots in Confucianism. Scholars may 
then cast their eye on other modern social phenomenon, e.g., “leftover” Chinese 
women (shengnü 剩女) and henpecked Chinese men. 

2  Confucian Ethics and Care Ethics 

Scholars believe that if Confucianism is beyond sexism, their next topic should 
revolve around how they mutually benefit one another. For example, the 
similarities and differences between the Confucian virtue of benevolence (ren 仁) 
and the feminist virtue of care have been fiercely debated in cross-cultural 
scholarship over three decades. Two papers in this book relate to this topic. 
Based on a review of Chenyang Li’s claim that ren and care share certain core 
values, and the typical rebuttals to Li’s idea by Lijun Yuan, Daniel Star, and Julia 
Tao, Andrew Lambert asserts that existing research cannot convince him; hence, 
he develops his own dynamic model. To operate this model, Lambert classifies 
two levels of feminist care, namely, the shallow level and the deep level. 
According to his viewpoint, the shallow level refers to specific care, like a 
“highly personal face-to-face encounter” (188). Meanwhile, the deep level means 
more general care, like Li’s notion of ren. Confucian ethics, as a role model, can 
freely shift its attention to either the shallow or the deep. This does not mean 
Confucian ethics is better than care ethics or vice versa; it means instead that 
they stand in “an amicable split” (173). In light of this, Sarah A. Mattice applies 
Confucian role ethics to solving modern feminist issues, including but not limited 
to “domestic violence, same-sex marriage, and Christian family values” (198). 
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Their attempts cause Confucian ren to have a twofold meaning, encompassing 
both virtue ethics and role ethics. Thus, it has two achievements, namely, 
expanding the scope of discussion and putting theory into practice. 

3  Feminist Epistemology and Confucian Knowledge of 
Selfhood 

Arguments discussed in this section also follow the principle of complementarity. 
I put these three particular papers together because (1) they establish the 
relationship between feminist epistemology and Confucian selfhood as a newly 
emergent approach to cross-cultural feminist studies, and in so doing (2) they 
open a new venue for reconstructing the relationship between Confucianism and 
feminism.  

Let us begin with Karyn Lai’s work, in which she argues that Confucian 
knowledge and feminist situated-knowledge are compatible. She believes that 
feminist “knowledge is situated [and] is bound up with the issue of epistemic 
agency” (situated-knowledge) (104). Feminist knowledge is acquired in 
practice/situation, akin to Confucian knowledge. Lai then classifies two ways 
(individuals and communities) in which Confucian knowledge is produced. She 
draws the readers to note that “the distinction between the two layers is only 
theoretical,” and proposes that listening (wen 闻), reading (du 读), inquiring (wen
问), observing (guan 观), and performing (xi 习) are different kinds of practice 
(108−10). Thus, Confucian knowledge is case-based knowledge, which shares 
the same ground (inter-subjective agency) with feminist situated-knowledge.  

Enlightened by this, Andrew Komasinski and Stephanie Midori Komashin put 
forth a question-how does relational selfhood rearrange the debate between 
feminism and Confucianism? They reveal that both feminism and Confucianism 
fight against the idea of the “modern self,” which provides necessary grounds for 
their compatibility and cooperation. To resolve the problems of modern selfhood, 
they argue that the “self” should be situated in various relations. The Confucian 
relational self, as an example, is a balance between “constituted and constituting 
dimensions of an autonomous relational concept of self” (158). Kevin Delapp 
takes this a step further, believing that knowledge always retains “the knower’s 
particular situation” (128). This feminist standpoint theory is questioned by 
scholars for it lacks consistency. Delapp argues that, as a person can freely shift 
his or her role in various situations but still keep the same identity, Confucian 
role epistemology grounds the consistency of knowledge acquired in different 
situations. Delapp’s way casts light on how to do Confucian feminism in the 
English-speaking world, namely, by becoming familiar with the logic, 
development, and issues of feminism, and then using Confucian thought to 
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resolve thorny feminist problems. 

4  Ecofeminism and the “Continuity of Heaven and Person” 

The last paper, written by Taine Duncan and Nicholas S. Brasovan, argues that 
both eco-feminists and Confucians want to destroy the traditional dichotomy 
between subjectivity and objectivity (zhu ke er fen 主客二分) and to pursue the 
“continuity of heaven and person” (tian ren he yi 天人合一). Based on the Yijing 
(易经, aka the Book of Changes), which records the “trinity of heaven, earth, and 
person,” Duncan and Brasovan argue that the person is not central to the cosmos: 
he or she is merely one cosmic creative force among others. This idea is quite 
similar to the one put forward in a paper written by Eric S. Nelson and Liu Yang 
in the same year. They also use the Yijing as textual evidence to support the 
notion that Yijing yin-yang theory shares the same grounds with ecofeminism. 
However, the editor of that book classifies their paper as a Daoist rather than a 
Confucian approach. Both Confucianism and Daoism can trace back to the Yijing 
and find textual evidence to support their rights to it, which leaves room for more 
discussions, like examining the relationship between the concept of changeable 
(yi 易) in the Yijing and the lived body in Judith Butler’s work. 

5  Conclusion 

To sum up, this long-awaited volume has provided new materials, perspectives, 
and methods in discussing the relations between Confucianism and feminism. It 
avoids the illusion that Confucianism is one thing. As a groundbreaking work, it 
deserves to be read by anyone interested in Confucian ethics, feminist 
epistemology, Confucian elite women, and tiger mothering.  
 
 

ZHANG Lili ( )  
Nanyang Technological University 
E-mail: lilyzhang487@gmail.com 
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