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FOOTBINDING IN CHINA 

 

Foot binding was an activity carried out in the Tang Dynasty in China on young girls. It 

was a beauty practice in the dynasty involving restricting the girls' feet to make them as small as 

they possibly can. In Tang Dynasty, the quality of having tiny feet was considered attractive, and 

the practice was first done on young girls. The process of feet binding was a permanent process 

that was painful when being practiced. Foot binding was commonly used to identify girls from 

the upper class of society, but later, even the lower class girls practiced foot binding for their 

social prospects improvement. This document discusses the footbinding practice in China and 

how western culture influenced the practice.  

Overview of practice 

The binding feet practice is claimed to have been started by Yaoniang, a dancer. She 

entertained Emperor Liu through dancing while her feet are covered by 6 feet of golden lotus 

with precious stones and ribbons. This significantly altered the shape of her foot, producing some 

type of gait relying on support from the buttock and thigh muscle. She was from the Tang 

Dynasty and the Turkic dancers of the 10th century. The Turkic dancers were renowned for their 

“Bow-shoes” and small feet with upturned toes (Farrell, 2009). The first mention of the practice 

dates back to 937-975 CE when Nanking was the Tang court. The practice was mainly associated 

with women that entertained men to earn money. From the start of the practice, it was purposed 

for erotic overtones, but gradually court ladies took it up to fill. It may have also become popular 

due to the need to differentiate Chinese women from the upper-class society, people from the 

lower class, women coming from provinces, and those from newly acquired territories 

(Cummings, 1997). A significant number of people from China's peripheral regions and 

provinces strived to copy Imperial China's "civilizing" practices. In the Tang dynasty, the young 
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aristocrat men had refined appearances and dresses requiring footbinding practice in young 

women to distinguish between the sexes.  

In 960-1279 CE, the footbinding practice was prevalent in the Song dynasty in Northern 

and Central China. During this era, all girls had to undergo the footbinding practice with parents 

carefully noting the subject as they arranged their sons' marriages. Having small feet became a 

symbol of elegance, modesty, and moral virtue, creating peer pressure for families to perform 

footbinding on the young daughters, or they will potentially lack husbands(Farrell, 2009). 

Moreover, the suitability of a girl was tested by her capacity to make small shoes for her future-

in-laws bound feet. The lack of mobility after women had bound feet did not affect their work. 

Most of their roles involved household employment of weaving, spinning, embroidery, and 

sewing(Cummings, 1997). China regions that practiced agriculture had a less common practice 

of footbinding. The practice is documented as common between the 12th- 14th CE because 

writers wrote on the issue since readers are familiar with the subject(Farrell, 2009). There was 

the development of proverbs like "Teng er bu teng Xue, teng nu bu, teng jiao," which meant if 

parents take good care of their children, they will have fewer worries about their daughter's feet 

or their son's education(Farrell, 2009). Having tiny feet was similar to having a small wait in the 

Victorian era in England, defining the female refinement height. The most attractive bride 

possessed a three-inch foot referred to as "golden lotus." There was also the "silver lotus," which 

had four feet and was also acceptable and valued. Having more than 5 inches of feet was defined 

as the "iron lotus," and girls with these sizes of feet had decreased chances of getting married.  

The practice began as the girl was at 5 or 6 years of age because the feet were not 

significantly grown. It involved plunging the girl's feet in hot water with her short, clipped 

toenails. The feet were then oiled and massaged in the small toes, after which they were broken. 
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The broken small toes were then bound flat on the sole to create a triangle shape. After these, the 

girl's foot was double bent to strain the girl's arch, and the feet were bound by a two inches wide 

and ten feet long silk strip(Farrel, 2009). The wrappings were removed after two days to prevent 

infection from the pas and blood. In some cases, the excess flesh was removed or made to rot. 

Girls in this process would walk many kilometers through hastening their arches breaking. As 

time progressed and the sole and heel were crashed together, the wrappings were made tighter 

and the shoes even smaller. The process took two years to complete, after which the girl's cleft 

was deep enough to hold a coin, and the process could only be reversed involving much pain.  

Western Influence 

The Western influence played a significant role in stopping the footbinding culture in 

China. After the First Opium War in the nineteenth century, travelers to China suggested that 

writings on Chin by Westerners before were vastly exaggerated. Before the interactions, China 

enjoyed a tremendous positive image, and this was significantly because the Westerners found it 

challenging to access China. It was difficult for readers across the world to understand whether 

the information they had on China was factual or only based on the author's imagination (Brown 

et al., 2012). The lack of access to China led western travelers to fancy and admire everything in 

the Chinese culture. This perception was withdrawn after the Tianjin treaty in 1858 and the 1860 

treaty that allowed missionaries to explore China (Drucker, 1981). This led Westerners to get 

more accurate accounts of the footbinding practice documented lavishly by previous authors and 

realized it was not accurately reported.  

Previously, the practice was seen as universal by the Westerners, but exploration found 

no significant universal numbers of respectable women not partaking in practice, but almost 9 

out of ten women had bound feet in China(Drucker, 1981). To the Western eyes, the practice 
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became perceived as barbarism and savagery in only a negative way(Brown et al., 2012). Early 

missionaries in China termed the practice absurd, barbarous, harmful, and bad for health and 

physical strength. The practice was bad because of how it damages the body and because it led to 

social problems like poverty because a big part of society was crippled by the footbinding 

practice. Westerners viewed the footbinding culture as unacceptable as it showed the suppression 

and bandage of women. According to their Christian perspectives, a woman was a personality 

with intellectual, spiritual, and moral sense(Drucker, 1981). The West had a sense of superiority 

and subjectivity and had their Eurocentric beauty standards that the practice did not fit. The 

Eurocentric beauty standards involved being tall, slim, long hair, light skin, large eyes, big 

breasts, a small nose, and having high cheekbones. Having small feet was not part of it.  

The western civilization was responsible for the first anti-foot binding society in China. 

The movement vowed not to practice footbinding or search for girls with bound feet to be their 

sons' wives. The society started in 1897 and got 300 000 members(Brown et al., 2012). By 1908, 

the footbinding practice was largely unpopular, and this was mostly with the denunciation appeal 

from missionaries(Drucker, 1981). They argued that the practice crippled women and interfered 

with their ability to perform their gender roles adequately. The Westerners had to plant the seed 

of democracy in China if women's rights were to be heard and valued in that society. Incessant 

missionary and ideological infusion activities were a powerful combination in curbing the 

footbinding culture. It played a significant role in influencing the non-Christian Chinese to go 

against the footbinding practice(Wilson, 2013). Initially, the Westerners used Christianity to 

oppose footbinding, but their activities impacted non-Christian Chinese. Through Christianity 

from the Westerners, the footbinding culture found a strong opponent, leading to the practice 

being banned.  
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The implication of the practice 

The practice was detrimental to the physical health of Chinese women and girls. Feet are 

pivotal in the movement and balance of human beings. Having bind feet led to the woman 

having her balance, posture, and walk drastically affected. The practice led to the Lumbar 

vertebrae curving forward, which resulted in the woman struggling to walk and 

balance(Cummings, Ling, Stone, 1997). The balance of weight was shifted to the lower body 

part, pressuring the pelvis, which caused significant pain. As young Chinese girls were engaged 

in the practice, their posture was stooped and had challenges in bone growth and healthy 

development (Cummings, Ling, Stone, 1997). Additionally, it became extremely challenging for 

women with bound feet to squat, bend, or get up from a seated position.  They were at more risk 

of injuring themselves or falling due to balance lack. Girls have also been exposed to feet 

infections as a complication to the practice.  

On a global scale, the practice was supported before the opium war because people only 

had exaggerated accounts from China by authors with little access to China. Everything about 

China was attractive until the missionaries were allowed more access to China and discovered 

the cruelty of the practice. The practice came to be globally acknowledged as being cruel and 

painful, losing its erotic appeal. Missionaries who, by the end of the practice, had widespread 

networks across the world spread awareness of the cruelty of footbinding practice in China 

(Wilson, 2013). The foot binding culture showed women's status in the history of China. The 

practice was created for men's entertainment as the woman's role in that society(Cummings, 

Ling, Stone, 1997). Females in that society had gender roles of household chores and pleasing 

men. The binding of feet was done to impress men and cared little of the woman’s well-being. It 

showed the role that was assigned to the female gender as coming second to men and being there 
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for men’s entertainment. Foot-binding showed the inequalities that women in that society faced 

before the practice was stopped.  

To sum up, the footbinding culture was a common practice in the 10th century. It was a 

mark of beauty in China, with women with the smallest feet being most adorable. The culture 

was, however, detrimental to the health as it was a painful process taking two years, and then the 

girl's balance and posture were altered for life. The practice began with dancers for entertainment 

then moved to differentiate upper-class women from the rest. Later it advanced to being a 

common practice for all social classes and a sign of morality and elegance. The Westerners were 

against it because it infringed the rights of women and had a lot of influence in its ban.  
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