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    ■ My Views on Chastity

    “The world is going to the dogs! Men are growing more degenerate
      every day!The country is faced with ruin!”——such laments have been heard in China since
      time immemorial. But “degeneracy” varies from age to age. It used to mean one thing,
      now it means another. Except in memorials to the throne and the like, in which no one dares
      make wild statements, this is the tone of all written and spoken pronouncements. For not only
      is such carping good for people; it removes the speaker from the ranks of the degenerate. That
      gentlemen sigh when they meet is only natural. But now even murderers, incendiaries,
      libertines, swindlers and other scoundrels shake their heads in the intervals between their
      crimes and mutter: “Men are growing more degenerate every day!” 

    As far as morality goes, inciters to evil are not the only degenerates. So
      are those who simply condone it, delight in it or deplore it. That is why some men this year
      have actually not contented themselves with empty talk, but after expressing their horror have
      looked round for a remedy. The first was Kang Yu-wei. Stamping and sawing the air, he declared
      “constitutional monarchy” the panacea. He was refuted by Chen Tu-hsiu, who was
      followed by the spiritualists who somehow or other hit on the weird idea of inviting the ghost
      of Mencius to devise a policy for them. However, Chen Pai-nien, Chien Hsuan-tung and Liu
      Pan-hung swear they are talking nonsense.

    Those articles refuting them in New Youth are enough to make anyone's
      blood run cold. This is the twentieth century, and dawn has already broken on mankind. If New
      Youth were to carry an article debating whether the earth were square or round, readers would
      almost certainly sit up. Yet their present arguments are pretty well on a par with contending
      that the earth is not square. That such a debate should continue today is enough to make
      anyone's blood run cold!

    Though constitutional monarchy is no longer discussed, the spiritualists
      still seem to be going strong. But they have failed to satisfy another group, who continued to
      shake their heads and mutter: “Men are growing more degenerate every day!” These,
      in fact, have thought up a different remedy, which they call “extolling
      chastity”.

    For many years now, ever since the failure of the reformists and the call
      for a return to the past, devices like this have been generally approved:all we are doing now
      is raising the old banners. Moreover, in step with this, writers and public speakers keep
      singing the praises of chastity. This is their only way to rise above those who are
      “growing more degenerate every day”.

    Chastity used to be a virtue for men as well as women, hence the
      references to “chaste gentlemen” in our literature. However, the chastity which is
      extolled today is for women only——men have no part in it. According to contemporary moralists,
      a chaste woman is one who does not remarry or run off with a lover after her husband's death,
      while the earlier her husband dies and the poorer her family the more chaste it is possible
      for her to be. In addition, there are two other types of chaste woman: one kills herself when
      her husband or fiancédies; the other manages to commit suicide when confronted by a ravisher,
      or meets her death while resisting. The more cruel her death, the greater glory she wins. If she
      kills herself only after being surprised and ravished, there is bound to be talk. She has one
      chance in ten thousand of finding a generous moralist who may excuse her in view of the
      circumstances and grant her the title “chaste”. But no man of letters will want to
      write her biography and, if forced to, he is sure to end on a note of disapproval.

    In short, when a woman's husband dies she should remain single or die. If
      she meets a ravisher she should also die. When such women are praised, it shows that society is
      morally sound and there is still hope for China. That is the gist of the matter.

    Kang Yu-wei had to use the emperor's name; the spiritualists depend on
      superstitious nonsense; but up-holding chastity is entirely up to the people. This shows we are
      coming on. However, there are still some questions I would like to raise, which I shall try to
      answer according to my own lights. Moreover, since I take it that this idea of saving the world
      through chastity is held by the majority of my countrymen, those who expound it being merely
      their spokesmen who voice something which affects the whole body corporate, I am putting my
      questions and answers before the majority of the people.

    My first question is: In what way do unchaste women injure the country? It
      is only too clear today that “the country is faced with ruin.” There is no end to
      the dastardly crimes committed, and war, banditry, famine, flood and drought follow one after
      the other. But this is owing to the fact that we have no new morality or new science and all
      our thoughts and actions are out of date. That is why these benighted times resemble the old
      dark ages. Besides, all government, army, academic and business posts are filled by men, not by
      unchaste women. And it seems unlikely that the men in power have been so bewitched by such
      women as to lose all sense of right and wrong and plunge into dissipation. As for flood,
      drought and famine, they result from a lack of modern knowledge, from worshipping dragons and
      snakes, cutting down forests and neglecting water conservancy——they have even less to do with
      women. War and banditry, it is true, often produce a crop of unchaste women; but the war and
      banditry come first, and the unchaste women follow. It is not women's wantonness that causes
      such troubles.

    My second question is: Why should women shoulder the whole responsibility
      for saving the world? According to the old school, women belong to the yin or negative
      element. Their place is in the home, as chattels of men. Surely, then, the onus for governing
      the state and saving the country should rest with the men, who belong to the yang or positive
      element. How can we burden weak females with such a tremendous task? And according to the
      moderns, both sexes are equal with roughly the same obligations. Though women have their
      duties, they should not have more than their share. It is up to the men to play their part as
      well, not just by combating violence but by exercising their own masculine virtues. It is not
      enough merely to punish and lecture the women.

    My third question is: What purpose is served by upholding chastity? If we
      grade all the women in the world according to their chastity, we shall probably find they fall
      into three classes: those who are chaste and should be praised; those who are unchaste; and
      those who have not yet married or whose husbands are still alive, who have not yet met a
      ravisher, and whose chastity therefore cannot yet be gauged. The first class is doing very
      nicely with all these encomiums, so we can pass over it. And the second class is beyond hope,
      for there has never been any room for repentance in China once a woman has erred——she can only
      die of shame. This is not worth dwelling on either. The third class, therefore, is the most
      important. Now that their hearts have been touched, they must have vowed to themselves:
      “If my husband dies, I shall never marry again!If I meet a ravisher, I shall kill myself
      as fast as ever I can!” But what effect, pray, do such decisions have upon public
      morality which, as pointed out earlier, is determined by men? And here another question
      arises. These chaste women who have been praised are naturally paragons of virtue. But though
      all may aspire to be sages, not all can be models of chastity. Some of the women in the third
      class may have the noblest resolutions, but what if their husbands live to a ripe old age and
      the world remains at peace? They will just have to suffer in silence, doomed to be
      second-class citizens all their lives.

    So far we have simply used old-world common sense, yet even so we have
      found much that is contradictory. If we live at all in the twentieth century, two more points
      will occur to us.

    First of all: Is chastity a virtue? Virtues should be universal, required
      of all, within the reach of all, and beneficial to others as well as oneself. Only then are
      they worth having. But in addition to the fact that all men are excluded from what goes by the
      name of chastity today, not even all women are eligible for this honour. Hence it cannot be
      counted a virtue, or held up as an example.

    When a rough man swoops down on one of the weaker sex (women are still
      weak as things stand today), if her father, brothers and husband cannot save her and the
      neighbours fail her too, her best course is to die. She may, of course, die after being
      defiled; or she may not die at all. Later on, her father, brothers, husband and neighbours will
      get together with the writers, scholars and moralists; and, no whit abashed by their own
      cowardice and incompetence, nor concerned how to punish the criminal, will start wagging their
      tongues. Is she dead or not? Was she raped or not? How gratifying if she has died, how shocking
      if she has not! So they create all these glorious women martyrs on the one hand and these
      wantons universally condemned on the other. If we think this over soberly we can see that, far
      from being praiseworthy, it is absolutely inhuman.

    Our second query is: Have polygamous men the right to praise chastity in
      women? The old moralists would say, of course they have: The mere fact that they are men makes
      them different from other people and sole arbiters of society. Relying on the ancient concept
      of yin and yang or the negative and the positive, they like to show off to women. But people
      today have had a glimpse of the truth and know that this talk of yin and yang is absolute
      gibberish. Even if there are dual principles, there is no way of proving that yang is nobler
      that yin, the male superior to the female. Besides, society and the state are not built by men
      only. Hence we must accept the truth that both sexes are equal. And if equal, they should be
      bound by the same contract. Men cannot make rules for women which they do not keep
      themselves. Moreover, if marriage is a sale, swindle or form of tribute, a husband has no right
      even to demand that his wife remain faithful to him during his lifetime. How can he, a
      polygamist, praise a woman for following her husband to the grave?

    This ends my questions and answers. The moralists' case is so weak it is
      strange it should have survived to the present time. To understand this, we must see how this
      thing called chastity originated and spread, and why it has remained unchanged.

    In ancient society women were usually the chattels of men, who could kill
      them, eat them or do what they pleased with them. After a man's death, there was naturally no
      objection to burying his women with his favourite treasures or weapons. By degrees, however,
      this practice of burying women alive stopped and the conception of chastity came into
      being. But it was mainly because a widow was the wife of a dead man whose ghost was following
      her that other men dared not marry her——not because it was thought wrong for a woman to marry
      twice. This is still the case in primitive societies today. We have no means of ascertaining
      what happened in China in remote antiquity; but by the end of the Chou dynasty, although
      retainers were buried with their masters, these included men as well as women, and widows were
      free to marry again. It appears then that this custom died out very early. From the
      Han (206 B.C.-A.D. 220) to the Tang dynasty (618-907) no one advocated chastity. It was only in the
      Sung dynasty (960-1279) that professional Confucians started saying: “Starving to death is
      a small matter, but losing one's chastity is a great calamity.” And they would exclaim in
      horror when they read of some woman in history who married twice. Whether they were sincere or
      not we shall never know. That was when men were beginning to grow “more degenerate every
      day,” the country was “faced with ruin,” and the people were in a bad way; so
      it is possible that these professional Confucians were using women's chastity to lash the
      men. But since this type of insinuation is rather contemptible and its aim was far from clear,
      though it may have resulted in a slight increase in the number of chaste women, men in general
      remained unmoved. And so China, with “the oldest civilization in the world and the
      highest moral standard,” “by the grace of God and the will of Heaven,” fell
      into the hands of Setsen Khan, Oeuldjaitou Khan, Kuluk Khan and all the rest of them. After
      several more changes of rulers, the conception of chastity developed further. The more loyalty
      the emperor demanded of his subjects, the more chastity the men required of the women. By the
      Ching dynasty Confucian scholars had grown even stricter. When they read in a Tang dynasty
      history of a princess who married again, they would thunder in great indignation: “What
      is this! How dare the man cast such aspersions on royalty!” Had that Tang historian been
      alive at the time, he would certainly have been struck off the official list to “rectify
      men's hearts and mend their morals.” 

    So when the country is about to be conquered, there is much talk of
      chastity and women who take their own lives are highly regarded. For women belong to men, and
      when a man dies his wife should not remarry; much less should she be snatched from him during
      his life. But since he himself is one of a conquered people, with no power to protect his wife
      and no courage to resist, he finds a way out by urging her to kill herself. There are rich men,
      too, with whole bevies of wives, daughters, concubines and maids, who cannot look after them
      all during times of trouble. Confronted by rebels or government troops, they are absolutely
      helpless. All they can do is to save their own skin and urge their women to seek a glorious
      death, for then they will be of no interest to the rebels. Then when order is restored, these
      rich men can saunter back to utter a few encomiums over the dead. For a man to remarry is quite
      in order anyway, so they get some other women and that is that. This is why we find works like
      The Death of Two Virtuous Widows or The Seven Concubines' Epitaph. Even the writings of Chien
      Chien-yi are filled with accounts of chaste women and praise of their glorious death.

    Only a society where each cares solely for himself and women must remain
      chaste while men are polygamous could create such a perverted morality, which becomes more
      exacting and cruel with each passing day. There is nothing strange about this. But since man
      proposes and woman suffers, why is it women have never uttered a protest? Because submission
      is the cardinal wifely virtue. Of course a woman needs no education: even to open her mouth is
      counted a crime. Since her spirit is as distorted as her body, she has no objection to this
      distorted morality. And even a woman with views of her own has no chance to express them. If she
      writes a few poems on moonlight and flowers, men may accuse her of looking for a lover. Then
      how dare she challenge this “eternal truth”? Some stories, indeed, tell of women
      who for various reasons would not remain chaste. But the storytellers always point out that a
      widow who remarries is either caught by her first husband's ghost and carried off to hell or,
      condemned by the whole world, becomes a beggar who is turned away from every door till she
      dies a wretched death!

    This being the case, women had no choice but to submit. But why did the
      men let it go at that, instead of standing up for the truth? The fact is that after the Han
      dynasty most mediums of public opinion were in the hands of professional Confucians, much more
      so from the Sung and Yuan dynasties onwards. There is hardly a single book not written by these
      orthodox scholars. They are the only ones to express opinions. With the exception of Buddhists
      and Taoists, who were permitted by imperial decree to voice their opinions, no other
      “heresies” could take a single step into the open. Moreover, most men were very much
      influenced by the Confucians' self-vaunted “tractability.” To do anything unorthodox
      was taboo. So even those who realized the truth were not prepared to give up their lives for
      it. Everyone knew that a woman could lose her chastity only through a man. Still they went on
      blaming the woman alone, while the man who destroyed a widow's reputation by marrying her or
      the ruffian who forced her to die unchaste was passed over in silence. Men, after all, are more
      formidable than women, and to bring someone to justice is harder than to utter praise. A few
      men with some sense of fair play, it is true, suggested mildly that it was unnecessary for
      girls to follow their betrothed into the grave; but the world did not listen to them. Had they
      persisted, they would have been thought intolerable and treated like unchaste women; so they
      turned “tractable” and held their peace. This is why there has been no change right
      up till now.

    (I should mention here, however, that among the present champions of
      chastity are quite a few people whom I know. I am sure there are good men among them and they
      have the best intentions, but their way of saving society is wrong. To go north they have
      headed west. And we cannot expect them, just because they are good, to be able to end up north
      by going due west. So I hope they will turn back.)

    Then there is another question.

    Is it difficult to be chaste? The answer is, very. It is because men know
      how difficult it is that they praise it. Public opinion has always taken it for granted that
      chastity depends upon the woman. Though a man may seduce a woman, he is not brought to book. If
      A (a man) makes advances to B (a woman) but she rejects him, then she is chaste. If she dies in the
      process, she is a glorious martyr; A's name is unsullied and society undefiled. If, on the
      other hand, B accepts A, she is unchaste; again A's name is unsullied, but she has lowered the
      tone of society. This happens in other cases too. A country's downfall, for instance, is always
      blamed on women. Willy-nilly they have shouldered the sins of mankind for more than three
      thousand years. Since men are not brought to book and have no sense of shame, they go on
      seducing women just as they please, while writers treat such incidents as romantic. So a woman
      is beset by danger on every side. With the exception of her father, brothers and husband, all
      men are potential seducers. That is why I say it is difficult to be chaste.

    Is it painful to be chaste? The answer is, very. It is because men know
      how painful it is that they praise it. Everyone wants to live, yet to become a martyr means
      certain death——this needs no explanation. A chaste widow lives on, however. We can take her
      grief for granted, but her physical existence is also a hard one. If women had independent
      means and people helped each other, a widow could manage on her own; but unfortunately the
      reverse is the case in China. So if she has money she is all right, if she is poor she can only
      starve to death. And not till she has starved to death will she be honoured and her name
      recorded in the local history. Invariably the records of different districts contain a few
      sections headed “Women Martyrs,” a line or half a line for each. They may be called
      Chao, Chien, Sun or Li, but who cares to read about them? Even the great moralists who have
      worshipped chastity all their lives may not be able to tell you offhand the names of the first
      ten martyrs of their honourable district; so alive or dead such women are cut off from the
      rest of the world. That is why I say it is painful to be chaste.

    In that case, is it less painful not to be chaste? No, that is very
      painful too. Since the public looks down on such women, they are social outcasts. Many of the
      tenets carelessly handed down by the ancients are completely irrational, yet the weight of
      tradition and numbers can crush undesirable characters to death. God knows how many murders
      these anonymous, unconscious assassins have committed since ancient times, including the
      murder of those chaste women. They are honoured after their death, though, by mention in the
      local histories, while unchaste women are abused by everyone during their lifetime and suffer
      meaningless persecution. That is why I say it is also very painful.

    Are women themselves in favour of chastity? The answer is: No, they are
      not. All human beings have their ideals and hopes. Whether high or low, their life must have a
      meaning. What benefits others as well as oneself is best, but at least we expect to benefit
      ourselves. To be chaste is difficult and painful, of profit neither to others nor to oneself;
      so to say that women are in favour of it is really unreasonable. Hence if you meet a young
      woman and in all sincerity beg her to become a martyr, she will fly into a passion, and you
      may even receive a blow from the respected fist of her father, brothers or
      husband. Nevertheless this practice persists, supported as it is by tradition and numbers. Yet
      there is no one but fears this thing “chastity.” Women fear to be crucified by it,
      while men fear for their nearest and dearest. That is why I say no one is in favour of it.

    On the basis of the facts and reasons stated above, I affirm that to be
      chaste is exceedingly difficult and painful, favoured by no one, of profit neither to others
      nor oneself, of no service to the state or society, and of no value at all to posterity. It has
      lost any vigour it had and all reason for existing.

    Finally I have one last question.

    If chastity has lost any vigour it had and all reason for existing, are
      the sufferings of chaste women completely in vain? My answer is: They still deserve
      compassion. These women are to be pitied. Trapped for no good reason by tradition and numbers,
      they are sacrificed to no purpose. We should hold a great memorial service for them.

    After mourning for the dead, we must swear to be pure, intelligent,
      brave, aspiring and progressive. We must tear off every mask. We must do away with all the
      stupidity and tyranny in the world which injure others as well as ourselves.

    After mourning for the dead, we must swear to get rid of the meaningless
      suffering which blights our lives. We must do away with all the stupidity and tyranny which
      create and relish the sufferings of others.

    We must also swear to see to it that all mankind know legitimate
      happiness.

    July 1918

  
    ■ Random Thoughts(62)——Dying in Bitterness

    Since ancient times quite a few people have died in bitterness.  “My
      worth is unrecognized,” they say, or “Heaven knows no justice.” But at the
      same time they go whoring and gambling if they have money, and drink dozens of bowls of wine
      if they have none——because of their indignation. And finally they die in bitterness.

    We should ask such people while they are alive: “Do you gentlemen
      know how many li Peking is from the Kunlun Mountain? How many feet is the Yellow River from
      the Stream on Which Nothing Floats? For what can gunpowder be used apart from firecrackers, or
      the compass apart from geomancy? Is cotton red or white? Does grain grow on trees or on the
      ground? What is the difference between illicit love and marriage based on true love? Do you
      ever feel ashamed when you wake up in the night? Have you any compunction when you get up in
      the morning? Can you carry a load of four catties? Can you walk three li?” 

    If they think things over and start to feel ashamed, then there is hope
      for them. If they grow more indignant and angry, their case is hopeless——and finally they will
      die in bitterness.

    In China today there are only too many indignant and angry people. Of
      course, indignation may lead to reforms; but you have to reform yourself before reforming
      society and the world. Indignation alone is certainly not enough. As for anger, it is no use at
      all.

    Anger causes men to die in bitterness, as so many of our forefathers
      did. But we must not repeat their mistakes. Still more, we must not use such sayings as
      “There is no justice or humanity” to excuse ourselves for doing what we know is
      wrong, posing as men with a grievance who are going to die in bitterness, when in fact we mean
      to do nothing of the kind.

  
    ■ What Is Required of Us as Fathers Today

    My real purpose in writing this essay is to consider how to reform the
      family. And since in China parents——especially fathers——wield great authority, I want to
      express some views on the hitherto sacrosanct question of fathers and sons. In a word, the
      revolution is catching up with the old man himself. But why such high and mighty airs and such
      a pretentious title? The reason for this is twofold.

    First, there are two things in China which “the
      sages' disciples” cannot bear to have touched. We need not go into the first, which does
      not concern us. The second is “human relationships,” and some careless remarks on
      this score have already involved us in trouble, earning us such bad names as “corrupters
      of morals” or “beasts in human guise”. Paternal authority is considered
      absolute: of course whatever the old man says is right, while the son is wrong before he opens
      his mouth. Yet grandfathers, fathers, sons and grandsons are simply rungs in the ladder of
      human life, not something fixed and immutable. The son of today is the father of tomorrow and
      the grandfather of the future. I know that my contemporaries and readers are, if not yet
      fathers, expectant fathers, and all have a chance of becoming ancestors——it is simply a matter
      of time. In order to save trouble, therefore, we need not stand on ceremony, but may just as
      well take up a strategic position and hold forth with all a patriarch's dignity about
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