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The Plan of a Lifetime
: Buddhism and Motherhood
in the Ch’in Ping Mei


“It hardly bears repeating,” the old woman said, “but it was ever thus.
When a boy is born, everyone feels hot with excitement;
When a girl is born, everyone feels coldly indifferent.
Though she should live to be a hundred years old;
Sooner or later, she will belong to someone else.

Finally, Cadger Ch’ang thought to himself, “It is not easy to be a woman.”

 

Throughout the course of the Chin P’ing Mei, the many wives and lovers of Hsi-men Ch’ing participate in a struggle for their spiritual, physical, and emotional well-being. Often pitted against one another in a battle for his affections, these women, living lives of superficial luxuries and extravagances, suffer countless other hardships along the way. This essay will focus on an aspect of life in Ming Dynasty China as portrayed in the Chin P’ing Mei and as described by primary secondary sources. This aspect of life, one truly specific to women, is the dear and necessary performance of motherhood. The essay will focus on the portrayal of motherhood with specific relationship to Buddhism in the novel. In doing so, however, the vast influence of Confucian Chinese society cannot be ignored. Therefore, in order to more wholly understand the Buddhist values laden in the text, I must also consider the Confucian views of motherhood in the novel. The essay will entail a close reading of the scenes surrounding Kuan-ko’s birth and death and the subsequent illness and death of Li Ping-erh. In doing so, this essay will attempt to discern the author’s moral or philosophical intent behind this specific part of the storyline. 
 
The essay will also place the aforementioned scenes in the context of the novel, and look at why (or if at all) those events seem removed from the rest of the story. Though the novel is set in the Song Dynasty, the greater lessons and resounding themes of the work also (and arguably exclusively) apply to the time of its authorship: the late Ming Dynasty. The essay will explore the role of Buddhism in the Song Dynasty, look at Buddhist primary sources regarding motherhood and death, and explore the role of Buddhism in Chinese fiction. A combination of the fictional reading with the historical socio-religious contextualization of Mahayana Buddhism will, hopefully, pave the way for an in-depth study of the relationship between the two spheres of knowledge. A greater understanding of the interplay between Buddhist principles and representations of motherhood (and even parenthood) in the Chin P’ing Mei an interpretation of the Buddhist philosophy included in the selected scenes as a symbolic representation of other events that occur in and messages that are conveyed in the rest of the novel. 
Mist and Flowers
: Motherhood as a Duty (Confucianism)

In this life, to have a son is the consummation of a myriad desires;
After death, to leave behind no male heir is to have lived in vain.


 
The Chin P’ing Mei’s second volume, The Rivals, begins with a heartfelt scene in which Wu Yüeh-niang, Hsi-men Ch’ing’s First Lady sacrifices, prays, swears, and fasts so that Hsi-men Ch’ing might bear a son. He overhears her invocation: “That one of his six consorts, no matter which, should soon bear him a son, in order to accomplish: The plan of a lifetime, is my sincerest wish.”
 Hsi-men, moved by this selfless act of marital devotion and spiritual piety, embraces Yüeh-niang in the realization that she truly does care for him. Though they spend the night together, Yüeh-niang, through her protests and her cynical retorts to Hsi-men Ch’ing’s newly rekindled affection, makes it known that a night spent in his favors was not the intended effect of her months of praying and devotion. In fact, one could imagine the subsequent sexual indulgences of Yüeh-niang and Hsi-men Ch’ing as trivial in comparison to the momentousness of the birth of a male heir. Of course, without the trivial indulgences, the begetting of a child would be physiologically impossible. At this point, as with many in the novel, it does the reader justice to pause and consider the implications of this scene in the context of the rest of the Chin P’ing Mei. 
 
Twenty chapters into the novel, Hsi-men Ch’ing is with six wives, one grown daughter, a son-in-law, and no male progeny of his own. While the link between copulation and reproduction was indisputable, and while there is no dearth of sexual activity in the Hsi-men household, this prodigal activity has yet to come to any sort of fruition. Thus far, the novel seems to suggest a message delineating a seemingly counterintuitive dissociation between indulgent sex and procreation. If this is the case, then it is telling that Wu Yüeh-niang, the wife who has quarreled with Hsi-men Ch’ing and as a result has lived outside the sphere of sexual interactions with her husband, is the character who seems most sincerely concerned with the continuation of Hsi-men Ch’ing’s household through a male heir. Because she is removed from the distractions of sexual competition that afflicts most of the other wives,
 Yüeh-niang is able to transcend the worldly lure of bodily pleasures and appeal to a higher, more powerful scheme to for the attainment of Hsi-men’s “plan of a lifetime.”
 Though the importance of childbirth is most often mentioned in the context of marriage Hsi-men Ch’ing’s status as a wealthy and powerful man with no male heir has yet to be problematized the way it is when Wu Yüeh-niang prays for a change to the status quo. 
 
Wu Yüeh-niang’s display not only demonstrates the significance of appealing to spirituality and the role that such devotion plays in a polygynous household, but communicates certain specificities about the role and ideal of motherhood in the same polygynous household. It is in Yüeh-niang’s prayer that the reader is first introduced to the concept of collective motherhood; Yüeh-niang explicitly indicates that no matter which of the six wives begets a child, the outcome would be the same. The implications of this statement are two-fold: first, the emphasis is on the child, not the mother, and as such the act of primary consideration is the bringing of a male child into the household while the woman who brings him into the world is of secondary importance; second, the statement suggests that no matter who the biological mother is, each woman will have a stake in raising the child as successor of the household. Once Kuan-ko is born in the Chin P’ing Mei, the invidious P’an Chin-lien remarks, “‘One of them is the legitimate wife… and the other is merely a concubine. But it seems that, in the future, so long as it’s a childbearing competition they’re engaged in, though neither one should produce a satisfactory baby, any piecemeal excuse for one will do.’”
 Later, with the death of Kuan-ko, “all the members of the household, from top to bottom, started to cry out loud.”
 This depiction of collective grief serves to support the Confucian ideal of collective motherhood, emphasizing the whole household’s bereavement in response to Kuan-ko’s passing.
 
Although the Confucian ideal deemphasizes the biological mother in favor of the aggrandizement of the father and the glory of the household, and though the Chin P’ing Mei does explicitly reference collective motherhood on multiple occasions, the arrival of Kuan-ko into the Hsi-men Ch’ing household is not completely emblematic of those ideals. In the chapters leading up to Li P’ing-erh’s pregnancy, the Hsi-men household is paid a visit from Wu the Immortal, who proceeds to tell the fortunes of willing members of the home. To P’ing-erh, he first predicts that she will become the “virtuous matron of a prominent house,” then that “she is sure to give birth to a distinguished son.”
 The first claim, more deviating from the Confucian norm than the second, insinuates that despite collective motherhood and the prescribed role of the first wife (no matter who actually birthed the child), the woman who will bear a son maintains an aura of exceptionality about her. Whereas the Confucian view of motherhood seems to enunciate a set of prescribed norms, motherhood within the Hsi-men Ch’ing household seems to represent a fluidity within the wives and their statuses. By Faure’s definition, a strict Confucian representation might entail a collective motherhood with the first wife assuming the duties and responsibilities of a main mother, Li P’ing-erh will be awarded higher status by the sheer merit of bearing son. 
 
It is telling that as soon as news of his son arrives, Hsi-men Ch’ing “lit a full burner of incense, and made a vow, before Heaven and Earth and the tablets of his ancestors.”
 His actions here, almost the mirror images of Wu Yüeh-niang’s prayers at the beginning of the volume, yet he immediately evokes the “chiao rites” of Taoist liturgy. This introduction of a third realm of customary thought, though significant, seems to reflect the confluence of many different schools of spiritual or traditional thought in Ming Dynasty China. While aspects of Confucianism and Buddhism can be found in the world of motherhood and childbirth in the Chin P’ing Mei, the author perhaps introduces this third philosophy to assert that the storyline cannot simply be read as a dichotomy between Buddhism and Confucianism. 
 
In The Power of Denial, Bernard Faure addresses the issue of collective motherhood in the Buddhist context. Writing about Chinese mothers in the chapter Monks, Mothers, and Motherhood, Faure delineates the implications of gender and parenthood in Confucian values: “Motherhood was not perceived as being as ‘natural’ as fatherhood in China… The ‘natural’ mother (shengmu) was eclipsed by various socially determined mothers… Chinese patriarchy tried to weaken the biological bond between mother and child and to privilege the father.”
 If Wu Yüeh-niang’s supplication emphasized the importance of the child over the mother, Faure takes this humbling of motherhood one step further to place even the role of the father above the role of the mother. As evidenced by Hsi-men Ch’ing’s reception upon the birth of his son Kuan-ko later in the Chin P’ing Mei, this hierarchy was most certainly represented in the novel as well. Faure continues to describe “the role of the mother” as “serving as a receptacle for the child procreated by the father.”
 In this sense, the women’s role is almost further demeaned to imply that her body is merely an implement for the continuation of the male species. 
 
If Faure’s interpretation of Confucian values is to portray women as a receptacle by which men can be created and birthed, Dorothy Ko takes his argument a step further to portray the continuation of a mother’s role as a tool for the moral upbringing and cultural education of her son. In Teachers of the Inner Chambers, Ko expounds on the Confucian-prescribed duties of a mother that extend past birth to the care and consideration of her son’s education: “the doctrine of separate spheres relegated… women, procreation, and household labor to the domestic realm.” A mother “was to give birth to sons and supervise their early education.”
 Ko, writing specifically about the late Ming Dynasty, notes the tension that arose when mothers as educators of sons became women as thinkers. While motherhood in the traditional sense was still thought of as “the seed of good governance and peace in the realm,” “a time-honored tenet of the Confucian ethical tradition,”
 the definition of motherhood threatened to expand with the introduction of educational, political, and philosophical thinking into their jurisdictions. A culmination of this phenomenon would occur in the justification “of women’s education in the name of motherhood and family honor,”
 a conflation of a women’s role in the domestic sphere and her preparation of a male offspring for his political life. 
 
It is interesting to note that while in the Chin P’ing Mei, very little credence is lent to the idea of education in the scholarly sense, Hsi-men Ch’ing does ultimately pursue a very lucrative and desirable lifestyle in the political sphere. It is equally noteworthy that the peak of Hsi-men’s political career coincides with the birth of his son, Kuan-ko. While not as straightforward as Ko makes the relationship out to be, this scene of the Chin P’ing Mei does indeed engender an implicit link between childbirth (and by extension, motherhood) in the female sphere and success in the male political arena. Furthermore, the talk, upon Kuan-ko’s birth, of the child’s ideal future as a politician and the subsequent discussion – a discussion that included Hsi-men Ch’ing and his wives – brings together the spheres of female motherhood and male social and political status in a way reminiscent of Ko’s interpretation of Ming Dynasty Chinese culture.

Motherhood as Love (Buddhism)

As the saying goes:
You don’t raise a child in the hope it will
shit gold and piss silver;
All you can hope for is that it will
respond emphatically to you.



 
Upon first glance, it seems that the hierarchical, paternal view of motherhood is almost entirely antithetical to the Buddhist values of filial love, and the bond between mothers and their children. Faure recognizes this, and defers to the plethora of pertinent Buddhist works on the subject. Faure concedes that “Buddhism downplayed the role of the father,” and pitted “the pivotal mother-son relationship” against “Confucian etiquette and patriarchal conceptions of motherhood.”
 While it is true that many portrayals of motherhood in the Chin P’ing Mei reflect contemporary Confucian values, the exist a number of equally pertinent scenes where the themes of filial love and affection resonate in a very Buddhist sense. These principles of Buddhist motherhood, outlined in works such as the Sutra on the Filial Son and the Filial Piety Sutra, are endowed with a significantly more spiritual and harmonious illustration of motherhood. 
 
Faure introduces the aspect of gratitude that these works emphasize: “Buddhist texts increasingly asked sons to feel indebted to their mothers for the kindness shown by giving birth to them and breast-feeding them.”
 Indeed, it follows that breast-feeding and breast-milk play crucial roles in creating the bond between mother and child. Of the “ten types of kindnesses” enunciated by the Filial Piety Sutra, “the sixth is the kindness of suckling the child at her breast, nourishing and bringing up the child.”
 In the Sutra, the Buddha illuminates: “each child relies on its mother’s milk for life and nourishment, and that milk is a transformation of the mother’s blood.”
 This biological connection between childbirth and love is a far cry from the previously elucidated Confucian view the biology of childbirth stands alone from emotions. The emphasis on breast-milk, however, is an aspect of Buddhist motherhood missing from the Chin P’ing Mei. In the novel, a wet nurse holds the responsibility of caring for Kuan-ko’s dietary needs. While the inclusion of a wet nurse is possibly just a reflection of the times, Kuan-ko’s reaction upon being breast-fed by someone other than his mother is significant: “the wet nurse tried to breast-feed him, but he rejected the milk and continued to cry.”
 In this instance, the author of the Chin P’ing Mei might be attempting to foreshadow the consequences of prioritizing Confucian values over Buddhist ones with regard to childrearing and motherhood; the death of Kuan-ko may be part of a larger commentary on traditional beliefs and values. 
 
Before moving on to speculations regarding Kuan-ko’s death, however, the Buddhist-like aspects of his birth can be analyzed. Hsi-men Ch’ing, upon hearing of his son’s imminent arrival, prays for “the safety of mother and child, a fortunate parturition, and an untroubled accouchement.”
 While these wishes center largely on the act of birth, it is significant that Hsi-men also concerns himself with the safety of the mother. By acknowledging her role as mother and the physical danger she places herself in through the act of childbirth, Hsi-men recognizes Li Ping-erh’s unique from the other wives as the biological mother of his son. In doing so, and in worrying for her well-being, Hsi-men embodies a Buddhist view of childbirth and childrearing that echoes sentiments delineated in the Filial Piety Sutra. Hsi-men Ch’ing’s concern with Li Ping-erh’s wellbeing during parturition and accouchement most closely resembles the first and “kindnesses” of the sutra: “the kindness of providing protection and care while the child is in the womb” and “the kindness of bearing suffering during birth.”
 Among the hardships faced by the mother during the ten lunar months of pregnancy and the “difficult labor” at its culmination are morning sickness, heaviness “as a mountain,” “fear and agitation,” and finally even grief and tears. 
 
While the Filial Piety Sutra emphasizes the role and appreciation of the mother, the Sutra on a Filial Son, the Buddha focuses on the virtue of both the father and the mother.
 In the Chin P’ing Mei, Hsi-men Ch’ing and Li P’ing-erh are both awarded special privileges and recognitions as the biological parents of Kuan-ko. In a Confucian twist, however, Li P’ing-erh’s congratulations and newfound status seems to be limited to her role in the Hsi-men household, while Hsi-men Ch’ing’s glories are publicly broadcast and extend into the political sphere. P’an Chin-lien jealously sums up the change in P’ing-erh’s treatment within the household, accusing not only Hsi-men Ch’ing but all the other household dwellers of giving her the special treatment: “Ever since she gave birth to the seedling, you’ve been treating her just as though she’d produced the crown prince.”
 Outside the familiarities of the household, Hsi-men Ch’ing is greeted with an equal (if less resentful) reception during a celebration in Kuan-ko’s honor: Kuan-ko’s “face was white and his lips were red, and he had quite an affluent appearance. Everyone sang his praises and paid him exaggerated compliments without end.”

 
Perhaps no point in the novel best reflects Buddhist ideals of motherhood and maternal love than do the scenes revolving about Li P’ing-erh as she attempts to manage Kuan-ko’s illness. The Filial Piety Sutra states: 
 
When a son or daughter become ill, parents are worried and afraid to the point that they may even grow ill themselves. They remain by the child's side providing constant care, and only when the child gets well are the parents happy once again. In this way, they care for and raise their children with the sustained hope that their offspring will soon grow to be mature adults.

 To P’ing-erh, who manifested Kuan-ko’s illnesses as her own, the possibility of his decease seems unconceivable. The first point of this sutra section, that an ill child remains the sole occupation of a parent who may in turn fall ill out of compassion or empathy, is reflected in the chapters leading up to Kuan-ko’s death. While she is ill, she dreams ominously of her first husband, and worries about the relationship of dreams to death: “Her sole concern is with the welfare of her child; Who could foresee that sorrow often comes in a dream?”
 
 
The discontinuity here is not that Li P’ing-erh does not suffer for her child, but that “parents” does not include Hsi-men Ch’ing. That the father profits equally from the son’s birth while only the mother suffers through his illness (and ultimately his death) brings to the surface Confucian social mores emblematic of a patriarchal society where burdens fall on women and men reap the benefits. Faure, too, notes the difficult tension that may arise for a woman when she is faced with a weak or ailing child in a Confucian society: “The desire of a mother to protect her own child was fanned by a patriarchal polygamous system in which women had to compete for men’s favors and in which the mother’s own identity was derived from that of their child.”
 If this essay were to follow strictly the plotline of the Chin P’ing Mei, then it is conceivable that Faure’s claim might apply to Li Ping-erh’s reaction to Kuan-ko’s illness. For if, in true Confucian form, P’ing-erh anticipated that Kuan-ko’s demise also signified her own, she might be apt to take drastic measures to ensure his health and well-being. P’ing-erh does just that: “The other day, said Li P’ing-erh, he was running a fever, and I vowed to make propitiatory offerings to the God of Wall sand Moats and the local Tutelary God.”
 Placed in the context of Li P’ing-erh’s poignant displays of despair and dismay as Kuan-ko grows increasingly weaker, it is difficult to imagine P’ing-erh’s actions as calculating and self-serving. Instead, her actions seem to more closely approximate the Buddhist understanding of maternity.
 
The Filial Piety Sutra makes it explicit that “only when the child gets well are the parents happy once again.” Following this logic, one could conclude that if the child never regains health, then the parents (or, as established in this quasi-Confucian case, the parent) cannot ever be happy. Indeed, this is the case in the Chin P’ing Mei. When Kuan-ko dies, Li P’ing-erh cannot contain her grief: “grasping her ears and scratching her cheeks, in consternation, she threw herself on the floor and wept until she fainted away.”
 She supplicates to the heavens and curses her fate, wishing, “it would have been better if I could have died with you.”
 The raw displays of emotion and the loss of control triggered by P’ing-erh’s palpable overwhelming grief hint at a Buddhist interpretation of Kuan-ko’s passing. Moreover, the Sutra acknowledges that parents of children who have left (either through relocation or through death) “may grow blind from weeping or become sick from extreme grief and despair.”
 Li P’ing-erh, who takes ill, and ultimately perishes after, and arguably as a result of, Kuan-ko’s death, is a Buddhist mother who dies of despair after the death of her much beloved son. Faure may well have been writing about Li P’ing-erh when he expounded: “her son becomes everything… madness is a potential outcome for such women: their love for their child, turned into obsession, could lead them to a kind of living hell.”

*** 

 
The struggle between Confucian society and Buddhist principles existed outside the world of the Chin P’ing Mei as well. In The Chinese State in Ming Society, Timothy Brook writes about the shifting paradigms of Buddhist thought in Chinese society. He invokes the founding emperor Zhu Yuanzhang’s early childhood as an orphaned youth in a Buddhist monastery to perhaps account for the acceptance of Buddhism in the private sphere.
 While not an official religion of early Ming Dynasty China, Brook describes how the emperor “cast Buddhism in the role of adjunct to a state-centered structure of public authority, almost as an official religion.”
 Yet the role of Buddhism in Ming Dynasty China seemed to be in constant flux with the faith of the ruling emperor of the time. An essay entitled “Ming Philosophy,” elucidates, “the Chia-ching emperor (1522-1566) was ardently devoted to Taoism and severely discouraged Buddhism in the capital.”
 That the larger Chinese society as a whole vacillated undecidedly between faiths and guiding philosophies provides insight into the world that the author of the Chin P’ing Mei inhabited as he wrote the novel. The social commentary of the Chin P’ing Mei, largely pessimistic and maybe even a bit cynical, falls in line with the image of an author frustrated at the state of instability in the affairs around him.

Though there most certainly exist in the Chin P’ing Mei other instances of motherhood and childbirth – for example, the concomitant birth of Hsi-men Ch’ing’s second son with the death of Hsi-men Ch’ing’s – none are described in so careful detail as are the scenes surrounding Kuan-ko, Li P’ing-erh, and the bond between them. Whether this bond is completely paradigmatic of Buddhist ideals of motherhood is still uncertain. For though Li P’ing-erh is certainly singled out as the biological and mother of Kuan-ko emotionally – she “loves” her baby, she plays with and spends all her time with him, she is genuinely concerned for his safety and wellbeing, and she suffers when he suffers – aspects of her individuality cannot shake some key Confucian patriarchal values. For instance, the ascendance in status over the other wives upon her conception of a son for Hsi-men Ch’ing and the favors subsequently bestowed upon her reflect a politicization of motherhood that deviates from Buddhist norms. Furthermore, the inclusion of a wet nurse to provide Kuan-ko with one of the most crucial catalysts for filial love and devotion implies a disregard for strict adherence to Buddhist teachings.
 
That the text is interspersed with Taoist ceremonies and superstitions perhaps speaks to the fact that the author of the text intentionally chose not to adhere to any one popular philosophy. The decision to instead incorporate aspects of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism into questions of motherhood and childbirth in the novel almost deemphasizes the importance of any of the three. After a close reading of the text and an exploration of its confluence with pre-existing Buddhist and Confucian principles, however, I have reached the interpretation that the depictions of motherhood in the Chin P’ing Mei represent the struggle of adhering to Buddhist principles in a Confucian society. The confluence of Confucian and Buddhist norms as scene in these instances of motherhood – individuality against collectiveness, filial love against societal duty, true appreciation against social image – almost inevitably ends with disaster for the characters involved. This is true of the novel as a whole. The ultimate demise of the Hsi-men Ch’ing household and the fading of his wealth and fame into oblivion is a failure by Confucian and Buddhist standards, and further points to the impossibility of a reconciliation of the two philosophies. Procreation, probably the most essential aspect of life no matter what philosophy is invoked, seems here to signify the intersection of several spheres of everyday existence. Taken to an extreme, this instance could warn against the impossibility of sustained procreation (for neither of Hsi-men Ch’ing’s male progeny survive past infancy) in a world where Confucian and Buddhist values are at odds with each other. Though seemingly radical, when taken in the context of the fall of the empire at the end of the novel, this suggestion does not seem like such a far cry.
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