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Reproductive Medicine in Late Antiquity and Early Medieval China:
Gender Discourse and the Birth of Gynecology

Lee Jen-der

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Reproduction may have been the most expected function of women in traditional
Chinese society. Procreative ability confirmed a woman's sex role, and giving birth to a son
assured her status in her husband's family. Fertility not only represented fortune in a
patriarchal society, but also fulfilled the population policy of most dynastic governments.
Burdened with such duty, barren women resorted to all kinds of remedies, medical help as
one of them.

Reproductive medicine underwent several transformations in China between the 3rd
century B.C. and the 7th century A.D. First was the change of methods. In the early stage,
most advice of begetting a child, a find boy as the best, were sexual techniques that
appeared in texts for the arts of bedchamber. In the 7th century, however, herbal medicine
to enhance pregnancy became abundant and was mostly recorded in medical texts. Since
both the arts of bedchamber and medicine were considered divisions of the scholarship
called "recipes and techniques” in ancient and early medieval Chinese categorization, the
shift between the two showed a rising concern on fertility in the medical profession.

Secondly, while the arts of bedchamber were usually performed by men and herbal
medicine was mainly recorded in various "recipes for women," the shift before the 7th
century also indicated a growing focus on women as the primary agency of reproduction.
Such shift of focus could also be detected in the contents and arrangements of medical texts.
While medical prescriptions for male diseases in the 7th century still emphasized their
efficacy on sexual virility as the arts of bedchamber did before, hardly any word on fertility
was mentioned. On the contrary, the "recipes for women" began to include chapters such as

"(how to) beget a son," followed by chapters on pregnancy and post-partum care to form the
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major parts of the texts. Reproduction thus became the viewpoint for the medical profession
to perceive a female body, but not a male one, in the 7th century.

Thirdly, the emergence of the "recipes for women" as an independent entity in medical
texts demonstrated the connection between gender discourse and the birth of gynecology in
China. The 7th century doctor Sun Ssu-miao stated bluntly in his book that women needed
to have their own section of medicine not only because they had to experience childbirth
which caused numerous disorders different from men's, but also because their body structure
was delicate and subject to more problems than men's. Moreover, in his treatise on the
"recipes for women," he proposed that women required separate treatment also due to the
fact that they were emotionally weak and hard to be cured.

Reproductive medicine in ancient and early medieval China provided women with
recipes and téchniques not only to enhance conception but also to protect and to instruct the
fetus so that a fine boy could be born. Once a woman, considered delicate and weak, was
pregnant, she had to behave in a careful and moral manner to preserve the health and
reputation both of herself and of her son. Since the quality of her child testified to her virtue
according to the theories on fetus education, apparently a woman's burden would not be
lifted even after the childbirth.
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