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Abstract: Gender studies has become a popular field in sociological research. With the
deepening of research, women’s empowerment is still a considerable challenge facing
various industries. As a prosperous dynasty in ancient Chinese history, the Tang Dynasty,
because of its inclusive social environment, women had more independent rights compared
with other dynasties. This study uses the method of textual research to analyze the historical
materials and archaeological evidence of the Tang Dynasty. It was found that women in the
Tang Dynasty expected to participate in social affairs, and religious beliefs, especially
Buddhism and Taoism, played a role in promoting participation in social affairs. In addition,
it is also found that Taoism has made outstanding contributions to the gender equality of
women in the Tang Dynasty.
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1. Introduction

Early literature has shown that religious women tend to experience more discrimination due to
prejudice against women [1]. There is a significant negative correlation between women’s
education and some ethnic religions [2]. Not only that, but religious customs also cause harm to
women’s physiology to a large extent and even violate women’s human rights [3]. Although we
strongly call for gender equality in contemporary times, discrimination caused by gender is
common, and women are sometimes still in a subordinate position [4]. Women’s promotion
channels are often more complex than men’s under the same conditions, and even gender has
become a stumbling block preventing women from obtaining senior positions [5]. Women’s
equality today is still worrying, not to mention the oppression women suffered during the feudal
dynasty.

Regarding the relative progress of the sex mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is necessary to
understand the situation of women in other dynasties of ancient China. In this case, it is more about
the place of women in a patriarchal society and homeland, where female dominance ceases to exist,
and the initial equality of the sexes gradually shifts towards male subordination. This
gender-induced difference in status is rooted in the dominant ideology of traditional culture [6]. The
conventional Confucian thought of loyalty, filial piety, and strict class division greatly impacted
society through the political system [7]. After Confucianism established itself as mainstream
thought, successive Confucian thinkers dismissed the status of women along with other
interpretations of morality and society. For example, Confucianism has “three cardinal principles
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and five constant principles,” “three obedience and four virtues,” and even “a woman who has no
talent is a virtue,” which has become the dominant theory lacking autonomy and ideological control
[8]. To explain these theories more specifically [9], the “three rules” refer to the ethical logic
between parents and children, monarch and ministers, and husband and wife, and the “five rules”
are the five social norms one must obey. The three obedience refer to obedience to the father when
he is single, adherence to the husband when he is married, and obedience to the son when the
husband dies. The Four Virtues refer to the moral qualities of women, social speech, manners, and
the manual skills required of women (such as sewing, embroidery, and knitting). It is not difficult to
see that the status of women is extremely low, even inferior to others, and the principle is to demand
unquestioning obedience [9], which is a distorted ethical principle. The excellence of female
morality is reflected in the lack of social skills, which is the suppression of female talent, courage,
and wisdom [10]. This vision goes against the modern society that promotes female education and
tries to provide more education to women [11].

Compared with other dynasties in ancient China, the equality of women in the Tang Dynasty
(AD 618-907) has been dramatically improved. But it is worth noting that this rise in quality also
occurs within the framework of a patriarchal society, so it can be said that this “rise” is only relative.
Therefore, this study attempts to understand the social equality of women in the Tang Dynasty from
religious levels, especially from Buddhism and Taoism. It should be noted that the equality of
women is only discussed here in the context of the gender binary.

2.  Literature Review and Research Theory
2.1. Buddhism and Taoism in Tang Dynasty

The Tang dynasty was a period of rapid development of Buddhism in China [12], and across the
belief system, Taoism had the largest following and influence, so the Tang dynasty rulers not only
lent attention to the management of these two religions by Buddhism, also effectively regulates the
practice of religious beliefs [13].Even In the Daming Palace, the imperial palace of the Tang
Dynasty, many Taoist and Buddhist temples were built for royal use.

Buddhism originated in ancient India around the sixth century BC, whose founder was
Siddhartha Gautama. The fundamental purpose of Buddhism is to get rid of “samsara,” obtain the
absolute truth, understand the nature of things, get rid of suffering, and bring liberation (Nirvana)
[14]. Taoism originated in ancient China in the second century AD, and it is generally believed that
Lao Tzu provided the fundamental ideas of Taoism. At the same time, Daolin Zhang was the actual
founder of Taoism. The fundamental goal of Taoism is to cultivate the “Tao,” which guides
believers to “cultivate the body and cultivate one’s character,” seek to be one with the Tao, and be
in harmony with nature and society [15].

The Tang dynasty was the heyday of Buddhism [16]. The development of Buddhism caused the
rulers to regulate and restrict it [17]. In a unified, centralized state, Buddhist affairs are tied to the
government [18]. The Buddhist solid culture thus engulfed the entire Tang Dynasty, a typical
manifestation of the social and cultural mindset at that time. At the same time, the secularization of
Buddhism also significantly impacted the festival customs of the Tang Dynasty [19]. The reason
why women convert to Buddhism should be analyzed from the teaching of Buddhism, “Regardless
of the distinction between high and low, all living beings are equal and become a Buddha.” This
teaching draws deeply into the spiritual foundation of women’s demand for equality. This analysis
was confirmed by other scholars [20], who also mentioned that, in addition to practicing women,
the subjects of female Buddhist beliefs in the Tang dynasty also included royal women, noble
women, and ordinary women. In other words, the women of the royal family and nobles believe in



Buddhism, which undoubtedly leads to a trend of belief. Buddhist ideas provided a rich social life
for Tang Dynasty women and spiritual nourishment for women’s liberation [20].

Like Buddhism, Taoism reached its height during the Tang dynasty [21]. However, Taoism
seems much more active than Buddhism in addressing the inevitable issues of life and death [22].
Like many Tang emperors who sought immortality, Taoism was also inextricably linked to the
royal family [23]. Even the reverence of Taoism in the Tang dynasty established its status as a state
religion, a historical fact recognized by Taoist academic circles [24].

2.2. Gender Theory Model

Many research questions about women in ancient China are usually expressed using the term
“female status,” but the concept of female status itself has been questioned [25]. Because the
concept is still measured against patriarchy, gender equality / inequality should be used [26]. In
order not to blur this concept, this article will use the idea of gender equality/inequality for
description.

The gender and social interaction model was used in this research [27]. This model assumes
relative equality of ability across the binary gender, which can vary widely due to social
background, situational context, individual choice, and other factors. This model has three elements:
the perceiver, the target individual, and the background situation. In this study, the perceiver was
marked as a woman who believed in Buddhism and Taoism during the Tang Dynasty, and the target
individual was observed as participate in social life. Notably, the model allows for the
interchangeability of these two roles, setting the context as social interactions in the Tang Dynasty,
with particular attention to messages related to gender equality.

Religion is essential for women to participate in social affairs [28], and women may also take
greater responsibility in religious affairs [29]. The first research question based on this model is
whether the perceiver has expectations about the behavior of the target individual ? The second
research question is, did Buddhism and Taoism in the Tang Dynasty contribute to this expectation?

3.  Methodology

This study used the historical research method. Studying history from the perspective of gender is a
new perspective for constructing a comprehensive examination of history and construction [30]. By
examining gender history in a specific period from a new perspective, the course further extends the
horizon of historical research. Under the guidance of this research method, it is necessary to select
valuable texts and evidence. Famous books describing the history of the Tang Dynasty were used
for research: the Old Tang Book and the New Tang Book [31] [32]. Since Taiping Guangji recorded
a large amount of information about religion in ancient China [33], especially about women
religious believers, it was also used for research. In addition, this study incorporates archacological
evidence [34], including the unearthed epitaph texts of Tang Dynasty women containing
descriptions of their lives. The focus is verifying their rights to participate in social affairs and
gender equality through their religious beliefs.

4. Results
4.1. Faith Ratio of Women

There are different descriptions in ancient books and archaeological evidence. The study found that
among the records about the beliefs of royal women, there are only accurate records about
princesses. According to the author’s statistics, there were 220 canonized princesses in the Tang
dynasty [31, 32], and the belief number of Buddhist and Taoist princesses was equal, with 19 each.



Reflecting the same level of importance believed in Buddhism and Taoism in the Tang Dynasty.
From the archaeological evidence, of which 198 involve women and Buddhist beliefs, and only 33
epitaphs involving Taoism and women. This is consistent with the findings of some authors [35,

36].
4.2. Female’s Social Participation and Gender Equality
4.2.1.Buddhist Perspective

Followers of Taoism differ slightly from Buddhists in that they also have other social and family
responsibilities due to differences in religious teachings. The dominance of Buddhism in the Tang
dynasty gave royal women the same rights as men to spiritual liberation, emotional experience, and
participation in religious society. One of the Buddhist women worth mentioning is Wu Zetian, who
caused a sensation in politics. She was the only female emperor in China’s ancient history. Her
family nurtured the Wu’s Buddhist beliefs. Her mother was a member of the old royal family and
was a religiously educated monk in her early years [37]. Contrary to the precedent set by successive
Tang emperors, in 691, Wu Zetian made Buddhism the state religion and gave it essential status
[38]. Not only that, but he patronized Buddhist monks, such as the famous Xuanzang (600-664).
The famous Tang Dynasty imperial temple Famen Temple and Luoyang Longmen Grottoes were
built under Wu’s auspices and cost great expense [39] [40]. Among them, the Famen Temple is a
national AAAAA-level scenic spot, and the Luoyang Grottoes is a world heritage site,
demonstrating Wu’s dedication and enthusiasm for Buddhist beliefs at that time. Also, it provided
opportunities and places for female believers who had difficulties. To perform social roles to
express their values. Thus, gaining a new identity from religious activities.

4.2.2. Taoist Perspective

Taoism embodies gender equality more clearly. Women and men had the same opportunities to
practice their faith, followed the exact requirements and procedures, and had the same system of
examinations. Many women entered Taoism, leading to the establishment of many female Taoist
temples. According to the official statistics of the Tang Dynasty, from AD 713 to AD 741, 550 of
the 1,678 Taoist temples in the country were female Taoist temples, accounting for the formation of
female Taoist temples about 32.78% [41]. Jia studied 53 Taoist practitioners, and the study results
showed that about 25% (n=13) were working as Taoist teachers and performing their duties well
[42]. Fourteen Taoist women (26%) reached the two highest levels of the Taoist system, understood
as high clergy. This suggests that these senior women clergy had a relatively high religious
education and knowledge level. The Tian Yuansu experience is an example of women serving as
Taoist preachers. Tian Yuansu is the daughter of the famous Taoist Tian Guidao, who practiced
Taoism with her father (The Zhengyi sect of Taoism does not restrict the marriage of practitioners).
According to Tian’s epitaph, she was named the foremost Taoist of the Tang dynasty in AD 814.

In this way, Buddhism and Taoism, provided spiritual support and other survival opportunities
for the women of the Tang dynasty. Through their beliefs, they could selectively assume family
responsibilities and, at the same time, embark on another path. Fight for your place in a patriarchal
society. Therefore, it can be said that religious belief also became one of the ways women enhanced
their equality in the Tang dynasty. In this belief, the gender binary itself was blurred, giving women
the opportunity to achieve parity with men.



5. Conclusion

This research responds to the research question of whether the perceiver has expectations for the
behavior of the target individual. That is to say, women have expectations for participation in social
activities, and the Buddhist and Taoist beliefs in the Tang Dynasty promoted this expectation. In
addition, it is also found that Taoist female practitioners have a certain degree of gender equality
when they realize their careers and career development.

Despite the continued evolution and development of Confucian gender equality themes, such
inequality and even oppression of women existed very clearly in ancient China, except for a few
dynasties [43]. This dominant idea led to the fate of women imprisoned in the family and was often
accompanied by the destruction of their lives by feudal ideology. For example, when a woman’s
husband dies, the woman may be forced to sacrifice her life for the honor of the family to gain
family approval and demonstrate what is known as “chastity.” Fortunately, in ancient China, not
everyone agreed with this idea. From the perspective of the Tang dynasty, it is not denied that
Confucianism was dominant. Still, it must be admitted that it was influenced by other religions,
such as Taoism and Buddhism [44]. Since it was the most prosperous period in ancient history, the
Tang Dynasty had a clear position and was inclusive of multiple ideologies. The extensive
connections with the surrounding countries and regions have formed an excellent cultural
combination, and the convergence of various ideas in the ideological field has relaxed the Tang
Dynasty’s social status more in terms of ideology and culture [45]. Tang dynasty women were
encouraged by society and, in addition to traditional family matters, could participate in various
organizations. Although the number is less than that of men, women, from emperors to officials to
practitioners, can play different societal roles and succeed in various fields [43].
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