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Pride and Shame of the Ming Dynasty Palace Women:
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Pride and Shame of the Ming Dynasty Palace Women:

A Perspective on Career Women and Social Mobility
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ABSTRACT:

The Ming dynasty saw a number of educated women recruited to the
Forbidden City to serve as administrative officials in the seven major im-
perial departments. While some other women were summoned to the
imperial palace in various ways and were designated to individual pal-
ace compound to serve a specific master for the daily domestic chores.
What mattered most for a woman to be promoted in the imperial pal-
ace were knowledge and capability. Quite a few female servants endeav-
ored to the highest positions of their posts through constant studies and
practices. Benefit from the recognition of their capabilities, they became
senior palace maids (known as “laolao” or “popo”) who were respon-
sible for the overall management of a specific palace compound or the
residence of princess. Their power was relatively strengthened and their
status higher. For those who were assigned to take care of the prince and
successfully fulfilled their duty, once the prince ascended to the throne
they were conferred with the honorary title of “Madam” (furen). Imme-
diately they were promoted to a nobler status which was only second to
imperial consorts. Another chance for palace maids to mobile upward
is the favor they received accidentally from the emperor, which elevated
them to imperial consorts. But due to their humble origin they were very
likely to be insulted or ousted by other consorts. Palace maids were usu-
ally punished for malfeasance or became victims due to their involve-
ment into the factional fight among imperial consorts. Once their master
consort lost favor or was forced to death, accordingly their maids would
suffer from the loss. In brief, the Ming dynasty palace maids did have the
opportunity to be promoted to higher status, whereas due to the imple-
mentation of the strict social hierarchical order the chance for Qing dy-
nasty (1644-1911) court women was slim. Therefore Ming dynasty pal-
ace women had better chance of upward social mobility than the Qing

palace women.
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