Proposed Lesson on Fashion in World History

Grade 10

Amy S. Piaskowski, Teacher
Essential Question:  How has fashion controlled women at different places and times?

Overview and Rationale:

This unit compares footbinding in China with the use of corsets in Victorian England.  Both practices reached their height during the second half of the 19th century.  Both practices deform women and restrict women’s movements.  However, both practices were part of a broader culture for women.  In China, mothers bound their daughters’ feet in a ritual way.  In England, some young girls had corsets for their dolls.  Also, social class played a key role in both examples; the working class women tried to imitate the fashions of the wealthier women.  The wealthier women could afford to move less.

My interest in this subject comes from a broader interest in gender history.  Students can question current fashions by examining oppressive fashions from history.  Students can compare today’s gender roles with historical examples.  Also, I generally find that the topic of footbinding is rarely dealt with in a sensitive or thorough manner.  The result is that Chinese women are portrayed as freakish victims and not as people within a larger culture.

Grade Level:  10th grade.  This lesson is also designed with English Language Learners (DPI Levels 2-5) in mind.

Duration:  Approximately five 50-minute class periods

Wisconsin Model Standards:

B.12.1 Explain different points of view on the same historical event, using data gathered from various sources, such as letters, journals, diaries, newspapers, government documents, and speeches

B.12.2 Analyze primary and secondary sources related to a historical question to evaluate their relevance, make comparisons, integrate new information with prior knowledge, and come to a reasoned conclusion

B.12.9 Select significant changes caused by technology, industrialization, urbanization, and population growth, and analyze the effects of these changes in the United States and the world

D.12.2 Use basic economic concepts (such as supply and demand; production, distribution, and consumption; labor, wages, and capital; inflation and deflation; market economy and command economy) to compare and contrast local, regional, and national economies across time and at the present time

E.12.3 Compare and describe similarities and differences in the ways various cultures define individual rights and responsibilities, including the use of rules, folkways, mores, and taboos

E.12.4 Analyze the role of economic, political, educational, familial, and religious institutions as agents of both continuity and change, citing current and past examples

Procedure:

Day 1: Values Assessment and Introduce Footbinding

1. Hand out Values Assessment.  Have students read each line and check agree or disagree in the “Before” column.  Collect handouts and save for end of unit.

2. Look at photos of lotus shoes from Dorothy Ko’s book, Every Step A Lotus:  Shoes for Bound Feet.  UC Press, Berkeley.  2001
· Ask students to comment on details, artwork.

· Explain the culture of making the shoes

i. mother-to-daughter tradition

ii. often, lotus shoes given as gifts

iii. shoes wore out quickly, so they were made often

· Chinese Confucian Ideal Woman:

i. admired for her “womanly work” (mending and sewing, spinning thread, weaving cotton, reeling and weaving silk, embroidering, and ability to make shoes)—not for beauty

ii. textile work equaled women’s moral and economic worth “men plough, women weave” = division of labor

iii. cotton looms were cheap enough for peasant women to make money weaving without leaving their home

3. Read together Jin Suxin’s account of binding her feet.  (pages 20-21 from Aching for Beauty:  Footbinding in China by Wang Ping UMN Press, 2000)

4. Answer reading questions in pairs.

5. For homework, students should read the second, anonymous account (pages 5 and 6 from Aching for Beauty.) Students should also answer questions about the reading.

Day 2: Footbinding

1. Show the photograph of the girl from page 7 of Aching for Beauty.  Discuss the homework reading and the image.  How were the two readings different?

2. Give a brief overview of the history of footbinding:

· Started around 920 CE, Southern Tang dynasty emperor ordered his favorite concubine to wrap her feet in silk and dance on a lotus platform.

· Soon other women in court (palace) wrapped their own feet in order to be as elegant, dainty as the first.

· “Golden Lotus” became another term for bound feet

· Women in court were secluded and hidden from society—bound feet kept them from going anywhere.  

· Eventually, footbinding spread to upper class women who lived in the cities. 

· Bound feet ensured that a young woman stayed pure and secluded.

· A young woman with bound feet proved that she was disciplined—and therefore had a better chance of marrying well.

· Bound feet had an element of mystery and secrecy to them—only women saw them.  They were wrapped with bindings, and then covered with socks and shoes.  They were perfumed and powdered.  They were also hidden with leggings and skirts.  Even when women slept, they wore special slippers on their feet.

· For some Chinese men, women with bound feet were sexually attractive.

· By the 19th century, footbinding even spread to some rural areas.  (A poor woman with bound feet could marry well).

3. Present the question:  Why do you think women stopped binding their feet in China?

4. Briefly discuss the question, writing all hypotheses on the board.

5. Read together a summary of the end of footbinding in China, which can be found in Aching for Beauty, pages 37-42.

6. For homework, students should answer the questions that correspond to the reading.

Day 3: Transition: China/England

1. Discuss or journal writing—Which was more painful to hear about:  binding a child or the forced unbinding of an older woman?  Why?

2. Go back to the Values Assessment.  Have students reevaluate the statements.  Do they still feel the same as they initially did?

3. Fill out the first half of the China/England chart.

4. Finish the PowerPoint presentation—Victorian corsets.  Have students fill out the China/England chart as you lecture through the PowerPoint.

5. Finish the Values Assessment.  Have students discuss in pairs, then share with the large group, how their answers changed.

6. Explain the final assessment. (See “Letter Exchange Between Two British Women” handout)

Days 4 and 5:  Time in class for writing.

