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Introduction
This book argues that the histories of Asia’s courts and streets were never separate
worlds. “Palaces” and “streets” name a relationship: elite households and governing
institutions on the one hand, and markets, temples, workshops, and tenements on the
other. Women moved between these spaces—sometimes literally, often through the
circulation of goods, money, texts, and rumors—shaping decisions that we usually
attribute to kings, ministers, merchants, or reformers. By following women across
thresholds of rank, religion, and region, Women of Palaces and Streets recovers
neglected actors and demonstrates how gender organized political authority and
economic change from ancient South Asia to the twentieth-century Asian city.

The metaphor of palaces and streets helps us rethink power. Palace apartments were
not only zones of seclusion; they were sites where ritual, reproduction, and reputation
forged alliances and determined policy. Streets were not merely public thoroughfares;
they were dense arenas of labor, devotion, and surveillance in which women
negotiated wages, respectability, and safety. Rather than treating “public” and
“private” as natural opposites, the chapters that follow show how boundaries were
made and remade—through architecture and clothing, through legal categories and
police ordinances, through temple patronage and market custom—and how women
used those boundaries to secure livelihood, dignity, and leverage.

This study is synthetic by design. It draws on letters and petitions that speak in
intimate voices; legal records and codes that classify, sanction, and sometimes
protect; and visual sources—paintings, inscriptions, photographs, and commercial
prints—that render women visible in ways both revealing and staged. Reading across
genres allows us to set the grain of the archive against itself: to hear a widow’s
property claim beside a courtly portrait, to place a nun’s ledger of alms next to a
municipal ordinance, to compare a factory inspector’s report with a union circular.
Each type of source has its biases and silences. Taken together, they illuminate the
negotiations through which women made claims on kin, employers, rulers, and gods.

The geographic and chronological scope is broad but purposeful. Asia here is not a
single civilizational arc but a set of interlinked regions: South, Southeast, East, Central,
and West Asia, connected by caravan routes, monastic networks, imperial courts, and
oceanic trade. The narrative moves from early inscriptions and legal traditions,
through the formation of courtly and monastic institutions, into the early modern world
of imperial households and commercial expansion, and onward to the industrial and
political upheavals of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The aim is not to
produce a linear story of progress or decline, but to trace patterns of continuity and
rupture in how gender structured labor, property, mobility, and authority.
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Several themes bind the chapters. First, work: from agricultural labor and artisanal
skill to service, performance, and industrial employment. Second, regulation: the
many ways bodies were policed—through caste, class, and communal norms; through
religious rules; and through the expanding reach of bureaucratic and colonial law.
Third, reciprocity and care: the reproductive and emotional labors that sustained
households, temples, and armies yet often escaped accounting. Fourth, mobility: of
brides and servants, of pilgrims and refugees, of ideas about modesty, rights, and
reform that traveled with texts and commodities. Finally, contestation: the petitions,
protests, associations, and revolutions in which women articulated demands, reframed
respectability, and altered political horizons.

Because categories such as “woman,” “household,” and “labor” are historically
contingent, this book treats them as questions rather than assumptions. Gender is
approached as both structure and practice: a durable set of rules and expectations,
and a repertoire of strategies for maneuvering within and against those rules.
Intersection matters. The possibilities available to a merchant’s daughter, a palace
steward, a temple dancer, or a factory worker differed not only by gender but also by
rank, caste, ethnicity, religion, age, and place. Where sources allow, the chapters
foreground these differences; where sources are silent, they note the silence as part of
the historical problem.

The chapters are arranged to move between institutions and lifeworlds. We begin by
mapping gendered spaces and the early legal languages that codified women’s claims.
We then enter courts and monasteries to consider ritual authority and economic
power, followed by chapters on urban labor, sexuality and regulation, and the legal
identities that structured property and petition. The book next examines imperial
households and the entanglement of customary practices with codified law in an era of
reform. The final third follows education, print, industrial work, migration and domestic
service, and collective action into the age of nationalism, revolution, and war,
concluding with the everyday negotiations—budgeting, bargaining, refusing—that
constitute a form of sovereignty in ordinary life.

This is not a compendium of famous figures, though notable personalities appear. It is
instead a social and cultural history attuned to the ordinary and the infrastructural:
grain rations and dowry lists, guild rules and school timetables, police files and strike
leaflets, pilgrimage routes and factory floors. By bringing these materials into the
same frame as palace chronicles and court portraits, the book shows how grand
transformations—state formation, commercialization, imperial expansion,
industrialization, and mass politics—were braided with small decisions in kitchens,
corridors, shrines, and streets.

Finally, a word about method and ethics. Archives are uneven; their categories often
reproduce the hierarchies we seek to understand. Reading “with” and “against” the
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sources means attending to the ways women are made legible—as dependents,
sinners, workers, wives—and to the tactics by which they redefined those labels.
Where possible, I let women’s own words and images set the terms. Where I must
infer, I make the inference visible and contestable. The goal is not to fix women in a
new set of stereotypes but to open a historical conversation about gender, power, and
everyday life that moves, like the women it traces, between palaces and streets.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping Gendered Spaces: Palaces,
Temples, and Markets
The architecture of daily life in Asia has long been a silent, yet powerful, narrator of
gender roles and societal expectations. From the secluded courtyards of elite
residences to the bustling thoroughfares of ancient markets, spaces were rarely
neutral; they were designed, inhabited, and understood in ways that often reinforced
or challenged the prevailing gender order. Understanding these historical geographies
is crucial to appreciating the lives of women who navigated them, whether in grand
palaces or on crowded streets.

In many parts of ancient Asia, a clear division of space emerged, particularly within
domestic settings. South Asian architecture, for instance, prominently featured the 
zenana (women's quarters) and the mardana (men's quarters). This spatial
segregation was not merely a matter of convenience; it was underpinned by cultural
and religious beliefs that promoted gender separation as a means of respect and
protection, a concept that still resonates in some contemporary societies. The zenana
was more than just a place of seclusion; it was a vibrant hub where women managed
households, forged relationships, and transmitted knowledge and customs, fostering a
strong sense of community amongst themselves. Yet, these physical divides also
brought limitations, restricting women's interactions with the outside world and
reinforcing their domestic roles.

Similarly, traditional Chinese society saw women largely restricted to indoor spaces.
The policy of "men plow, women weave" (Chinese: 男耕女織) exemplified this strict
division, partitioning male and female histories as early as the Zhou dynasty. While
upper-class women were expected to remain within the inner chambers of their
homes, where they managed household finances and educated children, women of
lower status, such as farmer's wives, were often expected to work in the fields,
particularly in rice-cultivating regions. Despite these stipulations, women were often in
charge of events within their homes, even keeping a watchful eye on male-restricted
gatherings from behind screens. This highlights a subtle interplay between overt social
rules and the informal power women could wield within their designated domains.

Religious institutions, too, often presented a complex landscape of inclusion and
exclusion for women. In some Buddhist traditions in ancient China, women had access
to meditation halls and spaces for practicing Chan meditation, and some even rose to
become eminent Chan masters. However, this access was not universal, and even
today, many Chan halls in monasteries still refuse entry to women, leading some to
seek spiritual instruction in Southeast Asia where centers are more welcoming. In
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Southeast Asia, some Buddhist and Hindu temples and monasteries historically placed
restrictions on women's access, sometimes forbidding them from approaching main
Buddha images due to beliefs about menstrual impurity. In contrast, some ancient
Indian temples, like Makshi, built in the 10th century, were among the first to open
their doors to all worshippers, transcending caste and gender restrictions that were
common in earlier Vedic traditions.

Markets, on the other hand, represented a more dynamic and often less formally
segregated space. These bustling arenas were crucial for the exchange of goods,
ideas, and information, and women actively participated in them, not just as
consumers but also as producers and vendors. While historical records might be less
explicit about their precise movements and roles in market spaces compared to
domestic or religious settings, visual sources often depict women engaged in
commercial activities, selling crafts, produce, or cooked foods. These economic roles
provided women with a degree of mobility and agency that could challenge the
strictures of more secluded domestic life.

The very design of ancient Asian cities reflected these gendered assumptions. Urban
planning in ancient China, from the Shang dynasty onward, emphasized rectangular
enclosures and orthogonal street grids, aligning with cosmological beliefs and
reinforcing imperial sovereignty. While these grand designs primarily focused on
administrative and ritual centrality, they inherently created a framework for how
different segments of society, including women, would inhabit and move through the
urban landscape. The division of cities into residential blocks and market areas, for
example, would have shaped women's daily routines and their opportunities for social
and economic engagement.

In South Asian urbanism, while formal gender-responsive planning is a more recent
concept, historical city layouts implicitly shaped women's experiences. Overcrowded
living conditions, inadequate infrastructure, and socio-economic disparities in rapidly
urbanizing areas have disproportionately impacted women, limiting their access to
safe public spaces and economic opportunities. This suggests a historical continuity in
how urban environments, even when not explicitly designed to segregate, can create
de facto gendered experiences. The lack of women's voices in urban planning and
policy-making historically has further exacerbated these issues.

Palaces, as the ultimate symbols of elite power, were perhaps the most intensely
gendered spaces. The concept of the harem, a domestic space reserved for women in
Muslim families, housed wives, daughters, female servants, and concubines. Similar
institutions existed in other Mediterranean and Middle Eastern civilizations and among
royal families in South Asia, where female seclusion, known as purdah, was practiced.
Emperor Ashoka of the Maurya Empire in India, for instance, maintained a harem of
around 500 women under strict rules of seclusion and etiquette.
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However, even within the confines of palaces, women were not necessarily powerless
or entirely immobile. Qing empresses and consorts in China, for example, lived under
strict court rules but were not entirely locked away. They had access to fine objects
and, through their rank and sometimes their connection to the emperor's affections,
held a degree of status. These red walls were not always a prison; imperial women
were mobile, even traveling for hunting expeditions with the emperor, albeit in
supervised ways not seen by the general public. This suggests that while physical
boundaries were often rigid, the social and political realities within these spaces could
be more nuanced.

The idea of "feminine space" extends beyond physical architecture to encompass
pictorial and imagined spaces. In Chinese art, a feminine space could be an artificial
world composed of landscape, vegetation, architecture, atmosphere, and even
selected human occupants and their activities, all perceived and represented as a
woman. This artistic representation highlights how deeply intertwined gender was with
the perception and construction of space, even in cultural artifacts. The aesthetics of
women's worlds, as we will explore in later chapters, were often expressed through
such artistic conventions, offering another lens through which to understand their
lived experiences.

The constant negotiation of these gendered spaces – whether they were palaces,
temples, markets, or the very fabric of the city – speaks to the dynamic nature of
gender roles throughout Asian history. Boundaries were not always static; they were
made and remade through various mechanisms, including architectural design,
clothing, legal pronouncements, and social customs. For instance, traditional Japanese
architecture, such as minka (farmhouses), reflected rural gender roles, with earthen
floor areas (doma) associated with male labor and kitchens (mizuya) as female
domains. Even seemingly minor architectural details, like separate entrances for men
and women in traditional southern Thai homes, connected to the kitchen for women,
reinforced societal expectations of female domesticity and lower status.

The establishment of clear gendered zones, while often restrictive, also provided
opportunities for women to create their own communities and exert influence within
those designated spheres. The zenana, for all its limitations, was a space for women to
connect, share, and support each other. Similarly, within Chinese imperial palaces,
women formed intricate social networks and hierarchies, wielding influence through
ritual, reproduction, and reputation. These "palace apartments" were far from mere
zones of seclusion; they were strategic sites where alliances were forged and policies
implicitly, if not explicitly, shaped.

The challenges posed by gendered spaces continue to resonate in contemporary
urban planning in South Asia, where rapid urbanization has led to conditions
disproportionately affecting women. The lack of safe public spaces, limited economic
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opportunities, and inadequate infrastructure underscore the enduring legacy of
historical gender disparities in spatial design and access. This emphasizes that
understanding the historical mapping of gendered spaces is not just an academic
exercise but a critical endeavor for addressing present-day inequalities.

Ultimately, the metaphorical journey between "palaces" and "streets" reveals that
women's lives were never confined to a single, undifferentiated sphere. They moved
across these thresholds, often literally and always through the circulation of goods,
knowledge, and social expectations. The spatial organization of Asian societies, from
grand imperial capitals to humble villages, was a fundamental element in shaping
gender, power, and everyday life, and it is through these maps of movement and
restriction that we begin to uncover the rich and complex histories of women in Asia.
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