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Topic Overview

Concept

Starting out as a desirable trait to having small feet, it eventually integrated into 
Chinese culture and beauty standards in the 10th century. Young girls would have their 
foot bones broken and tightly bound, forcing their feet to grow into the position it’s 
constrained in with a permanent effect. It is now a banned practice, but the remaining 
women with “lotus feet” still live today.

The direction of this publication will revolve around the concept of beauty standards and 
how societal standards are so powerful that they get to the point where people augment 
their bodies to fit them. 

Visually, I want to incorporate the idea of “binding”, and have some of the type and 
images feel uncomfortable and tight while maintaining legibility.
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Content + Distribution
The first section’s content will revolve around the history of Chinese footbinding, 
touching on its process, why it was practiced, and show images of the process.

The second section of the publication will discuss and visualize the symbolism of beauty 
standards, marks of beauty, wealth, and status during this practice. It will also cover 
sexual attraction and desire, along with the variations of foot sizes and their meanings. 
The most desirable woman possessed the three-inch foot (known as the golden lotus), 
the acceptable four-inch foot (known as the silver lotus), and any foot larger would be 
described as the “iron lotus”, which was seen as unattractive.

The flow of the narrative and design will follow the transition of the practice, from its 
peak to the period where it became banned. The third section will go over how the 
practice became banned, and how society and standards shifted along with it.

The last section will revolve around the physical and emotional outcome of the practice, 
and talk about the survivors of Chinese footbinding.

• How it began: the history of Chinese Footbinding
• The physical process: the victims
• Why was this practiced? Beauty standards, societal  
    impact, attraction and desires
• Golden Lotus, Silver Lotus, Iron Lotus
• How it ended: banning the practice
• The survivors: their emotional and physical traumas
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Audience + Feelings
I don’t have an intended audience, this project is serving as an educational design piece 
for anyone to learn from. Anyone who is curious about beauty standards and societal 
impact can learn more from this publication in comparison to the Western world.

I want the audience (assuming they are not as knowledgeable in the topic) to be shocked 
and disturbed, but also intrigued when learning about footbinding. Naturally, the 
audience will also empathize for the victims of Chinese footbinding, and understand how 
impactful this practice was to them.

Interview
I plan on using a secondary source as an interview for my content. Some sources I can 
explore include documents from the time this practice took place, interviews of the 
survivors of footbinding, books and articles, and research reports.



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305

Thumbnails
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Casting Sheet
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Roughs
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An Analysis 
on Chinese 
Footbinding
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Type Tests
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Song Dynasty
Historical records from the Song dynasty (960-1279 
A.D.) date footbinding as beginning during the reign of 
Li Yu, who ruled over one region of China between 961-
975. It is said his heart was captured by a concubine, Yao 
Niang, a talented dancer who bound her feet to suggest 
the shape of a new moon and performed a “lotus dance.”

During subsequent dynasties, footbinding became more 
popular and spread from court circles to the wealthy. 
Eventually, it moved from the cities to the countryside, 
where young girls realized that binding their feet could 
be their passport to social mobility and increased wealth.

When the Manchu nobility came to power in 1644, they 
tried to ban the practice, but with little success. The first 
anti-footbinding committee was formed in Shanghai by a 
British priest in 1874.

But the practice wasn’t outlawed until 1912, when the 
Qing dynasty had already been toppled by a revolution. 
Beginning in 1915, government inspectors could levy 
fines on those who continued to bind their feet. But 
despite these measures, footbinding still continued in 
various parts of the country.

According to historian Dorothy Ko, “we hardly know 
what footbinding is about because the archives fail to 
answer even the most rudimentary questions. Legends 
aside, when did it start? How did it spread through 
time, across geographical regions and across class lines? 
And, most important, how did women feel about it?” Ko 
cautions that “there is no neutral or objective knowledge 
about footbinding” because our sources and informants 
have a “modern nationalist bias,” owing in part to the 
“intrusion [into China] of Euro-American missionaries” in 
the mid-nineteenth century. 

Ko makes several compelling points, including that the 
custom of footbinding, which lasted over a thousand 
years and affected virtually every province in China, had 
so many variations in practice, stories of origin, and rea-
sons for being that it is difficult to speak with any certain-
ty about a master narrative. 

A year after the Communists came to power in 1949, 
they too issued their own ban on footbinding. According 
to the American author William Rossi, who wrote The 
Sex Life of the Foot and Shoe, 40 percent to 50 percent of 
Chinese women had bound feet in the 19th century. For 
the upper classes, the figure was almost 100 percent.

Furthermore, when first-world scholars move beyond a 
surface-level comprehension of this pervasive tradition, 
the absence of a complex understanding necessarily 
points to other elisions, including what Gayatri Spivak 
might call knowledge of the “consciousness of the wom-
an as subaltern.” But, neither of these points would be 
apparent when reading the literature of Asian America.

Women, especially, have a long history of being repre-
sented by parts. Their bodies praised, doted upon, ideal-
ized, and fragmented, their breasts, or lips, or legs have 
often stood-in for their moral, or physical, or reproduc-
tive value—and not just in the West.
Regarding the Chinese roots of the Cinderella tale, for 
instance, she says the Cinderella story is “part of a long 
literary tradition whereby poets and storytellers fixated 
on parts of a maiden’s body as a stand-in for the beauty 
or worth of her entire person.”
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Mockups



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305



Publication Design • Elisabeth Klein • ARTC 4305

Final Submitted
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