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Overview
Hsiung-nu society was a male-dominated society and varying roles and the social status
of Hsiung-nu men is well documented in the historical sources. However, in these same sources of
information about the Hsiung-nu practically no information about the role and status of women in Hsiungnu society is provided. From what is known about women in other, better documented nomadic pastoral
societies in central Eurasia, it is likely that Hsiung-nu women had a higher status and relatively more
freedom than women in settled, agricultural societies. In addition to their traditional roles as wives,
mothers, and their responsibilites in the campsites, Hsiung-nu women were probably invaluable partners
in caring for the tribe’s herds.
Royal Brides
Although Hsiung-nu women are almost invisible in the historical record, there is one
group of women in Hsiung-nu society who are mentioned more frequently – the Chinese princesses
sent as brides to the Hsiung-nu rulers as part of a peace alliance known as the ho-ch’in (pinyin heqin).
However, the status of these royal brides or their role, if any, in Hsiung-nu court life is unknown.
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Discussion Questions
1. Why do the surviving historical sources provide almost no information on the role and status of women
in Hsiung-nu society?
2. Why were Chinese princesses included among the gifts provided to the Shan-yü as party of the hoch’in treaties?

