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Concerned about Personal Safety: The Difficulty of
Practicing Chastity During the Qing Dynasty

Meng-Zhu Zhang

(Postgraduate, Department of History, National Chengchi University)

Chastity was a mainstream value patronized by the Qing state and gentry,
who considered it the apex of female morals. The official version of chastity
saw the widow as a pillar of her family. A chaste widow’s main
responsibilities consisted of taking care of her parents-in-law and children
after the death of her husband. The authorities permitted widows the right to
own property, power over their children, and encouraged them to remain
steadfast in their chastity.

Despite the rights conferred by the state, the decision of whether or not to
remain chaste remained personal. The sources reveal information about the
demographic structure and the spaces of women’s lives, and describe the
threats faced by Qing widows, such as kidnap and forced remarriage. These
show that Qing authorities were unable to provide a safe social environment
that would allow widows to maintain their chastity without worry. Forced
remarriage, the sale of widows, and the difficulties of widow chastity were

components of paradoxical interactive cycle in Qing society.
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