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Filial Behavior in the Ming and Qing Dynasties: A Textual
Interpretation Based on Local Records in Jiangnan

YU Xinzhong
(Center for Chinese Social History, Nankai University, Tianjin 300071, China)

Abstract: Based on records in “biographies of filial people” in local records in Jiangnan, this article
explores filial behavior and family life in the Ming and Qing Dynasties in order to reveal textual limits of
“biographies of filial people” in local records, their political and sociocultural implications and compilers
intentions, possible process of their textual formation as well as how to understand those texts and their
historical implications among them. It is argued that increasing amount of records of filial behaviors in
the Ming and Qing dynasties, especially in the Qing Dynasty, shows changes of national policy,
sociocultural resources and recording principle at that time rather than absolute increase of filial people in
number. It can be seen that maybe it is a theme of the times to pay more attention to filial behavior even
though filial behavior might not be the master stream at that time. So, it is suggested that it is better to
take a “understanding and sympathizing” attitude toward those filial behaviors even though they might
sound ignorant and ridiculous at first glance but not un-interpretable and unreasonable and they might
contain more information of sociocultural changes than other “normal” records, that whenever a so-called
model is established, even though it is not a fabrication, it is seldom not “painted” by contemporary social
idea and compilers’ intentions and that the characteristics that traditional Chinese culture places
collective above individual can be seen from contemporaries’ arguments over strange and ignorant filial
behaviors at that time.

Keywords: The Ming and Qing Dynasties; Filial Behavior; Family, Local Records
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