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Abstract

While Song Dynasty legal codes such as the Song Criminal Code (Song Xingtong) and Household Stat-
utes (Hu Ling) granted women limited inheritance rights, the realization of these rights remained
constrained by patriarchal clan ethics and gender hierarchy. Legal texts framed the inheritance
boundaries for four categories of women—unmarried daughters, widows, married daughters, and
returned daughters (those who rejoined their natal families)—through restrictive conditions such
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as “household extinction” (hujue), “chastity observance”, and “unmarried status”. Unmarried daugh-
ters could inherit full property in cases of household extinction, yet their rights were subordinate
to the primacy of male heirs. Widows held only custodial rights over their husbands’ estates, con-
tingent on adopting an heir, while married daughters faced the lowest inheritance quotas, applica-
ble solely under household extinction. Returned daughters saw their rights diminish during the
Southern Song as patriarchal norms intensified. In judicial practice, inheritance scope was limited
by procedures like household extinction certification and rules stripping widows of rights upon re-
marriage. Inheritance shares were compressed through flexible principles like “half a son’s portion
for daughters,” while status hierarchies enforced a strict order: unmarried daughters > widows >
married daughters. This “limited inheritance” system ultimately reflected legal compromises with
patriarchal clan structures. While temporarily acknowledging women’s economic roles through mech-
anisms like wills and dowries, it reinforced male dominance via the triad of “husband’s authority,
clan power, and state control,” epitomizing the institutional fragility of gender rights under the tra-
ditional “ritual-law integration” framework.
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