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ABSTRACT:

In the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), hierarchical differences between mas-
ter and servant were rigorously reinforced, with the latter forced into a
much inferior position as compared to the former. The marriage of the
maidservants was entirely controlled by the master, who usually forbade
the maidservants to marry or force them into arranged marriages ac-
cording to their own benefit or need. The rule stipulating that respecta-
ble commoners (liangmin) and pariahs (jianmin) did not intermarry was
generally observed. In practice, when it comes to marriages of maidser-
vants from Manchu banners, the rule was better followed as compared
to that of ethnic Chinese maids. Married or unmarried, housemaids
were often menaced by rape by masters. Such behaviors were tacitly per-
mitted by the legal system. It was only punishable as crime of adultery
(jianfei) when married women or maids were raped. Limited by the stip-
ulations under the article entitled “Violating Status or Offending against
Righteousness” (ganming fanyi), masters who committed the crime were,
more often than not, not punished accordingly. The tragedies suffered by
the Qing-dynasty housemaids in their marriage were caused by the rig-
orous reinforcement of the social hierarchy by the Qing rulers. Chang-
es and amendments to related legal documents reflect the will of dynas-

tic rulers and are in close relation to contemporary social circumstances.
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