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Changes in Ideas about Sons and the Impact upon Women; Some Preliminary
Reflections on the Song Period

Abstract

Song society attached great importance to the development of the family, and increasing the
number of sons to ensure having descendants was valued above all else. The prominence of the
classical conception regarding male heirs increased among the common people during the Song:
"Among the three transgressions against filial piety, none is greater than having no descendant.”
People's fear of having no son led to the attitude and behavior of seeking sons by any means
possible, and thus impacted and even transformed many facets of life in Song society. Taking
concubines became regarded by families and society as institutionally routine and was justified on
the basis of "having no sons." It was during the Song period that men's ability to have more than
one wife actually expanded among the common people; this practice had earlier been a
prerogative of the imperial family and the aristocratic elite. As a method to continue the
family line, legal adoption restored respectful status to the principal wife who had borne no sons,
and gave her rights to manage her husband's property; furthermore, such adoptions enhanced a
widow's reasons to decline remarriage and provided her with someone to depend upon in her old
age.
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