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Rebuilding Chinese Ethics: Reforms to Marriage and
Funeral Customs during the Reign of Hongwu

Jia Zhang
National Institute for Advanced Humanistic Studies, Fudan University

The transition from the Yuan to the Ming dynasty, which was characterized by the
change of the ruling ethnic group, had a profound effect on the history of Chinese
society and culture. The Ming government originated from the Red Turban Rebellion,
which was perceived to be illegal by most of the late-Yuan elite. How to establish the
legitimacy of the new dynasty became a serious problem for the early Ming
government. In ancient China, the foundation of political legitimacy was Confucian
ideology, so the new rulers had to regulate the country according to Confucian ideals.

Faced with social customs that were a mix of Han and Mongol elements, the
Ming government launched a custom reform movement in the name of “abolishing
barbarian custom with Chineseness” (FE #835) or “restoring antiquity” ({8 t).
Marriage and funeral rites were the core components of Confucian ethics, so the new
government paid special attention to them. A number of marriage and funeral customs
popular during the Yuan dynasty such as levirate, endogamy, and cremation were
strictly forbidden because they belonged to “barbarian custom” (#H{&) or were in
conflict with orthodox Confucian ethics. Through the custom reform movement, which
rebuilt Han tradition according to Confucian ideology, the Ming government
successfully established its legitimacy. The reforms paved the way for Confucian ethics
to come into the everyday practice. At the same time, this also established the

foundational values and regulations of Ming society.

Keywords: the reign of Hongwu, custom, restore antiquity, abolish barbarian

customs with Chineseness, political legitimacy
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