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criticism was voiced. 
The third section of the book is the shortest of the three sections. While the 

other two are each over 100 pages long and feature an appendix, section three is 
only 40 pages long and has no appendix. Its six chapters center on occasions for 
criticism, ways in which criticism could be framed, subjects of criticism, and the 
possible results of criticism. With a few exceptions, Loewe relies mainly on the 
Hanshu and the Hou Hanshu. He draws attention to the bias of these sources as 
court writing, noting how the nature of court writing limited possibilities of 
voicing criticism. Most of his examples concern criticism by officials, while only a 
short segment refers to criticism by commoners, which is of course prompted by 
the nature of the sources, too. After all, the sources were written by officials; thus, 
their view shaped the way in which criticism was presented in these sources as 
well. 

The third section presents a useful overview and abundant examples of criticism 
in the aforementioned sources. However, the brevity and the rather general 
conclusions at the end—caused by the nature of the subject matter—leave the 
reader wishing for more. 

Loewe’s book provides detailed analyses of three different topics connected to 
Han dynasty administration. Its minor flaws pale in comparison to its many 
strengths. The work is characterized by an astounding attention to detail and 
meticulous research. Loewe’s vivid style and numerous examples make the text a 
pleasure to read and re-read. Problems of Han Administration is an essential 
resource for anyone interested in this topic. 
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Friedrich-Alexander-University of Erlangen-Nuremberg 

E-mail: anne.schmiedl@fau.de 
 
 
 
 

Matthew H. Sommer. Polyandry and Wife-Selling in Qing Dynasty China: 
Survival Strategies and Judicial Interventions. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2015. ISBN: 9780520287037. 499pp. US$80 (hardback). 
DOI: 10.3868/s020-006-017-0023-9 

 
The dominant discourses on female chastity, marriage, and the patriarchal family 
system in late imperial China may lead many to assume that instances of wife sale, 
marital prostitution, and polyandry must have been exceptionally few and clearly 
detrimental to the marriage system in Qing China (1644–1911). However, 
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Matthew Sommer’s fantastic, monumental book presents a far more nuanced 
picture of these practices, those who engaged in them, and their historical contexts. 
Based on extraordinary archival research and brilliant analyses, this masterful study 
breaks new ground in many areas of the historiography of late imperial Chinese 
law, society, women and gender studies. The author has set an extremely high 
standard for future scholarship.  

Sommer argues inter alia that despite social stigma and legal prohibition, wife 
sale, polyandry and other intermediary practices analyzed in the book existed 
widely in Qing China and should be “understood as variations of the dominant 
pattern rather than as deviant exceptions” (p. 9). They were “survival strategies” 
for the many poor men and women involved therein. A shortage of women, 
overpopulation, and desperate poverty in rural communities all contributed to 
these practices. Contrary to the traditional view of marriage and sex work as a 
binary opposition, this book convincingly demonstrates “the absolute centrality of 
the traffic in women to the Chinese marriage system” (p. 9). Marital prostitution 
and the various kinds of polyandrous arrangements helped maintain marriage by 
enabling married couples to cope with poverty or other crises without 
permanently ending their marriage. His findings challenge us to rethink the nature 
of marriage and the family system in late imperial China. The widespread existence 
of human trafficking is also confirmed by Johanna Ransmeier’s wonderful book, 
Sold People: Traffickers and Family Life in North China (Harvard, 2017), which 
utilizes judicial and police archives as well as ethnography from a later period of 
1870−1927.  

While much of the recent revisionist scholarship on the history of Chinese 
women has focused on the relatively small number of literate elite women, 
Sommer’s use of over a thousand Qing cases enables him to shed fresh light on the 
life stories, experiences, and subjectivity of hundreds of poor rural women as well 
as marginalized men. This is an enormous contribution to the study of women and 
gender in early modern China, even if we acknowledge that these official records 
might have filtered out certain voices of these protagonists. Moreover, as Sommer 
repeatedly shows, even the poor women involved in wife sales or polyandry were 
not simply passive victims of patriarchy but often manifested substantial agency in 
initiating or structuring their extramarital sexual relationships. 

Sommer’s analysis of hundreds of central and local-court cases on wife sales and 
polyandry is also valuable for advancing the ongoing debate on the Qing legal 
system. He highlights the gap between the social reality of wife selling and 
polyandry and the official ideology that informed the legislations and judicial 
practices. This book is full of insights and rich ethnographical details for students of 
Qing law and society. 

Sommer organizes the eleven chapters of the book into three parts, dealing with 
polyandry, wife-selling, and polyandry and wife-selling in Qing law and 
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adjudication, respectively. Chapter 1 examines the two types of relatively stable, 
long-term polyandrous relationships that resembled traditional marriage by 
bringing a single outside male into the household of a married couple, either as the 
wife’s second husband or as the husband’s sworn brother. The second husband 
pooled resources for the family and shared the wife in return. In the next chapter, 
Sommer discusses the experiences and subject positions of the men and women 
involved in these polyandrous arrangements and the community attitudes towards 
them. While female chastity was officially promoted, and polygyny practiced by 
the privileged men was socially and legally permitted, polyandry was criminalized 
as immoral conduct. However, Sommer shows that polyandry was a third popular 
means of exchanging or obtaining the sexual labor of women in Qing China, 
besides monogamy and polygyny (p. 51). Despite the orthodox representation of 
the marriage system, an “unsentimental view” of women’s sex as tradable asset 
prevailed among many peasants in Qing China and even became a “subaltern form 
of empowerment” for some women to have a say in their sexual lives or enjoy 
considerable power in their families (p. 71–72, 85). The fact that a married woman 
could exchange sex for economic benefits directly challenged the traditional 
boundaries between marriage and prostitution, and the collapse of these boundaries 
“requires us to rethink marriage, kinship, and gendered power relations within the 
household” (p. 85). 

Between formal polyandry and outright wife sale, there existed a variety of 
intermediary practices that involved less formal arrangements to trade sex, 
including retail prostitution and conditional wife sale, as shown in chapter 3. For 
some financial benefits, a married woman might occasionally have sex with one or 
more men other than her husband, often with the husband’s approval, or might be 
pledged to a brothel for a short period of time. As a woman was removed further 
and further from her own family and networks in this process of growing 
“alienation,” she also became increasingly vulnerable to abuses and exploitation. As 
most prostitutes in the Qing legal records under study were married women, 
Sommer points out that “most retail sex work actually supported marriage” by 
allowing poor couples to survive hardships (pp. 92–93).  

In chapters 4–7, Sommer shifts his focus to the contracts of direct wife sales. In 
chapter 4, he closely examines these contracts based on a sample of more than 600 
cases. Most of the men who sold or bought women were in their early thirties, 
while most women on sale were in their late twenties, roughly five years younger 
than the men. Poverty motivated about three quarters of these wife sales. Two 
thirds of the marriages resulting from such illicit wife sales were later cancelled by 
Qing magistrates, but interestingly enough, the other third were actually ratified by 
the magistrates, mostly in cases that did not require judicial review by superiors.  

Chapter 5 studies the price range and the underlying economic logic of wife 
sales in different time periods and regions. In spite of all the stigmatization and 
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criminalization, it seems that most of these sales were bona fide transactions. The 
average price for a married woman was equivalent to two to three years’ wages for 
an agricultural labourer, or to the market value of two or three draft animals in the 
Qianlong through the Daoguang periods. Although this was still costly for many 
poor men in Qing China, as Sommer notes, it was still a relatively inexpensive way 
for them to acquire a wife. 

Wife sales were illegal and so understood by those involved therein, but these 
deals were often recorded in writing and witnessed by multiple third parties. To 
minimize the risks of extortion by sellers and prosecution by the authorities, buyers 
took various precautions when negotiating these transactions. Chapter 6 explores 
the conduct of such negotiations. The essential elements in a wife sale contract 
were similar to those in a land sale contract, and a wife seller was as likely to 
demand supplementary payment from a buyer—a common practice in land sales. 
The associated risks depressed the prices for married women on the market, which 
ironically made it more likely for sellers to seek additional compensation 
afterwards. 

Against the tendency to see women in such circumstances as helpless victims of 
patriarchy and exploitation, chapter 7 draws our attention to the substantial agency 
of women in wife sale cases. Some wives demanded to be sold, while others 
sabotaged a sale by running away to their natal families or filing charges to prevent 
a sale. Thus, poverty did not tell the whole story. Even the women who were 
eventually sold could often shape or even determine whether and how the sale 
would go through. The next chapter then explains the different contexts and 
motives for four variations of wife sales: compensated divorce (indirect sale 
arranged by the wife’s natal family), widow remarriage, sale in the husband’s 
absence, and fraudulent sale (involving a wife sold falsely as a widow).  

Chapters 9 and 10 deal with the statutory changes and central-government 
decisions on wife selling. New laws and judicial reinterpretations during the 
eighteenth century significantly expand the scope of the Ming statutes on illicit sex 
and marital prostitution to criminalize wife sales motivated solely by survival. As a 
result, there was an explosive increase in prosecution of poverty-driven wife sales 
during this period. Sommer contends that such “criminalization reflected the 
well-known fundamentalism toward sexual behavior and gender roles that 
characterized the High Qing as well as an unprecedented effort to regulate the lives 
of ordinary people” (p. 307). He notices significant tensions within the central 
judiciary between absolutists who insisted on strictly punishing all wife sales as 
illicit sex and pragmatists who recognized wife-selling as a survival strategy and 
thus worth judicial leniency. These tensions were never resolved to the very end of 
the Qing dynasty.    

While the two previous chapters examine major criminal cases that required 
judicial review in Beijing, chapter 11 focuses on the less serious wife-selling cases 
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that country magistrates handled as routine or minor matters. Based on an analysis 
of 291 cases from the archives of Ba, Baodi and Nanbu counties, Sommer finds 
that local officials demonstrated much greater flexibility and pragmatism in 
adjudicating these routine cases than when handling major cases involving wife 
sales. Besides the codified law, other considerations including specific 
circumstances in the cases and local customs could all lead the magistrate to 
approve a mediated settlement or reach a decision that was designed more to 
resolve the problem at hand than to strictly enforce the law. In this regard, 
Sommer finds the Qing civil justice system closer to Kishimoto Mio’s idea of 
“compromise through balance” than to Philip Huang’s idea of “adjudication by 
the code” (pp. 370–75). His findings will inspire new debates and inquiries in the 
field of Qing legal history concerning the actual operation of the local courts. 

This fascinating book is a masterpiece for a variety of reasons and should become 
an instant classic. It undoubtedly solidifies Sommer’s reputation as a leader and one 
of the most innovative scholars in the fields of Chinese legal, social, and gender 
history. It opens up entirely new research horizons and will remain essential for 
anyone interested in understanding the law, family, gender and sexuality in late 
imperial China and their implications for comparative history.  

 
 

Li Chen 
        University of Toronto 
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The Yongli Chemical Industries (hereafter referred to as Yongli) was a major 
Chinese manufacturing conglomerate whose products included soda ash and 
ammonium sulfate. It was founded in 1917 by Fan Xudong, a graduate from 
Japan’s Kyoto Imperial University with a degree in chemistry. Around the time of 
Yongli’s founding, a key player in the soda ash market was Brunner Mond, a 
leading British company with vast resources. In 1926, Brunner Mond was 
reorganized as the alkali division of Imperial Chemical Industries Ltd (hereafter 
referred to as ICI) with a registered capital of £65 million. ICI not only controlled 
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