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Prohibitions on Slaughtering Oxen and Changes in

the Social Atmosphere of the Ming Dynasty

Lien, Chi-yuan
Assistant Professor, Department of History, Chinese Culture University

Oxen were important to the government in ancient China for their role in the
farming economy. Each dynasty in Chinese history paid much attention to the
prevention of the slaughtering of oxen. The Great Ming Code (Da Ming Lii)
stipulated that only under very limited conditions could one slaughter an ox. Those
who slaughtered oxen without official sanction, intentionally, or by accident, were to
be punished. But by the mid-Ming, beef eating gained popularity among the general
public, which prevented the regular enforcement of the articles stipulated in the Great
Ming Code. To protect and manage the ox population, the Ming government
implemented a series of policies to prohibit ox slaughtering. These included giving
rewards to people who reported the lawbreakers and punishing the possession of
contraband beef. People who slaughtered cattle illegally would be punished severely.
Even though the Ming government tried to enforce the laws stringently, ox
slaughtering continued. This article exams, from the legal and social perspectives, the
following issues: How were the laws against ox slaughtering laws carried out? What
difficulties did the government encountered when it enforced the laws? What was the
social atmosphere, and what kind of conflicts arose in thought and values? By
looking into these issues, we can understand the evolution of ox slaughtering
prohibition laws and their repercussions on the social environment as a whole in the

Ming dynasty.

Keywords: Great Ming Code (Da Ming Lii), public announcement, private oxen

slaughtering, farming oxen, beef



