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The Extended Family as a “White Lie” :

Competing Family Ideals in Qing Taiwan Family Division Contracts
Timothy Y. TSU
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Abstract :

This paper examines the ideological scaffolding of inheritance contracts from pre-20"-century
Taiwan. It explores how Han Chinese inhabitants on the island negotiated with the traditional ex-
tended family ideal — as expressed by the aversion to “family division” —when it became neces-
sary to act against the cultural norm. Borrowing the concept of “white lies” from Pierre Bour-
dieu, this paper demonstrates that Chinese in pre-modern Taiwan not only recognized the ex-
tended family ideal as a “white lie,” but also attempted to address the discrepancy between cul-
tural norm and social reality through rationalization. Moreover, this paper argues that some of
the excuses offered for the cultural transgression went beyond mere rationalization to espousing

an alternative vision that came close to supplanting the extended family ideal.
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