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Dowry and Widow Remarriage: The Situation of Bereaved Women in

Renaissance Italy

Hu Yingyu
College of Liberal Arts, Jinan University, Guangzhou, China
Abstract: The relationship between the dowry system and widow remarriage serves as a crucial entry point for
understanding the situation of widowed women in Renaissance Italy. In Renaissance Italy, a dowry was generally tied to
a married woman for life and reverted to her upon her husband’s death; however, precisely for this reason, widows with
dowries often became the focus of contention among multiple forces. The husband’s lineage, seeking to prevent the
dowry from being lost through remarriage, employed measures such as testamentary arrangements to persuade the widow

2

to stay. Public opinion, using the moral discourse of the “cruel mother,” sought to discipline women who chose to
remarry, with its underlying essence likewise targeting the impact of dowry transfer on patrilineal family property.
Meanwhile, the widow’s natal family, driven by the interest in renewing marital alliances, often actively encouraged the
remarriage of their widowed daughter. Thus, the dowry simultaneously acted as both an obstacle and an impetus, leaving
the widow’s choice of remarriage perpetually caught in the crosscurrents of multi-party negotiations. Whether a widow
remarried depended largely on the ownership and disposition of the dowry, rather than being an expression of personal
will.

Keywords: Italy; Renaissance; widow; dowry
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