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SOCIAL CLASSES IN CHINA UNDER THE YUAN DYNASTY

BY MENG SSU-MING

(Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of Master of Arts, Venching University)
AN ABSTRACT

In this article, special emphasis is laid upon ciasses as cctually existed in society
rathier than those which were created by law. Among the sources consulted are such
books as the recently published T ‘ung chih t'iao ko WHIIEA%, the fragmants of Ta Yuan
t'ang chih KJGiliHl, and o number of the works of the Yuan authors contained in the
Ssu k' ch'uan shu chen pen MAFEDVEBAR. As the poiut of view is slightly different
{from that of the former writers on sim’lar subjects and as some of the documents liere
used were uot easily accessible to them, it is bat natural that some of the couclusions
herein reactied differ symewhat from those previoucly current,

(1) Prior to the Mougol conquest, society in China was distinctly divided into the
rich and the poor classes. Fcomomic strength was the decisive factor. After the
conquest, the former economic classes not only co-existed with the uewly created racial
oues but even soou developed into a higher degree. (2) The newly created racial class
system consisted of four groups—meng ku, Mongols, se mu, ‘strangers from the west,’
han jen, Chinese, and nan jen, Southern Chinese. Important political posts were to be
mounopoulized by the former twe, while the latter two grcups were supposed to be deprived
of all political power. Bat there were evidences that mauy poverty stricken Mongols were
sold as slaves, while the ricli Southern Chinese becams high officials and some of the
men married priucesses. Thus the racial class system had evidently been disrupted by
economic forces. The actual classes existed were three: with nobles, officials, clergy-
m2n, landlords, and rich merchants at the topi farmers. workers, soldiers, etc. in the
middle; and teaants and slaves at the bottom. This distinction was largely ecounomic
and racial differences were not the decisive factors. (3) The revolution which ended
the Yuan Dynasty were carried out by poverty stricken niasses who never stuck to any
anti- Mongo! principles, while the anti-revolutionaries consisted mainly of the rich
groups among the Chines: and the Southern Chinese. It was a-revolutiou of the poor
against the rich, not a revolutien brought about by racial hatred.

To sum up: the actual classes in China under the Vuay Dyuasty were essentially

econcmlic class:s which the racial system created by law failed to displace.
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