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On the Master—Servant Relationship in the Households of
Dunhuang from the 8th to the 10th Century

Mai Xiaoying

Abstract : The relationship between masters and servants was a very important relationship in traditional Chinese
families , which in feudal times were characterized by an owner—member dynamic of subordination in a social system
founded on a basis of inequality. By summarizing and analyzing various types of Dunhuang documents dating from the
8th to the 10th century,including documents about releasing domestic servants,dividing up family properties , deathbed
testaments , official notices,census registers , shoushi ( registers of land and property declared by the leader of a house-
hold) , lists of names,legal documents and some literary works, this paper elucidates the master—servant relationship
that commonly existed in the families of Dunhuang. The historical range of the study touches on views of kinship in the
Tang dynasty,the Five Dynasties,and the early Song dynasty. In addition, the study analyzes the dominance hierarchy
between masters and servants in times of feudal despotism,and demonstrates the ethical relations fundamental to Dun-
huang society-at lthat>timé.

Key words : Dunhuang families ; master—servant relationship ; subordination relationship ; employment relationship
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