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Status and Role of Musicians in
Traditional Chinese Society

Chien Chiao

Abstract

In traditional Chinese society, professional musicians known as
yuehu 5 (“music households”), formed an endogamous and hereditary
oroup. They were ranked at the bottom of the “mean people™ E K class,
and prohibited from receiving formal Confucian education and taking
government examinations. They were forced to live on the outskirts of
towns, and were barred by relatives from entry into their ancestral halls
and burial in family cemeteries. Although legal discrimination against
them was ended by imperial decree in 1723, social discrimination conti-
nued until the establishment of the People’s Republic. Moreover, while
they had a wide geographical distribution in the past, their distribution
in recent times has been centered in southeastern Shanxi.

With a generous grant from the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation and
logistical help from Shanxi University, the author conducted extensive
field research in the above region over a two-year period (July 1994 -
July 1996). The present paper, based on the mostly first-hand data col-
lected during this research, discusses the status and role of yuehu 1n tra-
ditional Chinese society. Furthermore. the following two discoveries are
presented:

1) The structure that predetermines the traditional Chinese social
hierarchy is not the binary opposition between pure and impure as Louis

Dumont suggests for the Indian caste system, but rather between those
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who receive services and those who render services.

2) Contemporary social factors alone cannot explain why musicians
in traditional Chinese society suffered relegation to the lowest social
status and performed a variety of mutually unrelated roles. Rather, one
must dig deep into history to find the true reasons. Therefore, research
on status and role must not only be conducted in a non-temporal man-
ner, as advocated by the structural-functionalists, but also in a temporal
manner simultaneously.

Key Words: yuehu (“music household”), statuses and roles, social class

“mean people,” lower class



