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Internal Structure and Labor Services of Artisan Households during
the Ming Period: Toward an Interpretation of the Relationship between
Imperial Institutions and Social Life

LIU Yong-hua
( Department of History Xiamen University Xiamen 361005 Fujian)

Abstract: The artisan household system greatly influenced the social life in the Ming dynasty. On the one hand the
system provided dynamics and opportunities for people to construct social connections. In order to undertake hereditary la—
bor service a number of artisan households were made of several families without kinship connection from the early Ming pe—
riod. Gradually a complicated relationship of rights and obligations developed within the households. To deal with them
household heads in charge of organizing the household’s fiscal affairs also came into being. On the other hand the system
broadened the scope of physical mobility. The artisan households were divided into two categories: those who provided per—
manent services and those who provided services on regular basis. The latter were obliged to provide services at appointed
agencies of the state most of them distant from home while the former not only provided permanent services but also were
expected to deliver products to state-appointed places. They both therefore often had to travel to distant places and partici—
pate in regional or trans—regional mobility and the scope of their physical mobility was thus greatly broadened.

Key Words: the Ming period artisan households household registration imperial institutions social life
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