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A Review of Recent Discussions 
Regarding the “Quadripartite 

Class System” in the  
Yuan Dynasty 

Tu, Kuan-ying∗
�

Abstract 

Scholars in the twentieth century frequently employed the 

term “Quadripartite Class System” (������) to generalize 

the Yuan goverment’s ethnic discriminations in politics and 

jurisprudence. After Yanai Watari (��	) outlined his model of 

tripartite stratification, scholars have expanded this concept and 

proposed similar ideas. Most notably, Meng Ssu-ming’s (
��) 

model of a quadripartite class system has become the canonical 

understanding. However, since Funada Yoshiyuki’s (�
����

article in 1999, many have started to challenge the received 

wisdom and pointed out some relevant questions: What is the 

textual evidence for such a “system”? What is the etymology of 

the term “Semu” (��)? Did the Yuan government advertently 

adopted multiethnic policies? Were the discriminative practices 

meant to be institutional oppression or merely a reflection of the 

stereotype for each ethnic group’s traditions (ge cong bensu��

                                                 
∗
� Master, Department of History, Nation Taiwan University. 



��� � 19�- 212 -�

 

��)? This review seeks to untangle the issue, identify the crux of 

the problem, and lay out the directions for further studies. 

 

Keywords: Quadripartite Class System, semuren, ethnic 

discriminations, ge cong bensu, Yuan dynasty 

 

 


