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Department of History, National Taiwan University
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The Types and Confucian and Legal Status of
the Adopted Child in the Tang Dynasty

Lo, Tung-hwa’

The child adoption regulations of the Tang Dynasty were set up in
accordance with ancient formalities. The regulations allowed only children of the
same clan and of the same position in the family tree to be adopted, except for the
adoption of abandoned children under three years of age. The regulations were
more relaxed towards adopted daughters because there were no issues of
inheritance in such cases. To maintain the social statuses and identities of the
families, the child adoption regulations did not allow respectable people to adopt
disreputable people or vice versa. However, some illegal ways of child adoption
appeared because the child adoption regulations were unable to meet the needs and
expectations of all people. In general, there existed four types of child adoption in
the Tang Dynasty: adoptive children of the same clan and of the same position in
the family tree; adoptive children with a different surname; adoptive daughters;
and adoptive children of disreputable origins adopted by respectable families. In
addition, there were other special types of child adoption, such as husbands
adopting stepchildren and eunuchs adopting children. There was an appreciable
gap between the government regulations and the interests of the society. Child
adoption involved the change of the child’s identities and the reconstruction of the
adoptive family’s genealogy. It also affected the familial and legal statuses as well
as the relations and positions of adopted children in their birth families and
adoptive families. Therefore, the relevant regulations were very strict and the folk

customs also affected the common practices. Like birth children, adopted children

*

Professor, Department of History, National Chengchi University.
No. 64, Sec. 2, ZhiNan Rd., Wenshan District, Taipei City 11605, Taiwan;

E-mail: thlo@nccu.edu.tw.
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had to use their adoptive parents’ surnames, list their names in their adoptive
families’ genealogical tables, and remove themselves from the household
registration of their birth families. For the mourning apparel system, the mourning
apparel adopted children wore for their adoptive parents had to be the same as their
siblings in the adoptive family; and the mourning apparel they wore for their birth
parents had to move down by one rank. As for property, adopted children might
receive their share as if they were birth children. For political rights, adopted
children could inherit fiefs and titles of nobility. Child adoption is a mimic kinship.
If birth families did not have children or adoptive parents did not want to keep their
adopted children any more, the adopted children could return to their birth
families. Once adopted children went back to their birth families, the adoptive
relationships ceased, and all familial and legal statuses, and rights and obligations

returned to the states prior to adoption.

Keywords: Tang Dynasty, adoptive children of the same clan and of the same position in the
family tree, adoptive children with a different surname, adoptive people with a
different social class, birth parents.
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