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CHAPTER 1

SOCIAL IDEOLOGY AND
SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

IN its formative stage social ideology often reflects, in part,
social realities. Since the major Chinese philosophical schools were
all products of a late feudal age, the social ideologies which con-
stituted an integral part of those schools were all more or less tinged
with feudal ideals and shaped by a feudal environment. And, since
the dynamic, many-sided changes in late feudal China created a
wide range of problems which called for new solutions, the major
schools, with their different attitudes towards the declining feudal
order, came up with theories and proposals as diverse as the prob-
lems themselves. At one extreme, the Confucians harked back to
the much idealized ancient kings and earnestly hoped to defend
and strengthen the time-honored feudal system. At the other ex-
treme, the Legalists endeavored to repudiate the existing order and
to replace it with a unitary state and authoritarian society. While
within the scope of the present study it is impossible to review in
full the contents of the major ancient social ideologies, it is neces-
sary to discuss a basic antithesis common to all.

THE BASIC ANTITHESIS

Briefly stated, this antithesis consists of two fundamental oppo-
sitions. On one hand, society is necessarily hierarchical, that is, its
component classes must have unequal rights and obligations, an
essentially feudal concept which is derived from historical experi-
ence. On the other hand, a hierarchical society cannot survive in-
definitely unless its inherent injustice is substantially mitigated if
not entirely eliminated, a concept which transcends feudal boun-
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daries. As will be seen, the eventual merger of the various ancient
social ideologies and the attempts at resolving this basic antithesis
have profoundly influenced the character and structure of Chinese
society during the past two thousand years.

Unlike that of the ancient Greeks, who had democratically gov-
erned city-states in one stage of their political and social evolution,
the outlook of the ancient Chinese was shackled by their feudal
heritage. The concept of equality in its ancient Greek and modern
Western sense is almost entirely lacking in feudal and post-feudal
China. The point of departure in the Confucian social ideology is
that all things, including human beings, are by nature unequal.!
Confucius (551-479 B.c.) and his chief exponents believed that men
differ greatly in intelligence, ability, and moral character. The
natural hierarchy of men thus fitted in nicely with the feudal hier-
archy of their times. They stressed the fundamental difference be-
tween gentlemen (chiin-tzu), who are interested in only what is
morally right, and inferior men (hsiao-jen), whose sole concern is
self-interest. It was their opinion that the former should rule over
the latter and that the differences between them in social functions,
rights, obligations, and styles of life are therefore justified.

Mo-tzu (ca. 479-381 B.c.), a philosopher of humble social origin
who attacked the Confucians and the hereditary privileges of the
nobility, nonetheless saw the need of a hierarchical society. He said:

For the rulers to go to court early and retire late to listen to lawsuits and at-
tend to government is their duty. For the gentlemen to exhaust the energy
of their limbs and employ full wisdom of their minds to attend to court
within and to collect taxes without from the passes, markets, and products
from mountains, woods, and water and fields in order to fill up the grana-
ries and the treasury is their duty. For the farmers to set out early and
come back late, to sow seeds and plant trees in order to produce a large
quantity of soy beans and millet is their duty. For the women to rise up
at dawn and retire in night to weave and spin in order to produce much
silk, flax linen, and cloth is their duty.2

The ideal state and society which Mo-tzu envisaged is one in which
people of lowly status must obey absolutely the orders of their
superiors.?

Another school of thought which had gradually been formulated
since the time of the famous statesman Kuan-chung of the Ch'i
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state of the seventh century B.c. worked out a comprehensive theory
of society and social classes. It is not easy to label this school of
writers who in their attitudes towards the feudal society resemble
the Confucians but who in their reliance on stratagems of political
control heralded the coming of the Legalists. Their ideas eventu-
ally crystallized in the eclectic work Kuan-tzu, which is attributed
to Kuan-chung but probably was not completed until the third
century B.c. There can be little doubt, however, that certain chap-
ters and passages, which with minor variations in wording are also
found in the annals of the Ch'i state, reflected the social ideology
of Kuan-chung’s time.* Their advocacy of strict social distinctions
may be illustrated by the following passages:

. If the court is not respected, if the courtesies and distinctions between
greater and inferior, and between age and youth are not observed, if just
bounds are not kept, and if luxury of dress is not limited according to the
rules for the classes; if everyone, chief and subjects, exceeds the limits of
propriety, then respect for superiors and the government cannot be main-
tained.5

The book thus goes on to lay down elaborate sumptuary laws
which define the rights, duties, and styles of life for various social
classes.* The ideal society envisaged by Kuan-chung himself was
the one in which the four major functional orders of commoners,
namely, scholars, peasants, artisans, and merchants, should live in
segregation and their status should be hereditary.”

With the passage of time the Legalist thinkers and statesmen of
the fourth and third centuries B.c. took a social view vastly different
from that expounded in the Kuan-tzu. The task of the Legalists
was to abolish the various intermediate social classes between the
ruler and the commoners and to deal a permanent blow to the he-
reditary feudal nobility., The aim was to create a unitary state, with
all powers concentrated in the hands of the absolutist ruler. Al-
though they brought an important new element into ancient Chi-
nese political and social theories, namely, that all the people should
have equal rights and duties as subjects of the ruler, the demarca-
tion between the ruling and ruled classes became even sharper.
For once the time-honored customary protections for the interme-
diate and lowly feudal classes were swept away, members of these
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classes were to be reduced to mere tools of the absolutist ruler and
of those who assisted him in ruling. The Lord of Shang, one of the
most successful of Legalist statesmen of the fourth century B.c., said:
“Farming, trade, and office are the three permanent functions of
the state. Farmers open up the soil, merchants import products,
officials rule the people.”® “The crowning phase of order,” said
Han Fei-tzu, the synthesizer of the Legalist school of the late third
century B.C., should be found in a society in which “high and low
do not trespass upon each other; the fool and the wise, each being
content with his own lot, keep the scale and stand in perfect
balance.” ®

It is clear, therefore, that neither the Confucian idealists, who
hoped to defend the feudal order, the school of political strategists
whose ideas crystallized in the book Kuan-tzu, the followers of Mo-
tzu, who attacked certain feudal privileges but tried to salvage the
rest, nor the Legalists, who did so much to hasten the death of
feudalism, abandoned the idea of an unequal society. Although
they differed widely in attitudes towards the various intermediate
-social classes, they all agreed on a sharp demarcation between the
ruling and ruled classes. Even the Legalists’ insistence on legal
equality for commoners resulted in a most authoritarian state and
society, which, if it theoretically did away with ancient estates and
privileges, further polarized the governing and the governed and
justified institutionalized inequality between the two. The only
philosophical school that abandoned the idea of hierarchical society
entirely was the Taoist. For the Taoist philosophers all things are
- equal metaphysically. As long as human beings, animals, plants,
and rocks live in accordance with their own natures, the problem
of high and low, right and wrong, large and small, powerful and
humble does not exist.1® Yet precisely because of their antisocial
attitudes, which border on anarchism, they left no permanent im-
print on traditional Chinese social ideology. It is likely that not
until after the opening of China by the West in the 1840s did the
Chinese for the first time come across the modern Western concept
of social and political equality.11

In contrast to their diverse views on society as a whole, the theo-
ries and proposals by which the various schools attempted to re-
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solve a common antithesis in their social ideologies are fairly
similar. All of the schools realized that the feudal order which had
long been in process of decay could not be salvaged unless the in-
justice inherent in the feudal system was effectively redressed.
Confucius found that the natural hierarchy of men, based on dif-
ferences in intelligence, ability, and moral character, came into
direct conflict with the feudal hierarchy, based on status at birth.
The means by which this conflict can be resolved, as he saw it,
were two. First, the high and low alike must observe the principle
of rectification of names. In other words, every status has its name
as well as its actuality and the name must accord to its actuality.
Thus a prince, in addition to holding princely status and privileges,
must also fulfil the various obligations -entailed by his princely
status. The same should hold for other social classes. Failing this,
a prince would disqualify himself as a prince and would be little
different from a villein. When this theory is pushed to its logical
extreme, we find Mencius’ justification of a people’s right to revolt
-against a tyrannical prince. This theory, however, rested entirely
on a moral sanction which was known by events of Confucius’
time to be largely ineffectual.

The second and in the long run more effective way to rationalize
the hierarchical society, as Confucius suggested, was to select mem-
bers of the ruling class on the basis of individual merit. For he
believed that political and social disorder or degeneration usually
starts from the top stratum of a state or society. The ruler and his
officials can be likened to the wind and the commoners to the
grass,. When the wind blows, the grass bends. If chiin-tzu, the
morally superior men by Confucian definition, serve in government,
peace, order, and justice will result. Although in his many refer-
ences to the term chiin-tzu he uses it in both the traditional sense,
meaning people of high status, and the new sense, meaning people
of superior knowledge and moral quality, there can be little doubt
that he leans towards the latter.1? In fact, when Confucius’ whole
system of thought is analyzed, it is obvious that he regards rule by
the wise and virtuous as the very foundation of good government,

‘The question is therefore how to distinguish and select the in-
tellectually and morally superior from the mediocre and mean-
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minded. That men are not born equal in intelligence and capacity
is taken for granted by Confucius; but under feudalism most men,
including many who were naturally gifted, lacked the opportunity
for education. Confucius’ proposal is therefore to offer the high
and the low equal opportunity of education. For only thus can
superior men be distinguished and selected from the rest. Hence
Confucius’ immortal saying: “In education there should be no class
distinctions.” 13 Mencius (371-289 B.c.), the foremost exponent of
Confucius, citing ancient practices which being legendary were
beyond proof, argued that it is the duty of the state to set up
schools at various levels for the education of the people.’* When it
is remembered that up to his lifetime education had practically
been a monopoly of the hereditary feudal nobility, Confucius, who
endeavored to implement his doctrine by offering equal scholastic
and moral instruction to all his disciples irrespective of their social
origin, should indeed be credited with the first step towards social
and intellectual emancipation. Thus, by attempting to perpetuate
the feudal system, Confucius and his followers actually heralded
the arrival of a new social order, based not on hereditary status
but on individual merit. While upholding a hierarchical society,
they concerned themselves with means to tackle its inherent in-
justice and bring about social equity mainly through education.
This is why the Confucian social ideology transcends feudal boun-
daries and has remained useful long after the break-up of the
feudal system.,

During the two and a half centuries after Confucius’ death,
China underwent profound political, social, and economic changes.
The break-up of the feudal system seemed impending. If the old
order was to be partially salvaged, a more thoroughgoing theory of
reform was required. Because of the changing times and his humble
social origin, Mo-tzu offered a rationale which, if less subtle than
Confucius’, is more drastic and unqualified:

In administering the government, the ancient sage-kings ranked the mor-
ally excellent high and exalted the virtuous. If capable, even a farmer or
artisan would be employed—commissioned with high rank, remunerated
with liberal emoluments, trusted with important charges, and empowered
to issue final orders. For, if his rank were not high, people would not re-



Social Ideology and Stratification 7

spect him; if his emoluments were not liberal, people would not have con-
fidence in him; if his orders were not final, people would not stand in awe
before him. . .. Therefore ranks should be standardized according to
virtue, tasks assigned according to office, and rewards given according to
labour spent. When emoluments are distributed in proportion to achieve-
ments, officials cannot be in constant honour, and people in eternal hu-
mility. 15

Thus the continued existence of a hierarchical society, with its
sharp demarcation between the ruling and ruled, can be com-
pletely justified by the principle that status should be determined
by achievement and virtue.

As compared with the age of Confucius when the interstate bal-
ance of power, chivalry, and social deference still lingered, the
fourth and third centuries B.c. were a period of cutthroat struggle
among seven Contending States, of growing Machiavellianism, and
of increasing social mobility. There are famous instances of talented
men of humble birth who became prime ministers and eminent
statesmen. By this period the idea that social status should be de-
termined mainly by individual merit had become deep-rooted. The
Lord of Shang, for example, stated that “profits and emoluments,
office and rank should be determined exclusively by military
merit” and that “in neither high nor low offices should there be
an automatic hereditary succession.” The only other kind of merit
to be recognized by the Legalist state was effort to enhance agri-
cultural production which, like the army, would make the state
self-sufficient and powerful.18

The sharply changing times brought about a marked change
of tone within the Confucian school. Hsiin-tzu, the leading Con-
fucian thinker of the third century B.c., went so far as to say that
“although a man is a descendant of a king, duke, prefect or officer,
if he does not observe the rites of proper conduct and justice, he
must be relegated to the common ranks; although he is a descend-
ant of a commoner, if he have acquired learning, developed a good
character, and is able to observe the rules of good conduct and
justice, then elevate him to be minister, prime minister, officer, or
prefect.” 17 This was regarded by him as the very foundation of a
“kingly government.”

It is Hsiin-tzu who, among ancient Chinese philosophers, had a
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deeper insight into sociological phenomena and formulated the
most comprehensive theory in which the basic antithesis common
to all the above-mentioned schools is resolved:

What is men’s pleasure and purpose? To be honourable as the emperor,
to be so wealthy as to own the country——this is what men’s passions alike
desire. But if men's desires are given rein, then their authority could not
be endured, and things would not be sufficient to satisfy them. Hence the
ancient Kings invented the rules of proper conduct and justice for men
in order to divide them; causing them to have the classes of noble and
base, the disparity between the aged and the young, and the distinction
between the wise and the stupid, the able and the powerless; all to cause
men to assume their duties and each one to get his proper position. This is
the way of living in society and having harmony and unity. For when the
benevolent man is in control, the farmers by their strength will be experts
at the fields; the merchants by their knowledge of values will be experts at
using wealth; all kinds of artisans by their skill will be experts at using
tools; none of those above the grade of Officer and Prefect, up to the Duke
and Marquis will fail to fulfil the duties of their office according to benev-
olence, generosity, wisdom and power—then this will be called the ultimate
equity. Then whether a man’s emolument is the whole empire, he will not
think it too much for himself; or whether he is a gate-keeper, receiver of
guests, keeper of gate-bar, or night watchman, he will not think it too little
for himself. Hence it is said: Irregular but uniform, oppressive but favour-
able, unlike but alike—these are human relationships.18

By the third century B.c. at the latest, therefore, the various
schools of thought, despite their prolonged mutual recriminations,
had actually found a common formula in their social ideologies.
Through the principle of individual merit their common antithesis
is resolved. The only theoretical problem that remains to be briefly
explained is how merit was defined by the various schools and
how the diverse definitions for merit eventually merged.

Among the major schools only the Legalists clearly defined two
kinds of merit, agricultural and military. The Confucians and
followers of Mo-tzu were rather nebulous in their merit definitions.
From their main teachings, however, it is possible to know the
chief qualities which each of them esteemed. For the Confucians
merit or virtue consisted mainly of learning, administrative ability,
and such moral qualities as human-heartedness, righteousness, up-
rightness, and conscientiousness. For followers of Mo-tzu merit or
virtue included such things as universal love, pacifism, frugality,
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and religious faith to deliver the mass of the people from want
and misery. While it is true that the latter passionately attacked the
former for their reluctance to practice universal love, justification
of the pompous style of life of the upper classes, and emphasis on
cultural rather than utilitarian values, yet because of the flexibility
of the Confucian doctrine the difference between these two schools’
merit concept is one of degree, not of kind. The Confucians, by
grading love and by extending it through successive stages from
oneself to the whole society, actually meet Mo-tzu’s central doctrine
of universal love more than halfway. For the Confucian human-
heartedness is love between men, and conscientiousness means an
extension of that love from close to remote relations. If the Con-
fucians do not openly preach a doctrine of austere living, they at
least advocate reasonable frugality for the ruling class and well un-
derstand that sufficiency in food and security of property are re-
quisites to the cultivation of sense of honor and the maintenance of
an orderly society. The only abiding difference is therefore between
the Confucian humanists’ appreciation of cultural values and Mo-
tzu’s deep religiosity, extreme austerity, and anti-cultural bias. It
was partly because of the uncompromising stand of the followers of
Mo-tzu that they gradually petered out as a school after China had
become a unified empire.

For some time it seemed as though the school of Legalists was to
triumph over other schools of thought. However, the first unified
empire established by the Ch'in state, which had embodied Legalist
teachings more fully than others, was of very short duration. After
the founding of the long-lasting Han Empire in 206 B.c. the various
schools of thought, particularly the Confucianist and the Legalist,
tended to merge. While it was necessary for the unified empire to
rely on the rule of law rather than on lofty Confucian moral prin-
ciples, the harsh aspects of Legalism had to be softened and cloaked
by Confucianism. On account of its common sense, humanism,
catholicity, flexibility, and ability to assimilate useful teachings of
other schools, Confucianism gradually overshadowed all its ancient
rivals. Furthermore, its advocacy of a hierarchical society served
the imperial government so well that during the period of intensi-
fied autocracy under Han Wu-ti (140-87 B.c.) Confucianism finally
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received imperial patronage and established its primacy over other
schools. Since a strong centralized government took but limited
cognizance of hereditary privileges, the Han rulers provided certain
ad hoc means to recruit members of the ruling class, thus partially
resolving the antithesis that had been a common feature of all major
ancient social ideologies. _

‘The merger of the merit concepts of various ancient schools may
best be evidenced by the multifarious standards by which the Han
government recruited officials, particularly local officials, through
the recommendatory system. After 134 B.c. provincial and local au-
thorities were regularly required to recommend meritorious men
for government service. Occasionally central officials were also asked
to recommend junior central officials. The major categories of men
thus recommended or officially extolled were: (1) hsiao-t’i li-t'ien,
men known for their filial piety, fraternal love, industry, and skill
on the field, (2) hsiao-lien, men known for filial piety and incor-
ruptibility, (8) hsiu-ts’ai or mao-ts’ai, men of unusual talent and
ability, and (4) hsien-liang fang-cheng and wen-hsiieh, men known
for their upright character capable of candid remonstrance, and
men of literary attainments. In addition, some irregularly recruited
minor categories included ming-ching, men with special knowledge
of the classics, and those well versed in military affairs, cosmolog}?,
astrology, and such things as natural anomalies and calamities.
During the brief interregnum of Wang Mang (9 ».c—a.p. 24) sev-
eral thousand men of “merit” were called to the imperial capital,
among whom were astronomers, arithmeticians, musical experts,
etymologists, historians, specialists in occult prognostics, herbalists,
and natural historians.1?

The merit concept remained very broad in scope during subse-
quent periods. For example, the systematic treatise on talents writ-
ten by Liu Shao during the second quarter of the third century
A.D. listed twelve categories of talents useful for government service,
which were based on three basic qualities, namely, moral character,
knowledge of the “laws,” and proficiency in “methods” and “tech-
niques” of political control and administration.?® This is therefore
a perfect mixture of Confucian and Legalist concepts. Between 657
and 828, as a learned late Ming scholar points out, there were no -
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fewer than sixty itemized merits with which the imperial T'ang
government recruited officials in order to supplement those chosen
by the competitive civil-service examination system. Although such
itemized merits were described very metaphorically, they were
broadly related to moral character, literary training, administrative
ability, and knowledge of military affairs. So broad was the T’ang
merit concept that the state even wanted to recruit those proficient
in musical principles, hermits with philosophical inclinations, and
those extremely upright characters who would not hesitate to die
as martyrs in case of necessity.?!

With the passage of time, however, the merit concept appeared
to become narrower until during a greater part of the Ming-Ch'ing
period it boiled down to a knowledge of classics, stereotyped theo-
ries of administration, and literary attainments. The reasons for
the long-range change in the concept of merit are complex but de-
serve a brief analysis.

First, the Han and post-Han recommendatory system, though
theoretically based on a broad merit concept, more often than not
failed to serve an important social and political function. The
majority of those who entered government service through the Han
recommendatory system were existing minor officials or descendants
of officials and members of scholarly families. An exhaustive modern
study shows that among those who entered government through
the recommendatory channel and left biographical information
rather few were of poor or non-scholarly families.?2 With the waning
of central government authority and the ever-increasing influence
of prominent local clans from the late second century A.p. onwards,
the recommendatory system came to be more and more abused until
it simply became a useful tool by which the powerful clans could
perpetuate themselves.

Owing to its scandals and failure as a channel for social mobility
the Han recommendatory system was discontinued for some time
after the downfall of the Later Han Empire in 220 A.p. In its stead
a new official, known as chung-cheng (literally “impartial and up-
right”), was appointed for each prefecture, whose function was to
canvass and place talented men of the area into nine grades for the
purpose of bureaucratic recruitment.?3 Although at first the new
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~ system aimed at rectifying the mistakes of the Han recommendatory
system, it was soon abused to the extent that official grading was
in general based on the candidate’s family status.

After a.p. 316 North China was lost to the barbarians and the
country was politically divided. Although some barbarian groups
carried on a determined struggle against a number of prominent
Chinese clans which chose to remain in the north and which were
often armed for self-defense, the most successful of the aliens, such
as the Ti people who founded the Ch’in state between 351 and 394
and the T’o-pa clan of the Hsien-pi people who founded the dur-
able Northern Wei Empire (386-534), realized the importance of
winning the support of powerful Chinese clans. Under. the funda-
mental Northern Wei - policy of racial and political compromise
prominent Chinese clans shared spoils with the Hsien-pi tribal”
nobility and perpetuated themselves by holding high positions in
civil administration.?# The Chinese dynasties in the south (317-589)
depended so much on the support of influential native southern
clans and prominent northern clans which had migrated to the
south since the beginning of barbarian invasion that the social
order, particularly the upper strata, became hardened.2s While it is
true that even during the period of political domination by aristo-
cratic clans in the north as well as in the south high positions were
still not entirely closed against the humble, ambitious, and able,2¢
for nearly three centuries high status was in general hereditary.

Second, after China was reunified under the House of Sui in 589,
which was soon succeeded by the T’ang dynasty (618-907), there
was the need to establish certain objective standards by which offi-
cials should be selected. The competitive civil-service examination
system was therefore instituted.?” In early T ang times there were
examinations for six different kinds of men, namely, hsiu-ts’ai, men
of unusual talents and ability, ming-ching, men with a good knowl-
edge of the classics, ming-fa, men well versed in legal matters, ming-
shu, men skilled in calligraphy, ming-suan, men proficient in arith-
metic, and chin-shih, literally “advanced scholars,” who have usually
been regarded by Western scholars as “doctors of letters.” All except
the last category can be traced back to Han times save for the fact
that these titles or degrees now had to be earned through examina-
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tion. The scope of the merit concept reflected by these examinations
was not narrow. Moreover, recommendations of men of a very wide
range of merit were made sporadically from time to time.?8

Through trial and error, however, these were narrowed down to
the chin-shih examination only, which was first established in the
Ta-yeh period (605-618) and which perpetuated itself right down
to 1904. There are several reasons for this change. For one thing,
the early T'ang hsiu-ts'ai degree imposed such high standards of
excellence on the candidates that very few could obtain it. It was
discontinued sometime in the Chen-kuan period (627-649).2* The
examinations in arithmetic, calligraphy, and law were too special-
ized to serve as major channels of official recruitment. For a century
or so after the founding of the T"ang the two important academic
degrees were ming-ching and chin-shih. The curriculum. for the
ming-ching degree consisted of three tests, The first required the
completion by the candidate from. memory of ten test passages
(t’ieh) from each of the following classics, namely, either the record
of ritual Li-chi or the history of feudal states Tso-chuan, the treatise
on filial piety Hsiao-ching, the Confucian analects Lun-yii, and the
work on semantics Erh-ya. The candidate was given several words
as a clue and could pass this first test by completing five or more
of the ten test passages for each of the four classics. The second test
consisted of oral interpretation of ten passages selected from classics,
of which correct answers to six or more were required. The third test
required a fairly lucid exposition in essay form of three assigned
problems dealing with current affairs or aspects of administration,
which was called #5’e. The main difference of the chin-shih curricu-
lum was that it required less memorizing of the classics, two more
essays on current affairs or administration, and the substitution for
oral interpretation of the classics of an essay, a piece of rhymed
prose (fu), and poems.

Professor Ts'en Chung-mien has explained satisfactorily the rea-
sons why in the course of time ming-ching as an academic qualifica-
tion failed to command respect and why the chin-shih degree alone
came to be highly prized.3¢ Briefly stated, the emphasis in the ming-
ching curriculum was on mechanical memorization, while that in
the chin-shih curriculum was on creative writing. Memorization
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was so much easier than imaginative literary writing that contem-
poraries soon likened ming-ching candidates to parrots. The oral
examination for ming-ching candidates lacked objective standards
and was prone to scandals or collusion. Since on the average not
more than thirty chin-shih degrees were granted annually, a num-
ber which was much smaller than those of the chin-shih quotas of
later periods,3! the degree was very hard to get. It was so hard to
get that contemporaries had the saying that one should be con-
sidered as lucky and “young” if he obtained the chin-shih degree
at the age of fifty, while a person obtaining the much easier ming-
ching degree at the age of thirty might indeed be regarded as
“old.” 32 So highly prized was the chin-shih degree that many mem-
bers of the aristocracy who had other means of entering government
service nevertheless vied with commoners in securing it. To mention
an extreme case, a late T'ang emperor had made for himself a
wooden tablet to be hung in front of his palace hall on which his
personal name and the fictitious chin-shih title were inscribed.3?
Moreover, in spite of the changes in prose style, T'ang state docu-
ments were usually written in the highly exacting and sophisticated
parallel style (pien-t’1). Since no other category of candidates re-
quired as high a standard of literary proficiency as chin-shih, it
became apparent in the course of time that chin-shih had much
better chances of rising to responsible or pivotal government posi-
tions. Thus of all early T'ang degrees only chin-shih commanded
social prestige and was able to perpetuate itself in later periods.
Third, while superficially the T'ang and post-T'ang chin-shih
curriculum seems to have been a drastic departure from the earlier
merit concept, a closer scrutiny of the problems reveals that the
difference was much smaller than is usually imagined. In the first
place, in T"ang and Sung times the wide range of itemized merits
on which men were recommended for state service served rather an
ornamental than a real purpose, because not many men entered
government through this channel. The only exception was the first
seventy years or so of the Ming period (1368-1644) when the gov-
ernment demand for officials was almost insatiable. At this time
the recommendatory system occasionally overshadowed the examina-
tion in importance as a means of selecting officials. But once the
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bureaucracy was saturated, the Ming government relied almost
solely on the examination system for its routine recruitment of
officials.* For whatever the limitations of the examination system,
it was more objective and less open to particularistic influence than
the recommendatory system. Moreover, ever since the rise of the
chin-shih examination as a major channel of official recruitment
there had been a long series of debates on the relative merits of
examinations and other methods of selection. The issue was debated
most thoroughly in the latter half of the eleventh century. While
some prominent early Sung statesmen advocated drastic revision
in the chin-shih curriculum or even its eventual abolition, no per-
manent change was brought about. By far the most balanced of the
controversial views on educational theories and methods of select-
ing officials was expressed by the great poet Su Shih (1036-1101).
He argued that from the strictly utilitarian point of view neither
prose, poetry, nor essays on problems of statecraft (which were
usually based on stereotyped ancient opinions) had anything di-
rectly to do with efficient administration, but within China’s cul-
tural tradition the chin-shikh curriculum still remained the best
that could have been designed. He pointed out that, in spite of
the relative remoteness of the chin-shih curriculum from actual
administrative needs, it had nonetheless produced many successful
officials and prominent statesmen since its inception in Sui-T’ang
times, an indication that it was a reasonably good method of select-
ing officials.?® In fact, this late eleventh-century controversy so thor-
oughly exhausted the subject that no fresh opinions were expressed
in subsequent periods until the inadequacies of the traditional
studies in meeting the challenge of the West were fully exposed in
the mid-nineteenth century. For in principle at least the range of
knowledge required for passing the chin-shih examination was not
actually narrow and the curriculum approximated fairly closely to
the Confucian ideal of liberal education. Besides, while at its worst
candidates with a touch of luck could pass it by parrotlike rehash-
ing of highly stereotyped ancient principles and ideals, the sufh-
ciently liberal education preparatory to taking the examinations
not infrequently equipped candidates with common sense and sound
judgment, qualities which were essential to the making of good



16 Social Ideology and Stratification

administrators, especially in an age when comparatively simple ad-
ministrative problems required no great amount of compartmental-
ized knowledge.

All in all, therefore, although the T’ang and post-T'ang exami-
nation system reflected a somewhat narrower concept of merit than
the ancient recommendatory system, it achieved a far greater degree
of objectivity than the latter. Professor Ts’en has conclusively shown
that the perpetuation of chin-shih examinations was an outcome of
empiricism rather than of the whims of certain T’ang rulers.3¢

After the competitive examination system became permanently
institutionalized in T'ang times, the ancient principle that ruling-
class membership should be determined on the basis of individual
merit was firmly established in all subsequent periods. The only ex-
ceptions were the regional kingdoms founded by the alien Khitans
and Juchens in North China between the late tenth and early thir-
teenth centuries and the Mongol Yiian dynasty (1260-1368). Even
under the rule of these aliens the examinations were held, though
irregularly.

In retrospect, although the various schools of thought all realized
the importance of social equity in a society of unequal rights, the
Confucian school alone tackled the problem at its base. For follow-
ers of Confucius were concerned not only with establishing merit
as the basis of social status but with the creation of a just oppor-
tunity-structure for the poor and humble as well. As Confucius and
his exponents realized, lack of educational opportunities often
makes it impossible for poor men of superior native intelligence
fully to demonstrate their worth. The truest form of social equity,
the Confucian school believed, is educational equality, without
which a society cannot in the long run justify the unequal rights,
obligations, and functions assigned to its component classes.

As Confucianism established its primacy over other schools dur-
ing the reign of Han Wu-ti, an imperial academy was set up in the
national capital as a preliminary step towards the implementation
of the true spirit of Confucianism. Save for a few prefectural and
local schools established by some “model” officials, education in
Han times was beyond the reach of the broad mass of the people.
The situation remained essentially the same up to the eleventh
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century.3” By the eleventh century more schools were established
in large provincial and prefectural cities and a number of private
academies began to appear, although in comparison with Ming-
Ch’ing times the total number of schools was still rather small. At
the beginning of the Ming period the Confucian ideal was carried
a step forward by repeated imperial exhortations that a public
(government) school be set up in every county and prefecture, ex-
cept in aboriginal districts, and that elementary village schools be
established through community effort. The continual improvement
in the art of printing and the mushrooming growth of private
academies in Ming times further broadened educational opportu-
nities.®® While it is true that in no period of Chinese history was
the Confucian ideal of equality of educational opportunity fully
realized, the Ming-Ch’ing period drew closer to it than all previous
dynasties. As time went on, the basic social antithesis that had been
tackled by various ancient schools of thought was more effectively,
though still far from completely, resolved.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

While common social experience accounted for the similarity in
principles of social stratification found in all major ancient schools
of thought, the principle is best stated by the Confucians. As Con-
fucianism established its orthodoxy from the late second century
B.c. onwards, the Confucian theory of social stratification, most
clearly and emphatically stated by Mencius, has served as a general
guiding principle for the past twenty centuries. He says: “Some
labor with their minds and some labor with their physical strength.
Those who labor with their minds rule others, and those who labor
with physical strength are ruled by others. Those who are ruled
sustain others, and those who rule are sustained by others. This is
a principle universally recognized.” 8 With this sharp demarcation
between the ruling and the ruled, based on mental and menial -
work, all major ancient schools of thought, such as the followers
of Mo-tzu, the school of political strategists who expressed their
ideas in the book Kuan-tzu, and the Legalists, concurred.

The exalted status of the ruling officialdom can be shown by a
wide range of symbolic distinctions which differed in detail from
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one period to another but which always set it apart from the com-
moners. In the Ming-Ch'ing period these symbols extended to prac-
tically every aspect of an official’s life, from the style of his garments,
residence, horse carriage, sedan chair, and number of guards and
servants when he was on the road, right down to the minute specifica-
tions for his funeral and grave. Within the hereditary nobility and
bureaucracy such symbols were meticulously defined in accordance
with rank. Moreover, members of the officialdom enjoyed other
legal privileges. They were exempt from the labor services to which
all commoners except degree-holders were liable. Theoretically
they were supposed to live according to officialdom’s code of honor,
and hence were not subjected to the ordinary penal code and cor-
poral punishments. Even in cases of violation of the law they could
not be arrested without special imperial order. While many Ming-
Ch’ing officials were imprisoned or sentenced to death, it is signifi-
cant to note that the trial had to be preceded by an all-important
ceremony in which they were deprived of their official ranks and
therefore in theory relegated to the status of commoners.40 |

Below the ruling officialdom the nation at large was customarily
classified into ssu-min, four major functional orders, namely, shih,
scholars in a very loose sense, nung, those who engaged in agricul-
ture, kung, artisans and craftsmen, and shang, merchants and trades-
men. This broad functional classification of commoners dates back
at least to the late feudal age, as it is systematically expounded in
Kuan-tzu and also in Kuo-yii (annals of feudal states).#1 As will be
seen, this functional classification is too general to serve as a prin-
ciple in social stratification.

Below the ordinary commoners there existed in Ming-Ch'ing
times certain groups of “declassed” or “degraded” people who were
numerically insignificant. They comprised the yiieh-hu, singers,
dancers, and entertainers in Shansi and Shensi; the kai-hu, “beggars”
in Kiangsu and Anhwei; the to-min, “lazy people” of Chekiang; the
tan-hu, “boatmen” of Kwangtung; and the shih-p'u, “hereditary
servants’ of southern Anhwei. To these small regional “declassed”
groups must be added the bonded servants of both sexes, prostitutes,
actors and entertainers, and certain types of government runners
who were scattered all over the country.#? They were denied the
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rights given to ordinary commoners and intermarriage between
them and ordinary commoners was legally prohibited.*® They con-
stituted, however, only a small fraction of one percent of the total
population of the country and were legally emancipated by the
edicts of the Yung-cheng Emperor (1723-35).#¢ The completeness
of their legal manumission may be evidenced by the right of their
descendants, three generations after the enfranchisement, to take
government examinations. Thus even the most serious of the dis-
criminatory laws was removed and the main avenue of upward
social mobility was opened for them. The fact that some of their
descendants took full advantage of this social enfranchisement is
shown by their purchase of Imperial-Academy studentships before
the officially required period of transition expired.

So much for the ideals of social order expressed in an array of
juridical status. With regard to the actual application of the Men-
cian principle of social stratification, four basic considerations must
be borne in mind. First, “the circumstance of a class being fairly
stable in character, changing only slowly, may create a false impres-
sion that the membership is equally stable.” 48 This is particularly
true concerning the demarcation between the ruling bureaucracy
and commoners, While at any given time the gulf separating the
two seemed an awesome one indeed, the social composition of the
former, especially after the competitive examination system became
permanently institutionalized, was constantly changing. As will be
demonstrated in subsequent chapters, distinctions of juridical status
between the bureaucracy and commoners were merely lines of de-
marcation, lines that seldom constituted effective barriers to social
mobility but could be crossed by men of ability and ambition.

Second, although the sequence of priority of the four major func-
tional orders of commoners was legally defined, with scholars in the
lead, followed by those engaged in agriculture, industries and crafts,
and trade and commerce, it is extremely doubtful that it was strictly
observed in any period of Chinese history. The relative importance
of education, menial skill, and wealth as a determinant of social
status is so complex that it deserves a systematic discussion in the
following section.

Third, while the legal texts suggest that traditional Chinese so-
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ciety consisted mainly of two sharply opposed classes, namely, the
ruling and the ruled, in actuality it was always a multi-class society.
The ruling class was far from being socially homogeneous, as will
be discussed later in this section. The quadruple functional division
of commoners may have reflected in part late feudal ideals but is
almost entirely useless for the stratification of post-feudal Chinese
society. For example, in post-feudal China the term nung, which is
often uncritically rendered as “peasants” or “farmers,” actually in-
cluded all those engaged in agriculture—large, medium, and small
landlords, independent landowning peasants, peasants who owned
very small parcels of land but had to rent additional land to be
able to sustain their families, and tenants and agricultural workers.
Similarly, the kung and shang categories must also be divided into
various different status groups, ranging from small craftsmen to
capitalist industrialists and from small tradesmen and peddlers to
merchant princes. Commoners must therefore be stratified accord-
ing to their occupation, wealth, income, education, style of life, and
proximity to social prestige and power. Although the task of making
a minute stratification of commoners is immensely complicated by
the lack of systematic historical data on such multifarious criteria,
it is obvious that the traditional Chinese society was always a mul-
tiple-class society.

Information is comparatively ample on the upper strata of com-
moners. The first academic degree conferred on the holder a privi-
leged position as compared with the rest of commoners, as will be
further discussed in more detail. In Ming-Ch'ing novels it was com-
mon for people to accord the polite address yiian-wai to a person of
substantial property who might or might not be well educated or
to refer to a family as ta-hu (large household) or hsiao-hu (small
household) mainly though not exclusively on the basis of its eco-
-nomic standing. This shows that commoners themselves were class-
conscious and that class distinctions were by no means based on the
four legally defined functional orders. From 1451 onward the Ming
state was compelled by financial necessity to confer honors on com-
moners who contributed grain or money for famine relief or for
strengthening national defense, Those commoners who contributed
several hundred shih (Chinese bushels) of grain were called i-min
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(philanthropic commoners). Because of their privilege of wearing
a minor official’s cap and attire and exemption from corvée, they
gradually became i-kuan (philanthropic officials) in the eyes of com-
moners, although they were actually commoners.#? Similarly, people
of advanced age were officially honored and socially known first as
shou-min (longevous commoners) and gradually as shou-kuan (lon-
gevous officials). Either age, personal integrity, wealth, or education
could entitle a person to be honored by the local official as the main
or secondary guest at the semiannual ceremonial banquet.*® Thus
within the vast body of commoners there was distinctly an “elite,”
which drew its sources from various functional orders, and the
traditional Chinese society never consisted of only two polarized
classes of the ruling and the ruled.

Fourth, in spite of the fact that officials were invariably those
who labored with their minds, it is not true that all those who
labored with their minds were members of the ruling bureaucracy.
Indeed, the demarcation between those of the educated who entered
government service and those of the educated who failed to break
into the officialdom was no less fundamental than the gulf separat-
ing those who labored with their minds and those who labored with
their physical strength. Since failure to distinguish these two cate-
gories of the educated has accounted for considerable confusion on
the part of some modern writers when they attempt to describe the
traditional Chinese stratification system and to define the “gentry”
class, and since a major concern of the present study is mobility
leading to officialdom, the composition of officialdom and the sta-
tuses of the two categories of the educated merit a systematic analy-
sis.

In terms of privilege as distinct from political power the heredi-
tary nobility stood at the apex of the society. It consisted of imperial
clansmen and nonimperial noble houses created on account of
meritorious services to the state or by special imperial favor and
grace. In Ming times there were eight noble ranks for imperial
clansmen. Only the eldest legitimate heir of the prince of the first
or second rank inherited the title; the other sons were invested with
a lower rank. From the third imperial noble rank downward even
the eldest legitimate son could not maintain his father’s rank and
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was subject to a progressive descending scale. Under normal circum-
stances, therefore, the majority of imperial clansmen descended in
a matter of a few generations to the lowest noble rank, which en-
titled them to a modest annual stipend of 200 shik of grain, part of
which was paid in paper money that steadily depreciated in value.
In addition, it was fairly common for imperial clansmen to commit
crimes or misdemeanors, for which they were relegated permanently
to commoner rank. It was estimated by the famous official, historian,
and poet Wang Shih-chen (1526-90) that by the last quarter of the
sixteenth century the number of imperial clansmen had risen to
over 40,000, most of them social parasites.®® While the relatively
few princes of the first and second ranks remained rich, powerful,
and not infrequently a menace to the people, a solution for the
problems of the majority of imperial clansmen was urgently needed.
After repeated requests from officials and imperial clansmen them-
selves the imperial descendants were eventually allowed in 1595
to take government examinations. It was not until 1622 that im-
perial clansmen produced their first chin-shih.50

The nonimperial Ming nobility did hardly better. So suspicious
were the early Ming rulers of the hereditary nobility and so cruel
the treatment they accorded it that by the late fifteenth century out
of six dukes and twenty-eight marquises created at the beginning of
the dynasty only one ducal family retained its title. In 1492, there-
fore, by special imperial grace the descendants of six meritorious
early Ming nobles were sought out and restored to their ranks.5

The imperial Ch'ing nobility was divided into twelve ranks and
subjected to a declining descent rule similar to that of Ming times.
When the son of a noble reached the twelfth and lowest rank, the
title ceased to be hereditary. The exceptions were that a very few
princes were given the right of perpetual inheritance and that the
descendants of princes of the top four ranks were protected by an
imperial edict of 1774 from descending below the seventh, eighth,
ninth, and tenth ranks respectively.52

These considerations, however, could not in the long run prevent
the imperial clansmen from slipping in the economic and social
scale. Their number had been multiplying constantly, and the major-
ity of them had to be given opportunities for government service.
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In 1724, therefore, special schools were established for them and
students were given monthly stipends. In 1744 the better students
were given the privilege of taking the metropolitan, or highest, ex-
amination without other requisites. They could either take the
easier examination for translators (needed because Manchu govern-
ment documents were written in both Manchu and Chinese) or the
regular civil-service examination. Even when they took the latter
their special curriculum was much simpler than that prescribed for
ordinary candidates, This channel of mobility was closed in 1752
because of the fear of the Ch'ien-lung emperor (1736-95) that they
might be so attracted by the prospect of an official career as to lose
their martial tradition. However, his successor, the Chia-Ching em-
peror (1796-1820), realized the futility of the various half-hearted
attempts to preserve Manchu nativism and issued a decree in 1799
permitting imperial clansmen once again to take the examination.
In lieu of the ludicrously easy degrees which commanded no social
respect conferred on them in the early Ch’ien-lung era, the law now
~ provided that they had to take the provincial, or intermediate, ex-
amination first. When the metropolitan Chihli province held its
examination in 1801 imperial clansmen were given a preferential
quota of one successful candidate for every nine participants. The
curriculum remained somewhat simpler than that for Chinese but
a post-examination written test held in the palace prevented out-
right scandal. Since imperial clansmen had long been susceptible
to Chinese cultural influence, the examination for translators was
virtually abolished from 1819 onward.’® Thenceforth a limited
number of imperial clansmen entered government service through
examinations.

Imperial clansmen could also enter government through Tsung-
jen-fu, the Imperial Clansmen Court, as bithesi, or clerks. The en-
trance was easy because most of these clerical posts could be bought.
By stages bithesi could be promoted to be censors of the circuits or
supervisory censors of the six central administrative boards. But
this channel was relatively narrow and crowded. An imperial edict
of 1799 made it a permanent rule that the six boards should ear-
mark small quotas of three grades of secretaries for imperial clans-
men.5 From these positions they could be transferred to provincial
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and local posts. In the main, therefore, imperial clansmen were
better treated than in Ming times, and cases of downright self-deg-
radation, rampant during the previous dynasty, were relatively
few. But the broadened opportunities for government service by no
means kept pace with the ever-increasing numbers of clansmen, nor
did they basically alter the parasitic nature of their existence. This
became obvious during the last hundred years of Manchu rule.

The nonimperial Ch'ing nobility, which was created mostly in
reward for distinguished military service, consisted of nine ranks,
the upper seven of which were each subdivided into three degrees.
The duke, marquis, earl, and viscount roughly corresponded in
status to the first rank in the officialdom. The baron corresponded
to the second official rank, and the other four noble ranks to the
third, fourth, and fifth official ranks.5® All the noble ranks, except
the ninth and lowest, were hereditary during a specified number
of generations, ranging from twenty-six for a duke of the first degree
to one for a noble of the eighth rank. In addition, the direct heirs
of Confucius and a few other sages and worthies of the past were
also given noble ranks. However, this small class of hereditary nobil-
ity did not command as much respect as high-ranking officials; a
statute of the Board of Rites explicitly stated that “marquises, earls,
viscounts, daughters of imperial princes of the first rank and their
consorts cannot be compared in importance to first- and second-
ranking officials of charge.” Consequently, their sons were not given
special quotas in the provincial examinations which had been cus-
tomarily granted to sons of high officials.’® In brief, the hereditary
nobility in Ming-Ch’ing times should not be placed on an equal
footing with traditional European aristocracy and must be regarded
as a separate class of sinecure holders.

The bureaucracy proper can be divided into three strata. The
upper stratum consisted of officials of the first, second, and third
ranks who, among other things, had the power of recommending
their subordinate officials and whose descendants had the yin (he-
reditary) privilege. The yin privilege, as will be discussed in detail
in chapter IV, was normally limited to one descendant only and
was not likely to go beyond two or three generations. The upper
pfficial stratum included the grand secretaries and associate grand
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secretaries (prime ministers in Ch’ing times), presidents and vice-
presidents of the six boards, presidents, associate presidents and
vice-presidents of the Censorate, and a number of other senior offi-
cials of the central government, governors general, governors, finan-
cial commissioners, and judicial commissioners of the provinces.
Military officers of comparable ranks usually did not have the same
power and status as their civil counterparts. This was especially
true in Ming times.57

The middle stratum of the bureaucracy consisted of all officials
from the seventh rank up to the fourth, ranging from heads of
junior central courts and bureaus, censors, and secretaries of various
central organs to intendants, prefects, and magistrates of depart-
mental and ordinary counties. The lack of the right to recommend
subordinate officials and the lack of yin privilege for their families
marked them off from the top stratum, but they were officials of con-
siderable responsibility and importance. The function of the sev-
enth-ranking county magistrate, for example, included local fiscal
and legal administration, maintenance of law and peace, and even
supervision of local education. He was, so to speak, the “parent of
the people.” o

The lower stratum of the bureaucracy consisted of all officials of
the eighth and ninth ranks, such as assistant magistrates, deputy
magistrates, submagistrates, county police-masters, jail wardens,
etc. To a large host of these must be added unclassed clerks or sub-
officials who could ascend to the lower classed ranks through senior-
ity or special tests. The promotion of unclassed clerks and sub-
officials was regarded as one of three “orthodox” avenues to bureauc-
racy in Ming times.58 Officials of the eighth and ninth ranks were
usually called tso-tsa, literally “auxiliary and miscellaneous.” The
directors and subdirectors of prefectural and county schools, though
holding comparable ranks, were regarded as officials of “purer”
status. The advantage of their “purer” status was somewhat offset
by their meager emoluments and by their inability, as compared
with the tso-tsa, to tap semi-legal or illegal sources of income. When
in the nineteenth century the imperial government was forced by
financial straits to sell offices, official ranks, and titles on a grand
scale, the tso-tsa and subofficials were the main beneficiaries. In
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modern times, therefore, the line between the main body of officials
and subofficials became increasingly blurred.

From this oversimplified description of the various strata of the
bureaucracy it becomes clear that the officialdom was far from be-
ing a homogeneous body. Many of the members of the lower official
stratum were actually men of comparatively modest circumstances.

The official class in the broad sense must also include retired
officials, expectant officials, and certain types of degree-holders who
were potential officials. The inclusion of retired officials is justified
because an official’s rights and special status did not terminate with
the tenure of his office. For example, in the Sung-chiang area around
Shanghai in the sixteenth century it was .customary for retired
officials to requisition domestic servants and sedan-chair carriers
from local governments as if they were still on active duty.® Once
an official, one always lived in the style of an official and was recog-
nized as such by the society. This further reflects the sharp and
abiding division between officials and commoners. There is abun-
dant evidence that in Ming-Ch'ing times a greedy retired official
and his family could still lord it over the countryside and encroach
upon commoners’ property without fear of intervention from local
authorities.

The third or highest examination degree, chin-shih, won only by
passing the metropolitan examination and palace examination, al-
most automatically placed a person in the middle stratum of the
officialdom. Even when in the late Ch'ing period the bureaucracy
became increasingly glutted because of the growing number of ex-
pectant officials who had purchased offices and ranks, chin-shih as a
group invariably had the highest priority on office and was vulgarly
called the lao-hu-pan, literally “the tiger class.” No initial qualifi-
cation for office was better or more esteemed than the chin-shih
degree.

The second or intermediate degree, chii-jen, won by passing the
provincial examination, also entitled a person to an eventual minor
official appointment. In early Ming times chii-jen who failed to
obtain the chin-shih degree were promptly appointed as directors
and subdirectors of prefectural and county schools. The appoint-
ment was usually so immediate that many chii-jen preferred to en-
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roll in the Imperial Academy so as to have better facilities for
further studies and better chances of passing the metropolitan
examination.’® After the middle and lower strata of the bureauc-
racy began to become glutted by the middle of the sixteenth cen-
tury the Board of Civil Appointments made various efforts to
reserve a certain ratio of vacant offices for chii-jen. Moreover, from
late Ming times onward examinations were held at twelve-year in-
tervals by commissions of selection which placed a number of chii-
jen in the posts of county magistrates, directors and subdirectors of
schools, and other comparable offices. In fact, the term chii-jen
-means an ‘‘established man"” or “elevated man,” that is, a person
who was established both academically and officially; whether or
not he was rewarded with an immediate office is immaterial.

The chii-jen status was a crucial one in the stratification of Ming-
Ch’ing society. This can be shown from social novels, which will be
cited below, and biographies. To give one of the many examples,
Chang Shih-i (1506-61) of Hua-t'ing County, a part of modern
Shanghai, was forced by economic necessity to engage in trade in
order to support his family and his elder brother, a struggling
scholar. After becoming well-to-do, he hired a famous local scholar
to teach his two sons. There was no tangible change in his subjec-
tive status evaluation during the years in which his two sons were
sheng-yiian, holders of the first or elementary degree. Not until his
second son passed the provincial examination in 1558 did he and
his wife exclaim in ecstasy: “Now we can get ourselves out of this
trade business!” 8! The sudden categorical elevation in status was
obviously not economic but social, for he had long been well-to-do.
Neither his sons’ previous sheng-yiian degrees nor their later chin-
shih degrees and high office could compare with the family’s first
chii-jen degree in its crucial significance for upward mobility.

Kung-sheng was also a crucial academic degree, for, along with
chii-jen, it served as a demarcation between the potential officials
and commoners. The term kung-sheng literally means “tribute stu-
dents,” that is, those of the holders of the first degree who were
chosen for further studies at the Imperial Academy or for eventual
minor official appointment. They were at first chosen on the basis
of seniority but later also on that of merit. The difference between
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kung-sheng and sheng-yiian was a fundamental one. The latter
were “undergraduates” subject to periodic tests supervised by pro-
vincial educational commissioners; as “undergraduates” they had no
opportunity of official appointment. Those holding the kung-sheng
degree were, on the other hand, considered as having “graduate”
status, were not subject to periodic tests, and were entitled to even-
tual minor official appointment.

The number of kung-sheng never amounted to more than a frac-
tion of the number of sheng-yiian. From 1441 onward the quotas
for hung-sheng became fixed, being one for every prefectural school
annually, two for every school of a department county triennially,
and one for every county school biennially. Those chosen in this
routine fashion were called sui-kung-sheng, literally “annual tribute
students.” From 1568 onward extra quotas were granted as a gesture
of imperial grace. Henceforth on occasions of imperial celebration
the regular local quotas were doubled and those on extra quotas
were called en-kung-sheng, literally “tribute students by virtue of
imperial grace,” 62

Since many of the regularly promoted kung-sheng were men ap-
proaching middle age and not necessarily men of special merit,
throughout Ming times there were two special methods of selecting
kung-sheng. First, owing to the shrinking opportunities for official
appointment available to kung-sheng as a status group, from mid-
Ming times onward special commissions were set up to select kung-
sheng for immediate appointment. Shortly before the turn of the
sixteenth century these selections began to become institutionalized,
being held at a twelve-year interval. Successful candidates were
called pa-kung-sheng, usually assigned to seventh and eighth rank-
ing posts. The second type of special selection was open to sheng-
yiian who, from early Ming times, were sporadically tested on the
basis of literary attainments. Successful ones were given kung-sheng
status and called hsiian-kung, literally “specially selected kung-
sheng,” a term which after 1628 was changed to yu-kung-sheng,
literally “tribute students of special merit.” The latter type of
selection remained sporadic until 1764, after which the tests were
regularly held once every three years. Not until 1863 did the yu-
kung-sheng have opportunities of immediate official appointment
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through the further test of a special commission. The total number
of yu-kung-sheng triennially selected was very small, being between
sixty and seventy for the entire country. It was observed by con-
temporaries that among all types of tribute students the yu-kung-
sheng as a group produced the highest percentage of eminent men
because the basis of selection was strictly literary accomplishment.®3

‘The fifth category of tribute students consisted of fu-pang or fu-
hung-sheng who, though having failed in the provincial examina-
tion, were specially recommended by examiners as candidates of
considerable literary attainments. This category appeared rather
late in the Ming period, for not until the T’ien-ch’i period (1621~
27) did the system of selecting one fu-pang for every five chii-jen
begin to become institutionalized. The fu-pang were thenceforth
given the status of kung-sheng, hence the name fu-kung-sheng.®
The Ch’ing government perpetuated the Ming practice.

All these five types of kung-sheng were regarded as having at-
tained an “orthodox” qualification for minor official appointment.
They were all “regular” kung-sheng. That their legal status was
fully recognized by the society is easily shown. First, although by
early Ming practice only chin-shih and chii-jen were entitled to the
erection at their residence of a flagpole on which was hoisted a red
silk flag bearing the academic degree written in gold, in later Ming
times it became a nationwide custom for all types of kung-sheng to
display the same symbolic evidence of their special status.®® Second,
from early Ming times chii-fen and kung-sheng were often examined
together for immediate official appointment and their difference in
status lost significance with the passage of time. By Ch’'ing times it
had become so blurred that chii-jen and kung-sheng who passed
special examinations usually compiled lists in which concise infor-
mation was given on their ancestry for three preceding generations.
That they all provided information on their ancestry was because
of their institutionally and socially recognized status. Being “estab-
lished” in status, they had the right as well as obligation to honor
their ancestors. Third, practically all local histories have tables for
local regular kung-sheng who, together with chin-shih and chii-jen,
were recognized as higher degree holders and members of the bu-
reaucracy in the broad sense.
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The beginning of the Ming practice of selling the kung-sheng
title is only dimly known. Unlike the sale of Imperial Academy
studentships, the sale of kung-sheng titles is not clearly mentioned
in Ming documents. However, the unusually well-informed late
Ming scholar, Shen Te-fu, testified to three things. First, in the late
sixteenth century at the latest only ling-sheng, that is, those senior
sheng-yiian who received government stipends, were legally allowed
to buy the graduate kung-sheng status. Second, since the graduate
kung-sheng status enabled a person to enter government service
and conferred on him other academic and social rights, many ordi-
nary sheng-yiian who had not attained ling-sheng’s seniority falsified
their status to buy the kung-sheng title. Third, these “irregular”
kung-sheng also erected a flagpole at their residences to distinguish
themselves from sheng-yiian and non-degree-holding commoners.%8
There can be little doubt about the accuracy of Shen'’s account, for
some of the earliest Ch’ing chin-shih listed ling-kung-sheng, that is,
ling-sheng who bought the kung-sheng title, among their ancestors.®?
The Manchu war against the rebellious southern feudatories forced
the government from 1675 onward to sell, among other things, the
kung-sheng title to ling-sheng and two other junior categories of
sheng-yiian for some two hundred taels of silver.8

The fact that these irregular kung-sheng attained their title
through purchase has led a modern writer to regard them as being
inferior in status to the five categories of regular kung-sheng. He
finds the status difference between the regular and the irregular
kung-sheng so great that he places the former in the “upper gentry”
and the latter in the “lower gentry.” ¢ Disregarding for the moment
the validity of the terms “upper gentry” and “lower gentry,” the
true legal and social status of the irregular kung-sheng justifies care-
ful investigation.

We may supplement that writer, whose sole reason for giving an in-
ferior status to irregular kung-sheng seems to rest on their purchased
origin, by pointing out that there was a theoretical difference be-
tween the legal statuses of these two main categories of kung-sheng.
Whereas the regular kung-sheng were free from the supervision of
the provincial educational commissioner because of their graduate
status, the irregular kung-sheng were supposed to be under the joint
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supervision of the commissioner and local authorities. The difference
was, however, more apparent than real. For example, while a statute
of 1757 provided once more that the irregular kung-sheng should be
duly supervised by the educational commissioner and local authori-
ties, it frankly admitted that up till then the educational commis-
sioner had seldom known where to check the names of the irregular
hung-sheng of the province.™ It is obvious that they had in reality
been regarded as “graduates”; as such their names had been cus-
tomarily withdrawn from the educational commissioner’s registers.
A statute of 1863 further clarifies the true legal status of irregular
kung-sheng. It says: |

From now on those who have purchased the kung-sheng title and Imperial
Academy studentships should still be subjected to the supervision of local
authorities, in accordance with the statutory provisions of the Ch'ien-lung
[1736-95] period. In case they and sheng-yilan create trouble, [the local
authorities] should inquire in conjunction with the directors of local
schools. . . . Regarding the rest, the directors of schools should not in-
tervene, 1

It is to be noted that the entire lack of mention of the provincial
educational commissioner reveals that irregular kung-sheng had
long ceased to be even theoretically supervised by him; that the fact
that they were still supposed to be supervised by local authorities
and local directors of schools was related only to possible cases of
misconduct; and that their actual “graduate” status and legal rights
as kung-sheng were never affected by these half-hearted statutes.
This being the case, the various editions of chin-shen ch’iian-shu,
that is, directories of officials, of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies list numerous minor officials, sometimes middle and high-
ranking officials, who entered the bureaucracy on the qualification
of irregular kung-sheng. The social status of irregular kung-sheng,
which differed in no way from that of regular kung-sheng, is shown
by the fact that they too had customarily erected flagpoles at their
residences since late Ming times. It was not until 1863, when the
volume of sale had already gotten beyond the control of the im-
perial government, that a lukewarm statute forbade the new pur-
chasers to continue the practice.”? There is little reason to believe
that during a period of rapid, drastic decline of dynastic prestige
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and central power the new statute could have been effectively en-
forced, especially when the majority of local officials entered gov-
ernment service through purchase and naturally had a group sym-
pathy toward irregular kung-sheng.’® Indeed, so deep-rooted had
been the common notion that irregular kung-sheng were legitimate
potential officials that scholar-officials of Ch’ang-shu in southern
Kiangsu, a county which had an unusual record of academic success,
regarded a purchased kung-sheng as an “orthodox” qualification
for government service.’* All in all, therefore, it is ill-advised to
regard irregular kung-sheng as being inferior in status to regular
kung-sheng.

There was yet another large category of first degree holders called
chien-sheng, that is, students of the Imperial Academy. In early
Ming times hundreds of them were appointed to offices, sometimes
to high offices, without their having to acquire a more advanced
degree. The Imperial Academy in early Ming times was therefore
an even more important channel for bureaucratic recruitment than
the chin-shih examinations, especially when the latter quotas were
small. Even without the benefit of immediate official appointment
chien-sheng still enjoyed the best library and tutorial facilities in
the country. This can be shown by the fact that out of a total of
12,272 chin-shih degrees granted in forty-four examinations between
1406 and 1574 no less than 6,453 of the recipients, or 52.6 percent,
were originally students of the Imperial Academy. In 1499 and 1508
students of the Imperial Academy monopolized all the three first-
class honors and the honors of being placed first in the metropolitan
examinations.”™ Small wonder, then, that many chii-jen who failed
to pass the metropolitan examination preferred enrolling in the
academy to accepting an immediate minor office. In Ming times the
status of the chien-sheng as a potential official can hardly be doubted,
for special recommendations, chin-shih and chien-sheng, and the
promotion of government clerks and subofficials were known as the
three major orthodox avenues toward membership in the bureauc-
racy.”®

The status of chien-sheng underwent important changes in Ming
times. The landmark was the serious Mongol invasion of the Peking
area in 1449 which resulted in the capture of the reigning Ming
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emperor and which forced the government to sell offices, and official
titles. Starting in 1451, a series of imperial decrees allowed at first
sheng-yiian, but later also men without an academic degree, to pur-
chase the Imperial Academy studentships with grain or horses.””
The sale was suspended after the northern defense had been
strengthened but was sporadically revived in times of serious natural
calamity. By the last quarter of the fifteenth century several tens of
thousands of studentships had been sold.”® Since the purchased
chien-sheng title also entitled a person to minor official appoint-
ment, the lower stratum of the bureaucracy began to be glutted.
In 1488 Wang Shu, one of the most upright presidents of the Board
of Civil Appointments of the Ming period, testified that the average
chien-sheng now had to wait almost twenty years for a real office.”
The glut in the lower bureaucracy seems to have been somewhat
eased in the early sixteenth century as the volume of sale of stu-
dentships was brought under control. Figures for the Imperial
Academy’s total enrollments and those of the students who entered
the Academy by purchase are available for nineteen years of the
period 1545-81. Of a total nineteen-year enrollment of 16,070, 6,869
or 42.6 percent purchased the chien-sheng title.80 It ought to be
pointed out that the figures are far from complete because a much
larger number of people who purchased the title stayed home and
did not enroll in the academy, While it is true that the volume of
sale was much smaller than that of the Ch’ing period, the sale did
much to affect the status of chien-sheng and their opportunities for
official employment. By the turn of the sixteenth century it was not
uncommon for the holders of purchased studentships to be pushed
around and insulted by local authorities. In some cases their social
status hardly differed from that of commoners.®! But it is important
to bear in mind that right down to the very end of the Ming period
chien-sheng were legally and institutionally entitled to government
office; as such they as a group should be regarded as potential
officials.

More drastic changes in the status of chien-sheng occurred after
the founding of the Ch’ing empire in 1644. The Imperial Academy
had but a nominal existence under the new dynasty. The total enroll-
ment seldom exceeded 300, which was a far cry from its heyday under
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the Ming when the enrollment exceeded 10,000.82 The sale of chien-
sheng titles was continually increased, and during the thirty years
of the reign of the Tao-kuang emperor (1821-50) 315,825 student-
ships were sold for a total revenue of 33,886,630 taels of silver, not
including those sold by the central government in the metropolitan
Chihli province. The number of studentships sold between 1799
and 1820 was at least equally large, for even excluding Chihli and
Shansi provinces the government received a total revenue of 40,
724,169 taels from sales during these twenty-one years.88 It would
not be an exaggeration to say that in Ch'ing times practically any-
body who could afford a little over 100 taels could obtain the chien-
sheng title and the right to wear the scholar’s gown and cap. In the
history of the famous trading area, Hui-chou prefecture in southern
Anhwei, for example, almost all of the numerous biographical
sketches of local tradesmen who donated to local philanthropy are
prefaced by the term chien-sheng.8+

A perusal of various Ch'ing statutes shows that, except for a very
small number of chien-sheng who actually studied in Peking and
who could take special selective tests for lowly ranking clerks and
copyists after their failure in the Chihli provincial examination,
chien-sheng as a rule were unable to enter government service with-
out further purchase of official titles. In the light of their much
deteriorated legal status and rights as compared with those enjoyed
during the greater part of the Ming period, it seems reasonable to
exclude them from the group of potential officials of the Ch’ing
period. On the other hand, chien-sheng constituted a privileged
group among the commoners. They were exempt from labor serv-
ice and from the routine tests of the provincial educational com-
missioner because of their theoretical “graduate” status. In addition,
for the well-to-do commoners the chien-sheng title was a requisite
for further purchase of official titles.

We now turn to the largest group of degree holders, the sheng-
yiian. The legal and social status of sheng-yiian, who along with
chien-sheng constitute what Chang calls “lower gentry,” likewise
deserves a systematic analysis. While undoubtedly even the lowest
academic degree still had some significance in the Ming-Ch’ing so-
ciety, failure to understand its full institutional and social connota-
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tions inevitably results in a fundamental misconception as to the
anatomy of the traditional Chinese society and its key class, com-
monly and loosely called the “gentry.”

It is worth reiterating that the Mencian principle of social strati-
fication, as cited above, is a very general one and that not all those
who labored with their minds were necessarily members of ruling
class. This basic fact is older than Mencius, for the book of Kuan-
tzu had already clearly stated that scholars, peasants, artisans, and
merchants were the four major groupings of commoners. Various
ancient Confucian classics clearly explained that in the late feudal
period there were three grades of shih (scholars) in government
service but also shih who, together with peasants, artisans, and
merchants constituted the commoners. The latter type of scholar
was called shih-min, literally “scholar-commoners.”8% ‘This contrast
between official-scholars and scholar-commoners persisted through
more than two thousand years of post-feudal China. Indeed, the
contrast between these two categories of scholars was no less funda-
mental than the demarcation between people who labored with
their minds and those who labored with their physical strength.
For example, the famous economic statesman Sang Hung-yang
(152?-80 B.c.) more than once expressed his scorn for nonofficial
scholars during the court debates in 81 B.c. and the original thinker
Wang Ch'ung (a.p. 27-ca. 100) pointed out that “the public is wont
to esteem the officials and despise the scholars.” 88

There can be little doubt that in Ming-Ch’ing times sheng-yiian
were scholar-commoners. But being holders of the first degree, they
were regarded by law and society as the leading group among the
commoners. Their degree also gave them a touch of gentility, as
may be evidenced by the way in which a sheng-yiian was politely
addressed as hsiang-kung, that is, “mister,” which was different from
the vulgar way of addressing a chii-jen as lao-yeh, that is, “your
honor.” 87 Like higher degree holders, sheng-yiian were exempt
from labor service. Before the sale of Imperial Academy student-
ships their degree was the only requisite for higher degrees and
statuses. For all these reasons they and Ch’ing chien-sheng consti-

tuted a privileged class among commoners and an important social
“transitional” group.
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On the other hand, they had no opportunity for official employ-
ment, a basic fact which set them apart from holders of the kung-
sheng or higher degree. While their elementary academic degree
was a thing to be desired, it was never so important as to justify
the compilation of their class lists. Local histories completely over-
looked them because they were “undergraduates” and “unestab-
lished.” Although toward the end of the imperial era scholars of a
few localities compiled lists for them partly out of sympathy for
their prolonged toil without reward and partly for fear that their
names would fall completely into oblivion, such lists contain no
information on their ancestry because as scholar-commoners they
had no valid reason to honor their forebears.

Owing to their “unestablished” status in both the legél and the
social sense, they had to eke out a meager living whenever and
wherever possible if their families were not rich. The majority of
them taught in village schools or served as family tutors, often at
subsistence wages. Such a career was commonly described as pi-keng
or yen-t'ien, literally “ploughing with a writing brush or with an
inkslab.” For the Ming-Ch'ing periods the examples are legion. A
few are given in the Appendix.

A sheng-yiian, if need be, would even do sundry jobs derogatory
to his scholarly status. In the famous social novel An Unofficial His-
tory of the Literati, for example, K'uang Ch’ao-jen had for years
made bean curd to support his ailing father. After collecting a few
strings of congratulatory money from neighboring small men when
he acquired his sheng-yiian degree, he ceased to sell bean curd but
still had to make a living as.a peddler. His friend Ching Lan-chiang,
a sheng-yiian and poet, made his living by operating a turban and
cap store. In Nanking a sheng-yiian by the name of Ma supported
himself by selling beef cattle. The prolonged scorn and humiliation
which he had suffered from neighbors made him willing to die as a
martyr when the city fell to the Taiping rebels in 1853.88 The poor
and good-for-nothing sheng-yiian who allied themselves with local
government underlings and bullied village illiterates are a common
curse in social novels.

In fact, so great was the pressure of living and so commonly did
sheng-yiian and Ch'ing chien-sheng “degrade” themselves that a
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long series of statutes in the 1793 and 1812 editions of the Complete
Statutes Relating to Examination Affairs forbade them to work as
store bookkeepers, clerks of local irrigation projects, petty local
brokers, local government runners, etc.®® These statutes do not
seem to have been effective, for so many sheng-yilan and chien-sheng
preferred a more practical living to the comfortless dignity of a
“purer” status that Hu Lin-i, governor of Hupei, requested in 1855
that they be allowed to engage in brokerage, a request which was
refused by the imperial government.?® Thus a substantial number
of sheng-yiian and chien-sheng in Ch’ing times failed to live up to
the legal and social status expected of them by the state. The bulk
of evidence from various biographical series bearing on the fre-
quency with which sheng-yiian and chien-sheng forsook their métier
to become small tradesmen indicates that even in their subjective
evaluation their status was by no means an exalted one.”

When the legal status and social realities of the sheng-yiian are
understood, it is difficult to accept the view that they constituted
the “lower gentry.,” If any doubt remains, the great social satirist
Wu Ching-tu (1701-54) dispels it for modern students. In his de-
scription of the elaborate funeral for old lady Fang, mother of a
very rich salt merchant who had an official title, the local shen-shih
or “gentry” who marched in the front “solemnly and respectfully”
included active and retired officials, chin-shih, chii-jen, kung-sheng,
and chien-sheng, while sheng-yiian followed in the rear “hurriedly
and sheepishly.” #2 Seldom have the compositions of “gentry” and
“non-gentry” and their contrast in social status been more minutely
and precisely delineated.

His definition for the composition of “gentry” is almost exactly
the same as our definition for the class of officials and potential
officials except on one technical point. Whereas we regard chien-
sheng as potential officials in Ming times only, this great Ch'ing
novelist listed them among “gentry.” This difference, however,
might very well be unreal, for Wu’s satire on the Literati was hypo-
thetically set against the background of Ming times. Being a mem-
ber of a distinguished scholar-official family, he sometimes purposely
shows off his intimate knowledge of history and Ming institutions.®
For defining the composition of Ming “gentry,” Wu's delineation
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is flawless and entirely supported by actual Ming customs and prac-
tice. For example, the famous statesman and philosopher Wang
Yang-ming, shortly before his death in 1528, ordered the people of
Kwangsi to contribute varying amounts of grain for famine relief
according to their social status. It was provided that hsiang-kuan or
“gentry,” chii-jen, and chien-sheng families should each contribute
three bushels, sheng-yiian families two bushels, and ordinary com-
moner families one bushel.9

Although it is impossible to prove definitely that in this particu-
lar instance concerning chien-sheng Wu twisted social facts a bit
to make them fit in with the Ming background, another great early
Ch'ing novel helps us to solve this puzzle. This is 4 Marriage that
Awakens the World by P'u Sung-ling (1640-1715). Its background,
too, is supposedly set in Ming times, but we can be sure that P'u
portrays faithfully the society of his own times. One of the novel’s
main characters, Ti Hsi-ch’en, a rich man’s son and hen-pecked
husband, purchased a chien-sheng title early in his life. But to have
any hope of retiring as a member of the country gentry with leisure
and with perfect social security, he had to purchase a further offi-
cial title.?s It thus becomes abundantly clear that in early Ch'ing
times the chien-sheng title was no longer in itself sufficient to qualify
a person for membership in the local elite. The composition of the
local elite or “gentry” given in social novels therefore agrees com-
pletely with our definition of the class of officials and potential
officials.

Chang’s inclusion of chien-sheng and sheng-yiian in nineteenth-
century “gentry” is defensible only if the broad and loose term
shen-shih is taken strictly literally. Shen is an abbreviation of the
time-honored terms chin-shen, hsiang-shen, hsiang-kuan, and hsiang-
huan, which all mean officials—active, retired, and potential. Shih
or chin means scholars, or more precisely nonofficial scholars. In
chapter 13 of the 1792 edition of the history of Shao-hsing prefec-
ture, a highly cultured and academically successful area in Chekiang,
the local population was classified into four major categories of
households, namely, shen-hu, chin-hu, min-hu, and tsao-hu. Chin-hu,
or households of holders of the first degree, were clearly differen-
tiated from shen-hu, or “gentry” households and ranked above the
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ordinary common and salt-producer households. This reflected the
difference in status between shen and chin or shih and also the fact
that the latter, being nonofhicial degree holders, were a significant
social transitional group which among the commoners was the near-
est to the source of power and prestige. This is why many traditional
writers lump the shen and the shih or chin together. But it is vital
that modern students search out the full institutional and social
connotations of these terms and define them more precisely. The
most interesting observation is that even when shen and shikh are
put together by traditional writers, the combined term shen-shih
often means the former without the latter. The names and titles of
local shen-shih who provided leadership in establishing schools or
expanding school property are sometimes available, They are worth
analyzing.

TABLE 1
SAMPLE MEMBERSHIP OF SHEN-SHIH
Total
Year Locality number Titles held by shen-shih
1867 Shang-jao (Kiangsi) 8 1 expectant official, rank 4a
4 chin-shih
3 chii-jen
1876 Lo-t'ing (Chihli) 5 1 chii-jen, active central official,
rank 5a
1 chii-jen, expectant central official,
rank 5a

1 chii-jen, expectant magistrate, rank
7b, with a brevet of 5th rank

1 ling-kung-sheng, expectant official,
rank 5b, with a brevet of 4th rank

1 ling-kung-sheng, expectant official,
rank 5b

1896 Hsin-hua (Hunan) 16 1 holder of a brevet of 4th rank

1 central official, rank 6a

2 county magistrates, rank 7b

4 directors of schools, rank 8a

1 sub-director of county school,
rank 8b

4 chii-jen

3 kung-sheng

Sources: Lo-t'ing Tsun-tao shu-yiian lu, 1876; Hsin-chiang shu-yiian chik, 1867; and
Hsin-hua hsiieh-t'ien chih, 1896.
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The striking common feature is that even the loose term shen-shih
does not include any chien-sheng or sheng-yiian, which constitute
the bulk of Chang Chung-li’s “lower gentry.”

Since in the field of Chinese studies the term “gentry” has become
very popular in recent years, a brief discussion of the term itself is
necessary. As is well known, gentry is a typically English term which
from Tudor times onward acquired rather concrete social, economic,
and political connotations. In the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eight-
eenth centuries members of the English gentry owned large landed
estates, controlled or dominated county administration, and, from
the late eighteenth century onward, were mostly Tory in their po-
litical sympathies. Some keen contémporary French observers of
English society could find no French or continental European
analogy to these English gentry, whom they called “nobiles minores,”
an appellation with an aristocratic aroma.?® Within certain limits
it is of course permissible to borrow a foreign term, but when the
realities behind the borrowed term are so remote from the social,
economic, and political contexts of the original, there is strong
reason to reject the term altogether. Since the most important de-
terminant of English gentry status was landed property and some-
times other forms of wealth, there is danger in borrowing it as a
generic term for the Chinese class of officials and potential officials
who, during a greater part of the Ming-Ch’ing period, owed their
status only partly to wealth but mostly to an academic degree. Fur-
thermore, it is difficult to equate broadly the Chinese class of officials
and potential officials with the English gentry because many of the
officials and potential officials of the lower bureaucratic stratum were
actually men of relatively modest circumstances and a far cry from
“nobiles minores.” They should be regarded as a key class only in
the peculiar context of the Ming-Ch'ing society.

To sum up the composition of the official class in its broad sense,
in Ming times it includes officials, active, retired, expectant, and
potential; subofficials, chin-shih, chii-jen, kung-sheng, both regular
and irregular; and chien-sheng. The Ch’ing period official class is the
same except for the chien-sheng, which is excluded. Sheng-yiian are
regarded for the whole Ming-Ch’ing period as a significant socially
transitional group among commoners. While no demarcation be-
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tween the broadly defined official class and commoners can be com-
pletely free from arbitrariness, the many-sided evidence presented
above, and much else that would be repetitious, shows that our
demarcation is in the main justified in terms of both legal and
social stratifications.

EDUCATION AND WEALTH AS DETERMINANTS OF SOCIAL STATUS

Although the statuses of the various strata of officialdom as legally
defined by the Ming and Ch’'ing governments coincide remarkably
well with their social statuses, in our study of the stratification of
commoners we find a certain amount of discrepancy between the
legal and social statuses of various major commoner groups. The
traditional Chinese state was at once a Confucian and a “physio-
cratic” state; as such it had its strong legal biases. Being Confucian,
it ascribed a status to scholar-commoners superior to those ascribed
to other main categories of commoners. This is easily understanda-
ble because the scholars were the lone group of commoners who
labored with their minds. Being “physiocratic,” the state regarded
peasants as primary producers of wealth on whose labor the nation,
especially the governing class, depended for sustenance. Hence the
peasants, though manual workers, suffered comparatively little from
the discriminatory laws and were always entitled to take civil-service
examinations. Even the book of Kuan-tzu, which contains certain
social concepts at least as old as those of Confucius and which ad-
vocated strict hereditary professions and statuses for commoners,
welcomed the ascendancy of the gifted sons of peasants into the
scholarly and eventually the feudal bureaucratic ranks.®” The arti-
sans and merchants, on the other hand, were regarded by the tradi-
tional Chinese state as secondary producers of wealth and as middle-
men. As such they were subjected to sumptuary and discriminatory
laws among which the most serious was the denial by the state of
their right of entry into the official class. Up to the end of the Sung
period the law forbade artisans and merchants and their families
to take government examinations. The common impression that
Chinese society traditionally looked down upon and discriminated
against artisans and merchants has persisted to modern times.

An examination of historical social realities, however, reveals a
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different picture from the one shown in legal texts. The capitalist
merchants, money-lenders, and industrialists of the Former Han
period not only defied sumptuary laws by conspicuous consump-
tion but traveled with large retinues and were treated almost as
social equals by the vassal kings and marquises.?® They were so
formidable a menace to the small men and ordinary consumers that
they were called by contemporaries su-feng, literally “untitled nobil-
ity.” Many rich merchants and artisans in T'ang times successfully
evaded the sumptuary laws and assumed a style of life prescribed
only for the socially superior.?® Although Sung laws forbade mer-
chants to take examinations, there is definite evidence showing that
many officials and frustrated candidates openly engaged in trade
and that not a few members of merchant families managed to pass
the national examination and become officials.’®® Many great se-mu
(non-Mongol and non-Chinese peoples from Central Asia and be-
yond) merchants dominated the domestic and international trade,
and even governmental fiscal administration, in Yiian times.’?! The
removal of the most serious discriminatory laws against merchants
and artisans during the Ming-Ch’ing period may be regarded as a
belated recognition by the state of their increasing power.

This leads us to another fundamental problem of social stratifi-
cation in Ming-Ch'ing China, namely, the relative importance of
education (or its more concrete expression: opportunities for gov-
ernment service) and wealth as determinants of social status. Since
government statutes and documents deal mainly with legal stratifi-
cation, subtler social realities must be sought in social novels and
private literary writings. Granted that some of the cases given below
are perhaps too extreme to be accepted as a reflection of the general
social truth, such extreme cases will nevertheless help to sharpen
our theoretical perception of the relative importance of an office
or a potential office and of wealth as determinants of social status.
We will arrive at a more balanced view after these extreme cases
are interpreted against some statistics which reflect the general
social pattern.

We are fortunate in having a most revealing and realistic social
novel An Unofficial History of the Literati, a work which is indis-
pensable for the study of that key social class in Ming-Ch’ing so-
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ciety. One of the many illuminating episodes concerns an indigent
southern scholar, Fan Chin, who for years lived partially at the
mercy of his father-in-law, a bullying and cursing butcher. When
the news that he had passed the provincial examination arrived,
he was so stunned and choked with emotion that he temporarily
lost his senses. Since the butcher had previously inflicted physical
pain on Fan to bring him back to his senses, some neighbors sug-
gested that he should do it again. But the butcher no longer dared
because he believed that his son-in-law, now a chii-jen, must have
been the reincarnation of one of the stars in heaven. This second
degree, which entitled Fan to an eventual office, was charismatic in
more than one way; it completely transformed his economic and
social status overnight. A local retired county magistrate, himself
a holder of the chii-jen degree, immediately called and offered Fan
a large house and some ready cash. Soon the smaller men of the
locality offered Fan either a part of their land, shares of their stores,
or themselves as domestic servants—all in the hope of gaining his
favor and protection.19? _

An episode in another social novel, The Marriage that Awakens
the World, differs only in minor detail. It is about the sudden
change of fortune of Ch'ao Ssu-hsiao, for years a sheng-yiian and
man of limited property. After having failed repeatedly to attain
the chii-jen degree he eventually became a kung-sheng through
seniority. This graduate status enabled him to take a special exam-
ination for minor government office. He passed it and was to be
appointed a county magistrate. This news was sufficient to induce
some of the local poor to offer themselves as his domestic servants,
certain local “middle-class” people to transfer to him the title deeds
of their property, and money-lenders to make loans to him with
nominal or no interest.1%® The Ch'ao family suddenly became one
of the richest and most powerful in the district. These two episodes,
given independently by a southern and a northern novelist, indicate
that a higher degree often led to sudden elevation in both economic
and social status.

That wealth itself might not be an ultimate source of power in
Ming-Ch’ing China can be further illustrated. From mid-Ming times
at the latest, the merchants of Hui-chou prefecture in hilly southern
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Anhwei were one of the richest commercial groups in the country.
They could boast of many merchant princes whose fortunes ex-
ceeded one million taels of silver. A highly instructive case is given
in Wu-tsa-tsu, a famous miscellany in five parts by the extensively
traveled and unusually observant Hsieh Chao-che, chin-shih of 1592
and later governor of Kwangsi, a work which became in Tokugawa
Japan a most popular guide on late Ming China. He mentions the
case of Wang Tsung-chi, a millionaire merchant of Hui-chou. Being
so rich, Wang traveled with a large retinue of servants and female
entertainers. Once his retinue affronted a local official by failing
to make way promptly enough, and the result was prolonged litiga-
tion which brought about his bankruptcy.l¢¢ It is impossible to
ascertain whether Wang had obtained a degree or an official status
through purchase, but it is clear that wealth alone was not equal
to bureaucratic power.

The case of the Wu family of Hui-chou is even more illuminating.
‘The family fortune was built on the salt trade in the early sixteenth
century. By the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the
family was so rich that it contributed heavily to local philanthropy,
including the establishment of a private academy and the printing
of sixteen classics for free distribution to needy students. By patron-
izing scholars the Wus had long been accepted as members of the
local elite, a fact which under normal circumstances would have
afforded the family effective social protection. Moreover, the family
was so realistic as to have contributed 300,000 taels to the imperial
coffer with the result that six of its male members obtained the titles
of seventh-ranking central officials. This newly acquired formal offi-
cial status, coupled with its wealth, enabled the family to appro-
priate timberland of the Huang Mountain without difficulty. In
1626, however, a perfidious servant passed on to a greedy and pow-
erful eunuch a much exaggerated version of the family’s encroach-
ment upon public mountain land. Not only was the entire family
property in the Hui-chou area seized by the government; its various
investments in the salt trade and its pawnshops in Tientsin, Honan,
Yang-chou, and Hang-chou were all investigated and subsequently
confiscated.195 Even rich merchants with official rank were, under
special circumstances, helpless before the bureaucracy.
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These cases are by no means confined to the Hui-chou area and
the late Ming period. In the first half of the eighteenth century, as
is also vividly described in An Unofficial History of the Literati,
there was the case of Wan Hsiieh-chai, one of the head salt mer-
chants of Yang-chou, a cultural center and city of conspicuous con-
sumption, situated near the junction of the Yangtze and the Grand
Canal. Even by Yang-chou standards of spending, the way in which
Wan entertained famous men of letters would be regarded as ex-
travagant. His fifth concubine, a woman of some literary gift and
great social ambition, had sponsored a poetry club. In spite of his
elite status he fell victim to the ravenous appetites of local official-
dom. After prolonged deliberation- with his favorite concubine he.
decided to spend 10,000 taels out of his rapidly dwindling fortune
to buy without delay a real office of a fourth-ranking prefect in-.
the remote province of Kweichow. Only by buying an immediately
available office of the highest rank permitted by law did he manage
to escape from what he and his concubine had thought to be im-
minent death.1® Commenting on the Wan case, Wu Ching-tzu cited
a common Chinese saying of the day which contains a fundamental
social truth: “The poor should never antagonize the rich and the
rich should never antagonize the officials.”

Li Chih, better known by his pen-name Li Cho-wu (1527-1602),
a onetime local official and an intellectual rebel, made this general
observation: “Merchants, carrying a large amount of cash and bear-
ing all the hazards of a long journey, are often subjected to extor-
tion by customs officials and subofficials. They have to swallow a
great deal of humiliation if their business transactions are to be
pushed through. To realize profit and to avoid harm, they must
make friends with the nobility and officials.” 197 This was why in
Ming-Ch’ing times merchants sometimes erected stone monuments
as an expression of their gratitude to some compassionate local offi-
cials who duly protected them against the bullying and exploitation.
of local government subofficials and underlings.108

On the ultimate source of power in Ming-Ch'ing society, a late-
nineteenth-century social novel, 4 Revelation of the True Counte-
nance of the Bureaucracy, says in its preface:
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The official’s status is exalted, his name distinguished, his power great,
and his prestige incomparable—this is well known even to youngsters. In
ancient times the commoners were divided into four major functional
orders, namely, scholars, peasants, artisans, and merchants, each engaging
in its own occupation and each performing its own function. . . . Since
the introduction of the examination system . . . scholars have forsaken
their studies, peasants their ploughs, artisans their crafts, and merchants
their trades; all have turned their attention to but one thing—government
office. This is because the official has all the combined advantages of the
four without requiring their necessary toil. . . . Speaking of the official,
he may not be capable of assisting the emperor, but he is more than re-
sourceful in oppressing the commoners.109

The above illustrations and observations no doubt contain con-
siderable social truth. They should not, however, distort our sense
of proportion. For one thing, cases of rich merchants, rendered
bankrupt by extortionate officials, though illuminating, are excep-
tional rather than normal. Second, although wealth as a determinant
of social status was in theory overshadowed by a higher academic
degree or an office, its real power steadily grew as time went on.
Prior to 1451, wealth at best could only help to acquire a better
education and facilitate the eventual attainment of higher degrees
and office, for until then officials had been recruited exclusively
through regular civil-service examinations or special recommenda-
tions, or from among students of the Imperial Academy, subofficials,
and government clerks. The serious Mongol invasion of the Peking
area in 1449 forced the Ming government to sell official ranks and
titles and Imperial Academy studentships, a step which opened up
an important new channel of social mobility for the rich. In the
long run the sale of offices, titles, and studentships had far greater
effect on social mobility than did the institution of la Paulette in
France under the ancien régime, which facilitated the ascent to the
aristocracy of the bourgeoisie.11®

From partial statistics and testimonials of contemporary scholars
and officials we know that during the Ming period the sale of offices,
titles, and studentships was generally held within bounds. After the
fall of Peking in the early spring of 1644 a Ming prince assumed
the imperial title in Nanking and carried on the struggle against
the Manchus. His chief means of raising funds was the sale of offices
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and titles on a grand scale.!! This runaway sale of offices was halted
with the capture of Nanking by the Manchus in 1645, but it had a
significant bearing on early Manchu policy. Throughout the 1660s
and 1670s the Manchu government was in dire need of money,
first to pay for the maintenance of the three powerful southern
feudatories and then to finance the war to suppress their rebellion.
Indeed, between 1678 and 1682 the Manchu government not only
sold offices and titles on a large scale but resorted to the almost un-
precedented practice of selling the sheng-yiian degree throughout
the country.l12 The sale of the sheng-yiian degree was discontinued
permanently after the final pacification of all China including For-
mosa in 1683, but the sale of offices and titles was subsequently
resorted to at times of military campaigns, major natural calamities,
and public works programs.11#

The volume of sales of offices and titles during the first half of the
Ch’ing period is not exactly known, but a rare list of 1798 reveals
that in that year 1,437 central offices and 3,095 provincial and local
offices were sold, not including the numerous lowly offices with the
rank of 9b and unclassed posts. The 1,258 assistant county magis-
tracies sold formed the largest single category, followed by 547
bithesi, which constituted the largest group of central offices. There
were several cases in which offices were bought for boys under ten
years old so that after a period of expectancy they could receive
their offices early in life.}14 Although the sale was far from an annual
affair, the total number of 4,532 offices sold exceeded the aggregate
of ranked offices of the central government by at least one third.
These figures, together with the volume of sale of chien-sheng titles
between 1799 and 1850, indicate at least that in a greater part of
the mid-Ch'ing period it was far easier than during the Ming for
money to be directly translated into high social status.

The proportions of officials who entered government service by
purchase can be known by an analysis of two types of systematic
data which yield information on officials’ initial qualifications for
office. The first type consists of various editions of chiieh-chih
ch’iian-lan, or handbooks on official ranks and emoluments. The
earliest ones available in North America are of the third quarter
of the eighteenth century and there is a rather abundant group for
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the nineteenth century. A sampling of them reveals that for more
than a century changes were relatively slight in the percentage
distribution of central officials of orthodox (higher degrees and yin)
and unorthodox (by purchase, etc.) origins. This is because certain
categories of central offices were conventionally reserved for officials
of orthodox and unorthodox origins respectively. For example, high
offices and academic posts were as a rule filled by men of high aca-
demic qualifications, and certain kinds of offices, particularly the
bithesi or Manchu writers, were reserved for and bought by Manchu,
Mongol, and Chinese Bannermen. The distribution of the three
grades of secretaries of the six boards and a few other central organs
also followed a certain ratio. The gradually increasing number of
secretaries through purchase was usually accompanied by a corre-
sponding increase in the number of extra-quota junior secretaries,
called e-wai-chu-shih, posts earmarked for new chin-shih. On bal-
ance, in the central government officials of orthodox qualifications
always outnumbered officials of unorthodox origins by a modest
margin.

The changing ratio between officials of orthodox and unorthodox
backgrounds can be better shown by an analysis of the initial quali-
fications of local officials. Since a full analysis of the innumerable
tso-tsa, or local officials of the two lowest ranks, is extremely time-
consuming, and since the majority of them, during the nineteenth
century at least, owed their positions to purchase, the analysis is
confined to the class of local officials between the seventh and the
fourth ranks, the backbone of local administration. The dates of
the official directories are so selected to represent the latter half of
the eighteenth century, the first half of the nineteenth century, and
the post-Taiping period, which witnessed a drastic increase in sale
of offices,

In 1764, when the Ch’'ing empire was at the peak of peace, pros-
perity, and orderly administration, over seventy percent of the local
officials in this particular list were holders of degrees of regular
kung-sheng or above. In 1840, when the country was still at peace,
the percent increase of officials of unorthodox origins had been
modest. But the Taiping rebellion of 185164 forced the govern-
ment to sell offices on a scale hitherto undreamt of. After its pacifi-
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TABLE 2

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF LOCAL OFFICIALS’
INITIAL QUALIFICATIONS

Total Regular
Year officials® degree Yin Purchase Miscellaneous®
1764 2,071 72,5 1.1 22.4 4.0
1840 1,949 65.7 1.0 29.3 4.0
1871 1,790 43.8 0.8 51.2 4,2
1895 1,975 47.9 1.2 49.4 1.5

Sources: Chiieh-chik ch’tian-lan for the years 1764, 1840, 1871, and 1895.
® The total number is that of those officials who stated their initial qualifications.
b Miscellaneous includes those who were promoted from subofficial positions and
those who were recommended by provincial authorities because of their military
service or other merits.

cation the percentage of the unorthodox was invariably higher
than that of the orthodox.

The information given by the above data is not complete. Chiieh-
chih ch’iian-lan never specify whether officials of initial orthodox
qualifications had ever used purchase as a secondary, or in many
cases as a primary, means of facilitating their entrance or promo-
tion. The second type of data given in "ung-kuan-lu, or official
directories of various provinces, is more satisfactory. Since most of
them do not include the vast group of tso-tsa, we can only analyze
the backgrounds of provincial and local officials of the seventh rank
and above.

The 1886 edition of the official directory of Chekiang is particu-
larly illuminating because of its completeness and its information
on the tso-tsa and the directors and subdirectors of prefectural and
county schools. The local school officials as a group offer a lone and
therefore sad exception to the general rule that after 1850 money
had become more important than academic attainments as a deter-
minant of official status. Of the 90 educational officials, 60 were
holders of regular degrees as against 26 who obtained offices through
purchase and 4 by recommendation. But 26 of the 60 holders of
regular degrees had resorted to purchase in order to get themselves
appointed. All but 34 of a total of 272 tso-tsa, excluding a larger
number of those who bought the rank 9b and unclassed offices, owed
their positions to purchase alone.



50 Social Ideology and Stratification

TABLE 3

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF QUALIFICATIONS
OF PROVINCIAL AND LOCAL OFFICIALS
A4+C+DH+E=1700;,B+4+CH+E=F)

Miscel-
Miscel- laneous  Purchase
Regular laneous combined  (exclusive
degree Purchase  without with  and in com-
Total ————— (exclusive) purchase purchase  bination)
‘Year  Province  officials A Be C Db E F

1847 Honan 289 689 49 2846 1.2 1.3 34.8
1859 Shantung 305 387 1.6  55.1 2.0 4.2 60.9
1871 Anhwei 150 320 94  46.6 13.4 8.0 64.0
1880 Kiangsu 425 204 94 654 10.0 4.2 79.0
1886 Chekiang 294 38,7 10.2 422 8.9 10.2 62.6
1893 Honan 160 431 15.6 51.9 1.9 3.1 70.6
1894 Shensi 294 442 49 450 6.5 2,3 52.2

Sources: Chung-chou tung-kuan lu, 1847 and 1893; Shan-tung Cung-kuan lu, 1859;
Huan-chiang ung-kuan lu, 1871; Chiang-su Cung-kuan lu, 1880; Che~chiang t'ung-kuan lu,
1886; Ruan-chung 'ung-kuan lu, 1894,

& The percentage figures in column B are those of the officials whose main
qualification was a higher degree but whose appointment or promotion was
facilitated by purchase. '

b To avoid too minute classification, small numbers of officials who entered service
through yin are included.

What can be demonstrated from individual biographies but not
by systematic statistics is that even before the sale of offices money,
in a large number of cases, must have helped materially in the at-
tainment of a good education, a higher academic degree, and even-
tually an official status. This fact was sometimes best explained by
poor and struggling scholars. Shen Yao (1798-1840), a yu-kung-sheng
of 1834 and an expert on historical geography, for example, made
the following general observation:

[From Sung times onward] the scholars who had not yet entered govern-
ment service had to have some landed property for self-sustenance before
they could afford to concentrate on their studies. For this reason produc-
tive occupations, particularly trade and commerce, have become more and
more important. Without™ their ancestors’ management and bequest the
descendants can seldom have opportunities to engage in serious studies
and to become officials.115
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From his own experiences and from those of his many gifted but
frustrated friends, Shen came to the conclusion that “the god of
money has reigned supreme.” While his impressions were necessarily
one-sided, exaggerated, and applicable in all probability only to
the latter half of the Ch'ing period, they certainly help modern
students to realize how exaggerated was the general belief in Ming-
Ch'ing times that under the nationwide system of competitive ex-
amination individual merit alone determined one’s social worth and
status.

By way of summing up, it is clear from our illustrations and
from general statistics that money in Ming-Ch'ing China was not
in itself an ultimate source of power. It had to be translated into
official status to make its power fully felt. From the founding of the
Ming to the Mongol invasion of 1449 wealth could indirectly help
in the attainment of a higher degree and an official appointment.
The sporadic sales of offices after 1451 opened up a new channel of
social mobility for the well-to-do and made money an increasingly
important factor in the determination of social status. But up to
the outbreak of the Taiping rebellion in 1851 the state had always
made the examination system the primary, and the sale of offices the
secondary, channel of mobility. When after the outbreak of the
Taiping rebellion the state began to lose its regulatory power, money
overshadowed higher academic degrees as a determinant of social
status,

In comparing social stratification in Ming-Ch'ing China with that
of the early modern and modern West, we find that the difference is
one of degree, not of kind. The demarcation between manual work-
ers and those who labored with their minds may have been sharper
in Confucian China than in the West, but such demarcation is
found in practically all pre-modern and modern literate societies.
Even in contemporary North America, which has a minimum of
prejudice against manual work, one of the fundamental distinctions
in the stratification system is that between white-collar and manual-
labor occupations. Confucian tradition and values may have exerted
greater pressure on the wealthy to gain entry into the ruling elite,
but similar urges and social inferiority complexes are found in the
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nouveaux riches of most pre-modern and modern societies. Educa-
tion, or more precisely a university degree, is becoming increasingly
important in the stratification of the most “materialistic” North
American societies. Even the meticulous legal regulations of the
styles of life of various social classes in traditional China are not
unique; they are shared by medieval and some postfeudal European
societies.11® What is unusual about Ming-Ch’ing society is the over-
whelming power of the bureaucracy and the ability of the state, in
all but the last sixty years of a five and a half century period, to
‘regulate the major channels of social mobility more or less in ac-
cordance with a time-honored guiding principle.
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