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Scholars, the Affluent, and Early Modern Charity

Zhang Wen
(School of History, Culture and Ethnology, Southwest China University, Chongging 400715, China)

Abstract: From a comparative perspective, the Chinese traditional charity culture is different from the
western traditional charity culture. The former is rooted in the deep soil of agricultural culture and thus with
obvious secular characteristics since its emergence; the latter is based on Christian culture and thus with ob-
vious religious characteristics. After the ancient origins of Chinese traditional charity culture from the West-
ern Zhou Dynasty to the Warring States Period, some Buddhist elements were added to the charity culture
from the Qin and Han dynasties to the Sui and Tang dynasties, and later the subsequent integration of the
three religions brought back secular characteristics to the charity culture. In the Song Dynasty, a new kind of
secular charity formed, and its influence extended to the Ming and Qing Dynasties and even the Republic of
China. As the Song Dynasty coincided with the period of the Tang-Song Transition, the Song Dynasty
marks the beginning of early modern times. The Yuan Dynasty inherited the influence of the Song Dynasty
and was followed by the Ming Dynasty and the Qing Dynasty. It is fair to say that this charity that originat-
ed in the Song Dynasty and evolved in the Yuan Dynasty can be named early modern charity. Scholars have
done some preliminary research on this topic, but it is still necessary to sort out the main threads of charity
culture in this period. From the perspective of social self-organization caused by the state-society relation
adjustment in the Song Dynasty, this paper regards the rise of modern charitable activities as the collective
action of civil society aiming at the goal of self-organizing. In order to observe the macro-context of charita-
ble activities in this period, the paper focuses on the rise and the change process of the two major groups in-
volved in charitable activities, namely the scholars and the affluent. Generally, with the rise of these two
groups, the Northern Song dynasty saw the rise of early modern charity; with the localization of scholars
and the division among the affluent people, the Southern Song dynasty was the active period of early mod-
ern charity; with the division and transformation of the groups of scholars and the affluent, the Yuan dynasty
witnessed the evolution of early modern charity.

Key words: scholars; the affluent; early modern charity; Song and Yuan dynasties
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