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As its title suggests, Richard Davis’ book is primarily devoted to tracing the
political fortunes of a prominent Sung family, the Shih of Ming-chou (present-day
Ning-po in northern Chekiang). Davis shows how Shih kinsmen, emerging from
ocbscurity in the late Northern Sung, came to achieve unprecedented power at the
Southern Sung court, only to decline back into relative cbscurity in the Yuan.

The book opens with an introductory chapter on the relationship between
society and politics in pre-Sung China, providing a clear and welcome summary of
the current scholarship on this topic. Davis then reviews the changes in Sung
bureacratic recruitment policy, educational practice, and regional econaomy that
helped make possible the rise of the Shih (and no doubt other families as well)
into the Sung elite. Next, Davis turmms to the Shih descent group itself,
describing the earliest known members of the family and the political career of the
family’s first chin-shih recipient Shih Tsai (d. 1162). The three central chapters
of the book focus respectively on the official careers of the Shih kinsmen who
became Southern Sung chief councillors: Shih Ts’ai’s nephew Shih Hao (1106-94),
Hao's son Mi-yuan (1164-1233), and Mi-yuan’s nephew Sung-chih (1189-1257). These
chapters also include summaries of the political careers of other, less notable
Shih descendents.

As Davis himself points out (p. 12), the main body of his work is concerned with
politics rather than with family or social history. Shih kinsmen served as chief
councillors to the emperors Hsiao-tsung, Kuang-tsung, Ning-tsung, and Li-tsung, and
thus were able to dominate court affairs for much of the Southern Sung. Davis’
discussion of the careers of these kinsmen doubles as a valuable chronicle of the
camplicated and tragic political history of the declining years of the dynasty.

The most striking point to emerge here is the extent to which position, power,
and even policy at the Sung court were conditioned by personality and interpersonal
relations. Davis shows that under a vigorous emperor, the purview of the chief
councillor’s office might be severely ciramscribed (pp. 72-73), while under an
inept or passive ruler the chief councillor could wield virtually unlimited power
(PP. B4-87). He demonstrates that the personalities of the chief councillers
themselves profoundly affected both their behavior in office and the policies they
espoused (pp.73-73, 105, 115-116). His evidence also reveals that imperial good
will was overwhelmingly important to the long-term success of court officials.
Thus the bureacracy as a whole seems to have been powerless to dislodge unpopular
ministers as long as the latter retained the support of the emperor. Imperial
favorites (such as Han T'o—chou) were able to achieve position and power without
benefit of degree-holding status (p. 86). And with imperial acquiescence, the
standard bureacratic policies concerning avoidance, retirement for mouwrning, and
limits on "protection" privilege could be abrogated with impunity (pp. 77, 93,
136-137, 150). In short, Davis portrays a Sung goverrment that, at least at its
highest levels, was dominated by personality, poltical intrique, and imperial
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whim.l His account serves as a useful antidote to the widespread image of a highly
"professional" or "rational" Sung bureaucracy.

Davis describes his bock as primarily a political history, but he acknowledges
that he is also interested in relating his findings to recent developments in Sung
social history. Indeed, the three themes that he identifies as central to his work
all imvolve issues that concern social historians. These themes, in Davis’ words
(pp. 12-13), are that:
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the Sung dymasty’s bureacratic elite" (p. 13). He concludes that this
precariousness distinguishes Sung elites both from the "great families" of early
China (pp. 9-10, 13), and from the "local elites" of the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties
(pp. 181-182).

At the risk of treating Davis’ work as samething other than he intended (ie.,
as social history rather than as political history), I feel compelled to give close
attention to his cbservations about Sung society. I suspect that few historians
would disagree with Davis’ argument that Sung elites differed in important ways
from the elites of the T’ang and earlier periods. The point has been demonstrated
by mumerous scholars, most notably Patricia Hbrey and David Johnson.? However,
recent work on the social history of the Sung, particularly that by Robert Hartwell
and Robert Hymes,3 has suggested mumerous similarities between Sung elites
(especially those of the Southern Sung) and the local elites of later imperial
China.4 Davis himself notes that his findings differ markedly from those of Hymes
and Hartwell and adds that "the discrepancies . . . are not easily explained" (p.
182).

At issue are the nature of elite status and especially social mobility in the
Sung. Hymes’ study portrays an elite that is “remarkably continuous,"> and that,
like the Ming landowning elite described by Hilary Beattie, is largely independent
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of the state for the maintenance of its position.® Like Hartwell, who has argued
that in the Sung rise to official status generally "followed intermarriage with cne
of the already established elite gentry lineages,"’ Hymes suggests that elite
status was usually established prior to entrance into the bureacracy.

For Davis, the example of the Shih family stands in direct contrast to this
model. He sees the Shih as first rising from dbscurity into the elite because the
family was able to produce a son sufficiently talented to pass the chin-shih
examination. The family’s status was thus from the begimning dependent on the
state: "The Shih began with no base in landholding and a short and disesteemed
history in their commmity" (p. 182). wWhereas Hymes sees Sung elites engaging in
marriage alliances and other strategies designed to enhance power and position in
the local community, Davis argues that the Shih devoted themselves exclusively to
politics, and even at the height of their power had "no strong sense of group
consciousness . . . and more often fought than cooperated with one another" (182).
For Davis, the shih family’s comparative longevity in the Sung was a result not of
localist strategles but of their contimed ability to produce officials and
otherwise attract the favor of the state. When the dynasty fell, oourt
connnections became worthless, and the family declined into cbscurity once again.

If Davis’ analysis of the Shih experience is correct, then Hymes’
generalizations about the nature of the Sung elite clearly stand in need of
revision. But it seems to me that the discrepancies between the findings of Hymes
and those of Davis are more apparent than real, and that most of the evidence
presented by Davis is actually quite consistent with the pichure of the Sung
proferred by Hymes. In the remainder of this essay, then, by reviewing Davis’ data
and examining certain materials that he did not consider, I attempt to show that
the Ming-chou Shih behaved very mich like a local elite family.

At the base of Davis’ representation of the Shih family experience is the
conviction that the family rose to power from a position of utter cbscurity. There
is certainly no question that the origins of the family are historically cbscure.
The earliest identifiable ancestors of the Ming-chou Shih are known only from works
composed during or after the heyday of Shih family power, more than a century after
the events they describe. Davis shows that none of these sources is campletely
uncontroversial, and he neatly demolishes the family’s claim to descent from a
T'ang great-clan (p. 36).8

Very little is known even about the first datable Shih ancestor, a man named

shih Chien (1034?-58), other than that he was the grandfather of the family’s first
chin-shih recipient shih Te’ai. The earliest account of Shih Chien’s activities
dates from the early l4th century (p. 38). He appears to have been some sort of
clerk (some sources say flogger) for the local sheriff (p. 37), but he is
significant in the shih family history chiefly for having died young, leaving
€ Ibid., pp. 4, 42-45,
7 Hartwell, pp. 419.
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behind a daughter and a pregnant wife, the widow Yeh (1033-1118).

anmummvm,mmbmmmmxa
biography in the "Virtuous Wamen" section of an early thirteenth century gazetteer.
mukmmmmmmotama:n'uﬂi(amm
northern Ming-chou) before her marriage to Shih chien in Yin. The biography
describes her in terms camonly found in accounts of virtuous widows: she resisted
advice to remarry, lived frugally, and shut herself up at home, where she guided
her daughter in weaving and taught her son to read. As the son grew, she
encouraged him to attach himself to the teachers of the district. He repaid her
efforts with diligence, ultimately earning a reputation for his erudition and
virtuous behavior. The gazetteer notes that even when in her old age the family’s
financial situation improved, the widow Yeh retained her frugal habits, though she
was generous when it came to aiding people in distress. She treated her
sisters-in-law with friendliness and decorum, was strict but kind in directing the
servants and concubines, and raised several orphan girls, making sure each was
successfully married off.?

Now these are admittedly thin pickings from which to get any real sense of the
social position of the Shih family during these early years, I think they admit of
conclusions other than those drawn by Davis. That the widow Yeh was sufficiently
well-off to have the lwary of not remarrying, that she was literate, and that she
was able to arrange to have her son introduced into local literary circles, all
suggest that her situation was far from desperate., Davis envisions the widow
"living in virtual seclusion" (p. 42), but the reference to her "sisters-in-law"
(chou li)—not to mention servants and concubines—suggests otherwise.l0 while
the description of the widow’s behavior toward her sisters-in-law conforms strictly
to treditional bicgraphical style (and thus should not be given too much weight),
it does indicate that the widow’s biographers envisioned her as part of an extended
kinship network.

Similarly, though Davis makes much of references to weaving in this and later
biographies of the widow, I think it unlikely that these were meant to suggest that
the widow was imvolved in running “a small weaving enterprise" (p. 42). In one
case (the thirteenth century biography), the text is clearly making a parallel
between the widow’s instruction of her son and that of her daughter: pi mi tsu
chih, chiao tzu tu shu.l? The other (much later) text merely says that the widow
worked day and night at weaving and spinning: chou ve kung fang chi.1? Chinese
biographers had treated weaving as the female occupation par excellence long befare
Sung times: the “weaving day and night" trope appears in biographies of virtuous
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women as early as the History of the Iatter Han.13 T see no reason to treat the
reference here as other than a purely conventional reference to the widow Yeh's
feminine diligence.l4 pavis emphasizes (p. 42) that the gazetteer makes no
reference to land-holding or other means of support, but this is not surprising
given the nature of the source—biographies of the virtuous focus on the hardships
overcame by their subjects, not on the resources those subjects enjoyed. The very
fact that compilers of the gazetteer saw no need to mention how the widow supported
herself may suggest that such support was taken for granted. Finally, Davis
theorizes (p. 42) that perhaps the widow’'s successful entrepreneurship made
possible the "mysterious" improvement in the family’s circumstances late in the
widow’s life, but I am not sure that the improvement requires explanation. The
theme of frugality in the midst of abundance was a favorite of Sung biographers,
mﬂdmldprdmblyrntbﬂmtmlimuyinﬂnfmm.mhluﬁitim,
by the time the widow reached old age, her son Shih chao had received imperial
recognition for his (ostensibly) virtuous conduct, and at least two grandsons had
entered the Imperial University. Certainly these events had a significant impact
on the family’s financial situation and social status.l5

In sum, the biographies of the widow Yeh describe her in temms so utterly
conventional that it is difficult to feel that one has learned much about her. At
the same time, there is nothing in these descriptions to suggest that the widow Yeh
belonged to other than a local elite family. Any hardship she suffered as a widow
was hardship only relative to the comfortable life she might have expected had her
hushand survived, or had she been willing to remarry. If the family was not
especially wealthy or prominent, neither she nor it were desititute, and there was
no question that both her son and her daughter would receive a genteel upbringing.

Similar cbservations may be made about the social position of the widow’s son,
Shih Chao. Here again, there is little record of Shih Chao’s activities, aside
from his local reputation for erudition and virute. In middle age he was nominated
by officials in the region to receive an honorary appointment to the Imperial
University, he was wwilling to leave his elderly mother and turned down the
appointment. He was subsequently known in the community as "Mr. Eight Virtues"
(pp. 42-43).

pavis concludes that, in the absence of evidence showing Chao to have been
otherwise prominent in the community, the implication that Chao’s "unusual filial
containing scme kermel of truth" (p.43). This is, within limits, a reasonable
conclusion. Itmyuellhmmhmtmt,mmtaincircluotammiaty,ml
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conduct ocould help to enhance social prestige. But this should not cbscure the
more significant point that, whatever the reason, Shih Chac wag prominent in the
community: in order to recammend Shih Chao, local officials had to have had same
knowledge of him. They had this knowledge, I would argue, because Shih Chao was
already a part of the local elite circles these officials frequented.

Davis himself observes that Chao was "involved with the literati of his
camunity," and assoclated with "an instructor at the prefectural school, Lou
vi."16  Iou Yii came from a wealthy family in the neighboring sub-prefecture of
Feng-hua. wmmlmo's.MMMamtmatﬂnml
school and had thereafter relocated to the prefectural capital. In 1053 he passed
the chin-shih examination.l” Thus by the time Shih Chac was born (in 1058 or
1059), Lou YG was already a local notable of considerable standing. If as an adult
Shih Chao was received into such distinguished company as this, it is not so
surprising that he was able to make himself known to those in a position to
recammend him to the court. The namination to the Imperial University was highly
prestigious,18 and undoubtedly further erhanced the social standing of the Shih
family. But I think the act itself is more accurately seen as a reflection of Shih
Chao’s pre—existing position in the commnity than as a signal of a major change in
that position.

Nor, in fact, is Shih Chao’s nomination the only indication that his family
belonged to the local elite. In a eulogy for a young Ming-chou man named Yao
ving,19 Lou Yueh describes the marriage between Ying and the daughter of the
prominent offical Wang Huai. This marriage is of interest here only because the
go-between for the match was none other than Shih Hao, the most successful of Shih
Chao's grandsons. Lou Yueh explains that Yao Ying's grandmother was an aunt (ku,
father’s sister) of Shih Hao. In other words, she was a daughter of of Shih Chao.
This woman’s husband (Shih Chao’s son-in-law) at some point passed the chin-shih
examination and became a low-level official. But even before this, his father had
been an official, and had earned the gratitude of his kinsmen by founding a school
to educate the males of the Yao descent group (tsung tsu chih tzu ti). In other
words, Shih Chac married his daughter into a Ming-chou family that already held
office and was of sufficient size and wealth to have established a private school.
Though the exact date of this marriage cannot be determined, it is likely that shih
Chao’s daughter married into the Yao family even before her brother Shih Ts’ai

became the Shih family’s first degree-holder in 1118.20 Thus it may be that, like
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the families described by Hymes and Hartwell, the Shihs of Ming-chou had
established kinship comnections with office-holding families before they achieved
such status for themselves. If so, such comnections were undoubtedly useful in the
Shih family’s move into office in the generation of shih Chao’s sons.

When Shih Ts’ai became a chin shih in 1118, the Sung goverrment had
temporarily abandoned the examination system in favor of the "three- levels" or
"three halls" (san she) method of official recruitment.?l pavis credits the san
ghe system with being an important factor in the Shih family’s shift into
office-holding. He emphasizes that the system spared the Shih the expense of
private education, and thus made it possible for them to educate five sons in spite
of the family’s "political cbscurity and lack of great wealth" (p. 44). I think
that Davis is right to stress the significance of the san-she system: Jchn Chaffee
has suggested that the government schools created by the system were responsible
for the huge expansion of the literati class that took place in the Sung,22 and has
also remarked on the prestige associated with attendance at goverrment schools
during the periocd in which the system was in effect.2? But even if the san she
system helped to lessen the burden of educating sons, Davis’ scenario begs the
question of how the Shih sons were able to enter the system in the first place.

Chaffee provides no information about intitial entrance into the goverrment
schools, but he does cbserve that “promotion from grade to grade and school to
school depended on periodic examinations and required guarantees from the preceptor
and local officials."?4 The custem of providing introductions and recammendations
was so fundamental to the Sung educational system?> that it is extremely unlikely
that admission to the government schools did not require similar gquarantees.
Undoubtedly the Shih—on good terms with the influential Lou family and possibly
even connected by marriage to other members of the local office-holding elite—were
particularly well-placed to take advantage of the san ghe system, Here again, it
is possible to see the Shih family’s ability to produce a chin-ghih as a reflection
of their local elite status, rather than the basis of that status.
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It should be noted here that Hymes’ model of the Sung local elite does not
mﬂictwithmvis‘mﬂmmtheshihmﬂmwny: Hymes himself
rmm"ammmdmfmmwmmmuﬂym
of the Southern Sung."?6 Rather, the discrepancy arises in the analysis of when
mmmmrmmmuim.xmmmm,u
mmwmmnmmurmm«;,mmmmm
mmofdimmmm&udawofﬂnwidw!&,mmmmmywu
mlmmmlmﬂiuwmtmmmmmm. In
mm.xmmmmmmmmmmuymy
after—and because—they had become part of the local elite. By contrast, Davis is
mi:mdﬂutthastﬂhriaeuustﬂctlyaﬂmimofofﬁm—!nldj:q. Thus no
mmmmmmam,fmmmmmﬂymm
emerge from "the fringes of the local elite" (p. 44) until Chao’s son Shih Ts’ai
achieves office. This assumption contributes to Davis’ surprise that "the Shih had
mmmmmyalemmpmmm:mqumo,mm,u
novices to the civil service, they were lacking in political status" (p. 45).

mm'mmmmmummmmmmmmw
politimlpmitimisumnﬂminhisﬁsimmmmjhmmny
distinct from other "local elites" around them. Though both the Lou and the
imperial Chao clan produced more chin shih than the Shih (p. 126; p. 283 note 194),
whmmmh"limmlim“mmmmpnuum
arena" (p. 31). He emphasizes that the Lou and the Chao both acquived elite status
mlmmmmcwmmmm“mmmmyﬂigﬂy
before the Shih).27 And he stresses that, unlike other families, the Shih did not
diversify into literary and other sorts of genteel pursuits: their status
continued to be based strictly on political success.

It is inpossible to deny that the political achievements— defined in the
mofmmmmmziﬁrmmmMm.mm
because of these kinsmen the Shih remained influential at ocourt for an
unprecedented mmber of years. But did this political success—the full magnitude
of which would became apparent only after several generations had come and
memmm@mudimmmw
Ifhmmwhumnmmmimdmmqnmm,mm
answer is an emphatic no.

mdsdmmtmmuznmm“mmm, pleading limits
of time, space, and source material (p. 12). Although the same limitations prevent
me from pursuing the topic very far in this essay, I do think that a brief
examination of same of the Shih marriage alliances is worthwhile. A quick survey
ormm'smmmmmtmmmmmmmz
roughly half-a-dozen affinal relatives of the Shih.28 In conjunction with the
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extant eulogies for Shih family members, these provide a glimpse of affinal kin for
four generations of the Shih family, and provide same sense of how the Shih saw
themselves and their place in the commmnity. ILou Yueh tells us, for example, that
Shih Ts’ai’s son Chim (1129-1203) married a waman née Shu, the great-granddaughter
of Shu Tan (1042-1104) of Tz’u-hsi sub-prefecture in Ming-chou.?? Shu Tan had held
high office in the Northern Sung, but his career ended badly and the family does
not seem to have produced another high official. Shu Tan's blography still appears
in an early thirteenth century local history, so the family apparently maintained
some measure of local status at least until that time.30

Similarly, in the succeeding generation, the daughter of Shih Hao married one
1i Yu-chih of Yi-yao subprefecture, just across the border in neighboring
Shao-hsing.3l The match was arranged when Shih Hao (a nephew of Shih Ts’ai, and
ultimately a grand councillor in his own right) was serving as a sherriff in
Yi-yao, and resulted from Shih Hao’s friendship with Li Yu-chih’s father. Like his
own grandfather and father, Li Yu-chih’s father held a low-level position in the
bureacracy, so this family too was solidly rooted in the local elite.

Another of Shih Hao’s progemy, Shih Mi-yuan, married the daughter of P’an
Chih. The P’an family, originally of Wu-chou, had first came to prominence in the
late Northern Sung. At that time P’an Chih’s uncle P’an Liang-Jui became an
official throush the san she system.?2 P’an Chih was admitted to the bureacracy
due to "privilege" from his uncle, and eventually rose to mid-level rank, his
career progress no doubt enhanced by his marriage to the daughter of Li Kuang.33
Now this connection to Li Kuang is particularly interesting here because, as Davis
notes (p. 46), Li Kuang was also instrumental in sponsoring Shih Ts’ai’s early
bureacratic career. The situation becomes even more intriguing when Pfan Chih’s
eulogy reveals that his wife’s grandmother (ie., Li Kuang’s mother), was surnamed
Shih., While the evidence is hardly conclusive, it is tempting to speculate that
the Ii and Shih families were connected prior to Li Kuang’s sponsorship of shih
Ts‘ai. At the very least, Shih Mi-yuan’s marriage to P’an Chih’s daughter would
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seem to be related to the the fact that both families were assoicated with Li
Kuang.

In the same generation but a different branch of the family, Shih Mi-chin
married a Ming-chou woman surnamed Chiang, the daughter of Chiang Hao.34 Chiang
Hao’s eulogy indicates that the chiang family originated in K’ai-feng, and had
moved to Ming-chou at the fall of the Northern Sung. Iou Yueh asserts that in
K’ai-feng the family had been exceedingly wealthy, and intermarried with the
families of empresses and princes. However, they had evidently declined since
their move south, for although Chiang Hao’s father, grandfather, and
great-grandfather all held office, all were of very low rank.33

Two of the familial alliances described above were contimued into the
succeeding generation. Li Yu-chih’s daughter married her cousin Shih Shih-chih,36
and a granddaughter of Chiang Hao married a member of branch A of the Shih family,
shih T/ing-chih.37  Another branch A descendent in this generation, Shih
Hsuan—chih, married a woman née Hsu of his home district of Yin.3® Like the Chiang,
the Hsu were northermers, and had relocated to the south only toward the end of the
Northemn Sung. But where the Chiang had been wealthy, the Hsu had a fairly modest
background, and Shih Hsuan-chih’s wife’s grandfather appears to have been the
family’s first chin-shih. Her father entered the bureacracy by privilege, hut
later passed a law exam, and held several low-to mid-rank offices.

The next generation, the last doomented by Lou Yush, locks mach like the

others. Shih Wen-ch’ing, a branch A descendent, married a woman sumamed Fang of
T’ung-lu subprefecture in Yem—chou (north-central Chekiang). Her ancestors too had
held low- and mid-level offices.3?
Ancther eulogist documents that Wen—ch’ing’s distant cousin, Shih Meng-ch’ing of
branch C, married the daughter of Iu Ho of Yin subprefecture.40 Iu Ho ended his
career in a position ranked 6a, thus surpassing his father and grandfather neither
of whom rose above the rank of 9b. The same source reveals that Shih Meng—ch’ing
married one of his daughters to P’an Shih-yen, a great-grandson of P’an Liang-kui.
This marriage may represent a continued connection between the P’an and the Shih
families, a commection that had begqun two generations earlier with Shih Mi-yuan’s
marriage to P’an Liang-kui’s grand-niece.4l

34 KKC 108.1421. I follow Davis in labeling the various branches of the Shih
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37 KKC 108.1421. Note that this was not a cross-cousin marriage.
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Now it is true that these marriages involved a very small fraction of Shih
family members. Still, the data are sufficient—and sufficiently consistent—to
permit some cbservations about the Shih family’s social life. For the most part,
the shih seem to have married within Ming-chou prefecture, and often within their
own subprefecture. With one exception, even the affines who nominally lived
cutside of Ming-chou were located in districts that shared a border with Ming-chou.
Virtually all the affines examined here came from office-holding families,
but—shatever the family history—at the time of their alliances with the Shih the
level of office held was never very high, and usually quite low.  Most
significantly, the political success of certain Shih descendants had no apparent
effect on the marriage alliances they contracted. The marriage of Shih Mi-yuan is
most illustrative here. Mi-yuan’s father Hao had been a chief-councillor, and
Mi-yuan was to follow in his footsteps. But though the marriage tock place well
after shih Hao had achieved prominence,4? Mi-yuan tock a bride from a family that,
however well-regarded in its mative Chin-hua, was of no particular political note.
None of the parties involved, of course, had any way of knowing what was in store
for Mi-yuan—and this is precisely the point. Political success at court did not
lead to meaningful social distinctions between the Shih and their neighbors in part
because such success was utterly unpredictable. In marrying his daughter to the
chin-ghih son of a grand- councillor, P’an Chih could reasonably expect that his
son in-law would have a political career, but he could not foretell the level of
that career., It made little sense for either the Shih or their affines to be
overly concerned about current political clout when such clout was likely to be
transient, and had only limited effects on the prospects of the succeeding
generation. This is not to say that Shih affines were not pleased to find their
connections to the Shih politically useful: they certainly did not hesitate, where
possible, to take advantage of their in-laws’ influence.43 But the Shih, at least
during the period before Shih Mi-yuan’s rise to power, were attractive to affines
not because a few kinsmen held very high office, but rather because most kinsmen
could be expected to hold some office. In other words, the affinal families sought
in the Shih the same thing the Shih sought in their affines: some evidence of
continued access to official status.

And in fact, the great majority of identifiable Shih kinsmen held only
low-level offices, and these often by protection. This alone casts same doubt on
Davis’ argument that the Shih family was campletely dependent on the government for
its livlihood. Davis’ figures show that, during the Sung, only twenty-six (less
than 9%) out of one-hundred forty-nine Shih kinsmen held chin-shih degrees (p.
171). Though protection propelled a few others into fairly high office, and in
some generations as many as 75% of Shih kinamen participated in the bureaucracy (p.
171), very few were ever in a position to receive the personal favor of the
emperor. When ordinary official emoluments were barely sufficient to support the
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43 1i Yu-chih, Chiang Hao, and Hao's sons all received
recommendations from Shih Hao. ~Cf. KKC 104.14?%’%5? 108.1521.

e o

BOOK REVIEWS 85

lifestyle an official was expected to maintain,44 and with no record of official
service at all for more than one-fourth of all shih kinsmen, it is difficult to
accept that all branches and generations of the family were able to rely
exclusively on the support of the politically prominent, especially if the ties
between various branches of the family were “actually quite loose" (p. 179). Thus
mimmmiwofmmmmmmmmmmm
money-making ventures, it seems virtually certain that many members of the family
were actively engaged in such activities (see further evidence of this below).
When one member of the family is explicitly praised for not getting involved in
wmxmmmMm,mmmit
clear that such restraint was highly unusual.>
Fhally,ﬂmismwidamtmtmﬂeafwklranenmwdngthsir
names at court, many were content to be minor officials and country gentlemen. The
shih did not ever produce a scholar of national renown, but Shih Mi-kung is said to
have earned a reputation for Confucian learning,%® and his grandson Meng-ch’ing
spent his last years as a Confucian teacher, reportedly attracting mumerous
followers.47 Huang Tsung-hsi’s Sung Yuan hsueh ap lists Mi-kung and several
brothers and cousins as disciples of Yang Chien,%® and details the scholarly
affiliations of various other family members. At least some Shih kinsmen then,
were active participants in local scholarly commmities. By the same token, there
is evidence that Shih kinsmen acted as local leaders in Ming—chou, and maintained a
sentimental attachment to the ancestral hame. Shih Ts’ai’s son Shih Chin is
prajmdfarparticipnﬁ:qinvarimmoflmﬂmiefeﬂmintimsof
famine or plague.? Three generations later Shih Meng-ch’ing, on his deathbed and
fnhuﬂhg—dm,nﬂnhismpruiu&nttheymlﬁmrryhishodymmhe
buried at the ancestral grave.50
Mmmmwimdmmrmly'slmﬂimmqh
found, ironically, in the same text which Davis uses to demonstrate the
canpleteness of the family’s decline. This text is a biography for a Yuan dyansty
descendant, Shih Mao-tsu, who is sold into slavery as a child.5l Mao-tsu was a
sixthgumtimdamﬂmtofsﬂhm.ﬂmmaﬁhﬂim(mtib),ﬂﬁh
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48 gyHA 74.1406-1408. For other Shih kinsmen, see chiian 6, 40, 79, and 87.

49 xKC 105.1479.

51 h'en Chi, I pai chai kao (Ssu pu ts’ung kan 3 pien edition, Shanghai,
1936) 34.2b-4a.
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Ting-chih (5b), Shih Chi-ch’ing (7b), Shih Ho-sun (8b/9b), and Shih Kung-lin (no
record of service). Now in the course of Mao-tsu’s story, we learn that his
grandfather, Shih Ho-sun, had held 8,000 mou of land that had been lost to
encroachers from Ch’ien-t’ang.52 When circumstances freed Mao-tsu from bondange
and he was able to re-establish himself at home in Ming—chou, he decided to try
once again to regain the family property:

BEESTS S hin s 5 (2R SrL ey
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fulfilled.

Here, then, is evidence not only of Shih imvolvement in land ownership, but
explicit recognition that the maintenance of the ancestral sacrifices—in other
words, the survival of the family-—depended on that land. Maoc-tsu was of course
ultimately successful in his court battle to win the family land back from the
encroachers, inspite of the fact that other relatives in the area were urwilling to
help him.

In spite of Davis’ emphasis on the ignominy of Mao-tsu’s position, Mao-tsu’s
story is evidence that Shih descendents not only survived but were able to flourish
after the fall of the Sung. Nor is this the only evidence of the continued
presence of the Shih in the post-Sung local elite. Even as the young Mao-tsu shed
tears over his humiliation,5 several of his distant cousins were on their way to
official rank (cf. Davis. p. 249). Centuries later, members of the Shih descent
group were still able to muster enocugh wealth—and enocugh community spirit—to
capile and print a genealogy.5® Mao-tsu’s example demonstrates that the Shih name
was no guarantee of elite status,5® but I suspect that this was not a new
phenamenon. Even in the family’s most prosperous years, it produced many
individuals whose names survive only in in genealogical records, and for wham there
is no record of office holding.57 shih Mi-yuan’s cousin Shih Chin is described as
aiding relatives who could not afford to hold weddings and funerals.®® Though this
reference is conventional, cbviously the author assumed that even at the height of
its power the Shih descent-group encampassed individuals of varying econamic and

52 "Ch'jen-t’ fu-t’u”; "fu-t‘u” usually means “Buddhist,"
mtitmumtggemmm— wltlsmtmtlmlg claa.r my this text whethér
the land was taken by a monastery or

53 n'en chi, I pai chai kao 34.2b-4a.
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58 e 105.1479.

“w i

T

BOOK REVIEWS 87

social status.®® Evidently same Shih kinsmen were dowrwardly mobile even as others
held the confidence of the emperor.

The social and political chaos that attended the fall of the Sung undoubtedly
had an adverse effect on the fortunes of the Ming-chou local elite, and the shih
with them.50 It is hardly surprising the descent group as a whole suffered decline
at this point, or that this chacs hastened the natural process of family
dispersion. What is remarkable, rather, is that a mmber of descendents managed to
weather the crisis, and that the Shih were able to maintain a presence in elite
society over a period of several centuries.

Above, I have tried to show that the surviving evidence about the Shih family
is fully consistent with the picture of local elite society sketched by Hymes and
other historians. Where Davis stresses that political position distinguished the
Shih from their local-elite neighbors, I have argued from the conviction that Sung
officials were not, as a group, necessarily socially distinct from non-officials,
and still less were holders of high office socially distinct from those in less
exalted positions. Here I would even go further, and suggest that the whole notion
of a clear break between elite and nonelite status, or even between elite and
non-elite society, may be inappropriate—or at least not wvery useful—in the
context of the Sung. I do not mean to suggest that status was not an important
element of Sung social 1life, but rather that the focus on
examinations/office-holding as a measure of social mobility has badly distorted our
understanding of how status operated in the Sung. Thus though I agree with Davis
and others that the Sung was a time of extensive social mobility, I doubt that this
mobility was characterized by a sudden move from one discrete level of society to
anocther, or that was it usually, if ever, the result of a discrete occurance (such
as passing the examinations). Instead, I suspect that an individual’s place in
Sung scciety was a factor of varying cambinations of several attributes, including
office, wealth, education, family name—even moral behavior. Social mobility may
be seen as the gradual process of aoquiring some of these attributes. Most
significantly, the context of this proocess, the arena in which individuals and
families competed for advancement, was not the examination hall but the society
itself.

Accordingly, I have tried in this essay to demonstrate that mobility and
status in Sung society are best understood not by focussing on examinations passed
and offices held, but by examining networks of social relations. In this case such
an approach has shown that, high political status notwithstanding, the Shih were
solidly tied to local elites in Ming-chou and the swrrounding areas. My efforts
here have been strictly preliminary: a more thorough study would uncover many more
of the Shih social networks, and consider such camplex issues as the boundaries of
kinship comnections (when was a Shih not a Shih?), and the effects of political
success on the scope of social networks. My approach has led me to conclusions
very different from those of Davis, but the picture is admittedly far from
camplete. We are undoubtedly still a long way from fully understanding the Shih
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family, much less Sung society as a whole.

Beverly Bossler, University of California, Berkeley
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