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The Cultural Shift of the Scholar-Officials Brought About by Economic
Changes in the Late Ming Dynasty
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Abstract : This article focuses on the cultural shift of scholar—officials under the economic changes in the late
Ming Dynasty, pointing out that the Ming Dynasty centered on restoring Han Confucian culture, while
the development of the commodity economy and the loosening of systems in the late Ming Dynasty
triggered significant changes in the cultural field. After the Zhengde reign, movable type printing
promoted the commercialization of the publishing industry, giving rise to a group of "mountain people"
who made a living by selling books and compiling books, and breaking the single dependence of
scholars and officials on fame and fortune. The rise of Wang Yangming's School of Thought negated
the suppression of human desires by Cheng—Zhu Neo—Confucianism, giving rise to an individualistic
trend similar to Western humanism. Literary creation also shifted from praising rites and teachings to
focusing on individual destinies and criticizing rigid order. This transformation is also reflected in the
revival of the trend of scholars and officials traveling, the return of the spirit of chivalry and martial
prowess, and the emergence of the female mountain people, the latter of whom marked the limited
liberation of women in the commercial and cultural fields. The cultural shift of the scholarofficials in
the late Ming Dynasty showed a feature of moving closer to the openness and inclusiveness of the
early Tang Dynasty, which echoed the modernization process of the West. Although it was interrupted
by the Manchu's entry into the Pass, it demonstrated the resilience of traditional Chinese culture in
focusing on individual life and was an important cultural manifestation of China's early modernization.
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