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The Rise of the New Class Shi in the Zhou Dynasty
during Its Social Transformation and the Emergence of
the Early Ideas of Scholarship

TAI Ching-hsien

The growth of scholarly activities depends on the existence of a larger
intellectual environment, which in turn suggests an inheritance of cultural legacies.
Modern discussions of the social origins of the Chinese philosophical breakthrough of
the late Spring and Autumn period point to the emergence of a particular scholarly
group. However, scholars differ in their opinions as to the character of this scholarly
group: One view links the appearance of the pre-Qin philosophical schools directly to
this new class of scholars, holding that they were nurtured by mass education and
private philosophical writings. These scholars were described as shi, understood as
coming from the lowest level of the aristocracy in the feudal system but differentiating
themselves by assuming a different social status and function. Another view considers
this new class to be actually successors of the traditional shi, and emphasizes that shi’s
historical origins and evolution must be made clear before one can characterize the
new class of scholars.

This paper argues that the emergence of this new class—and the concurrent
various pre-Qin philosophical schools—was a result of the dynamics of social change
and the vigorous activities of the scholars themselves. Neither of these two elements
alone could provide sufficient conditions for creating a new social class or elevating
the shi stratum to a higher level. Confucius and his educational efforts transformed his
time, created early scholarly ideas, raised fundamental issues concerning humanity,
and opened up a new horizon of life. Philosophers in his wake shared his visions,
contributed to social changes, raised the cultural levels of the society, and in the end
made possible the creation of a new intellectual class. Considered in this light, the
philosophers were the cause of the formation of the new class, not the result of it.
Nevertheless, the sources of the pre-Qin philosophical schools are diverse. While
Confucianism was a major component of the philosophical movement, other
intellectual traditions should not be overlooked.
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