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Abstract

Administrative statutes in the Tang clearly recognized that the fields of commoners
could be held through private ownership. Field ownership structures in the recently
restored Tang Statutes, while seeming to support ideas of land nationalization, did
not actually change the private landowning practices that had been in place since the
Qin and the Han dynasties. Numerous tenancy contracts unearthed in Dunhuang and
Turfan dating back to the Tang and Five Dynasties show ample evidence that, prior
to the establishment of the double-tax system in 780, a highly developed system of
contract tenancy was already in place. Tenancy was clearly the leading form of agricul-
tural production outside subsistence farming. This proves that the labor force during
the Sui and Tang dynasties consisted not of “slaves and tenant farmers” or “agricultural
dependents and serfs” but of commoners who were legally free. The Sui, Tang, and
Five Dynasties, as described by Japanese historian Naito Konan, bear no resemblance
to the historical reality of this period. In many instances, Nait6’s arguments have dis-
torted the history of these dynasties in an effort to make China’s history fit neatly into
the framework of medieval European history. Consequently, his premises, arguments,
and his central conclusion are all wrong. It is crucial that we dispel the myth of Naito’s

“Tang-Song transition theory” and return to historical reality.
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130 YANG

In 1922, Naito Konan W #5175 [Naito Torajird, 1866-1934], a professor at Kyoto
Imperial University, published an article titled “A Comprehensive Look at the
Tang-Song Period,” which claimed that “the Tang dynasty was the culmination
of the medieval period, while the Song dynasty marks the start of the modern
era.”! Naito had two bases for his argument. First, from a political perspective,
this transformation could be seen in the decline of “[nobility-based] aristo-
cratic government”? and the emergence of “monarchical autocracy.” Second,
this transition marked changes in the status of commoners, with the New
Policies of Wang Anshi T %47 [1021-1086] in the Song dynasty [960-1279]
further validating the significance of land ownership by commoners.? After
the publication of Naitd’s article, his ideas and theories continued to be devel-
oped by his students, such as Miyazaki Ichisada = U&7 5¢ [1901-1995], who
formed the Kyoto school of historical research. Although during his lifetime
Naito never referred to his own theory as the “Tang-Song transition,” through
recurring debates Naito’s students and scholars at the Tokyo School gradu-
ally came to refer to this imagined transition between the Tang [618-9o7] and
Song dynasties as the “Tang-Song transition.” After the end of World War 11,
some scholars—including Maeda Naonori FH E # [1915-1949]—began to

1 Originally published in Naitd Konan N ##]15, “Gaikatsuteki To So jidai kan A4 ) R
3G [A General View of the Tang and Song Dynasties],” Rekishi to chiri &5 & HiFR o,
no. 5 (1922). This section is based on a translation in Liu Junwen 2123, ed., Riben xuezhe
yanjiu Zhongguoshi lunzhu xuanyi Fl A5 58 B 50 3 25 388 53 [ Translation of Selected
Works by Japanese Scholars on Chinese History] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1992), 1.10-18.

2 All direct quotations from Nait6’s work in English have been taken from Joshua Fogel’s transla-
tion of the original Japanese text. See Naito Konan, “A Comprehensive Look at the T'ang-Sung
Period,” trans. Joshua Fogel, Chinese Studies in History 17, no. 1 (1983). Transliteration of
Chinese names and dynasties have been converted from Wade-Giles to pinyin for consis-
tency. Here, “aristocratic government” is Fogel's translation of what Naito termed kizoku seiji
T RIBUE. As this article is referring to a Chinese translation of Natio’s work, the term used
here should be understood as guizu zhengzhi ¥ RIEUA, not as kizoku seiji. Given that it is
argued later in this article that the term guizu E /% refers to the nobility, not to the aris-
tocracy, of medieval China, and the term guizu zhengzhi refers to a system of government
in the pre-Qin centered on the nobility, the words “nobility-based” are added to this trans-
lation in order to maintain Fogel’s original translation and ensure consistency with other
English-language scholarship, which almost invariably uses some form of “aristocratic” in
the translation of this term. In all other instances of the term “aristocracy” or “aristocratic” in
a Naito quotation translated by Fogel, the term has not been altered or added to because the
term kizoku as used by Nait6 (translated by Fogel as “aristocracy”) and the term shizu -Ji%
used in the original Chinese article (translated here as “aristocracy”) both refer to the same
thing. —Trans.

3 Naito Konan Wi, “Gaikuo de Tang-Song shidai guan MEHEIERRAE [A
Comprehensive Look at the Tang-Song Period],” in Riben xuezhe yanjiu Zhongguoshi lunzhu
xuanyi, 110, 13, 14.
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DISPELLING THE MYTH OF THE “TANG-SONG TRANSITION THEORY” 131

subscribe to the term “Tang-Song transition."* However, for them, the Tang
dynasty was still an ancient period centered on a slave society whereas the
Song dynasty was a medieval era based on feudalism and serfdom. This school
of thought came to be known as the Tokyo school.?

Naito’s Tang-Song transition theory has had a lasting influence on the study
of Chinese history in Japan and internationally® and has also found many pro-
ponents within China. Although some have called the theory into question,”
their reservations have not garnered significant attention.

I understand Naito’s theory to be based on two major arguments. The first
concerns the organizational structure of government, whereas the second

4 One of the earlier articles to summarize the specific term “Tang-Song transition” was Ikeda
Makoto 71 FH &%, “To S6 no henkaku ni tsuite no saikento J&F A< D A8 512D\ T O Fff &)
[A Reexamination of the Tang and Song Transition|,” Nikonshi kenkyia H 7R SEHE 4T 24 (1954).

5 For the Chinese translation of the article, see Maeda Naonori A7 H B, “Gudai dongya de
zhongjie T 51 [ #¢4% [The End of the Ancient Period in East Asia],” in Riben xuezhe
yanjiu Zhongguoshi lunzhu xuanyi, 1135-52.

6 Many Tang and Song scholars in the United States and England have accepted the validity
of the Tang-Song transition theory. However, although some aspects of the original theory
have been retained, others have been modified and revised. For example, Denis Twitchett
argues that “Naito’s theory was stated in very general terms. He was not originally an aca-
demic historian ... but the general outline which Naito perceived—Ilargely by intuitive
understanding—has stood up remarkably well to the progress of modern research” (The
Cambridge History of China: Sui and T'ang, 589-906, Part 1, ed. Denis Twitchett and John
Fairbank [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979], 3.9-10). The American scholar
Peter Bol has called Naito’s Tang-Song transition theory the “Naito hypothesis” (“Tang Song
zhuanxing de fansi: Yi sixiang de bianhua wei zhu J3 AR (1) )z 8 —— DUIEAR (15
.7 F [Reflections on the Tang-Song Transition: With a Focus on Intellectual Change],”
Zhongguo xueshu F1 BT, no. 3 [2000]). Robert M. Hartwell centered his research on
constituent regions and local elites (“Demographic, Political, and Social Transformation of
China, 750-1550,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 42, no. 2 [1982], 404).

7 See Zhang Zexian 5Ri% /¥, “Tang-Song biange lun’ ruogan wenti zhiyi ‘AR5 4 5y T
82 % [Questions Regarding Key Problems with the ‘Tang-Song Transition Theory’], ”
in Zhongguo Tangshi xuehui lunwenji 7[5 S22 € i SCEE [Collection of Articles from
the Tang Dynasty Institute of China], ed. Zhongguo Tangshi xuehui H[8 JF 52 52 & (Xi'an:
Sangin chubanshe, 1989). See also Zhang Zexian 5= 7% i, Tangdai jieji jiegou yanjiu JERIE
AEERETE I [Research into Class Structure in the Tang Dynasty] (Zhengzhou: Zhongzhou
guji chubanshe, 1996), 504-13. Other works include Li Huarui 4*#£%fi, “Tang-Song biange
lun’ de youlai yu fazhan ‘3 72 55 # 5y (1) £ 2R BLE% J& [The Origin and Development of the
‘Tang-Song Transition Theory’],” Hebei xuekan {1 15 T], nos. 4-5 (2010); Diao Peijun ~J %%
14, “Tang-Song shehui biange’ jiashuo de fansi yu quyu shiye xia de ‘lishi Zhongguo’ ‘%4
b S R 11 e S L [ 355 AR BT T (17)4fRE 5 HH B0 [Reflections on the ‘Tang-Song Social
Transition’ Hypothesis and Understanding ‘Historical China’ through Regional Perspectives],”
Xueshu yuekan S48 H 1| 45, no. 2 (2013); Zhang Guogang 5 [ ill, Tangdai jiating yu shehui
JEARK BEHUAL G [Family and Society in the Tang dynasty] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014),
350-58.
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132 YANG

pertains to socioeconomic issues, and both have a decisive effect on changes in
the nature or developmental stage of society. The fact that the Kyoto and Tokyo
schools focused their discussions on questions concerning these two areas
shows that they were able to grasp the essential issues at stake. It is somewhat
of a pity, then, to find that the Sui [581-618], Tang, and Five Dynasties [go7-
960] as described by Naito bear no resemblance to the historical reality of this
period. In fact, Naito’s “A Comprehensive Look at the Tang-Song Period” is little
more than an abstract framework developed according to a Eurocentric para-
digm. In an effort to make China’s history fit neatly into medieval European
history, Naitd’s arguments have altered the history of the Sui, Tang, and Five
Dynasties in a way that seriously deviates from the historical reality of those
periods. As for the changes in the organizational structure of government and
socioeconomic structure that Naitd described as leading to this transition,
these changes either did not take place during the period in which he describes
them or were totally at odds with the historical reality of the time.

1 Propositions by Naito and His Students Concerning the
Organizational Structure of Government during Tang
and Song Were Divorced from Historical Reality

11 Naito and His Students Defined the “Aristocracy”

Inaccurately as “Nobility”
When Naito speaks of the nobility [guizu & /%], he is actually referring to the
aristocracy [shizu 1:J¢%]. By describing the “aristocracy” of the time as “nobil-
ity Naito defined nobility in a way that was inconsistent with both popular
understanding of the term throughout history and the basic characteristics of
the aristocracy.

The term guizu appears in written texts throughout Chinese history to
refer to the relatives of the imperial family or leaders of ethnic minorities.
This meaning is consistent with the understanding of the nobility in medieval
Western Europe and the nobility as found in some countries today. Given that,
from the past to the present, the term “nobility” has had its own specific mean-
ing, Naito’s unique use of the term to define the “aristocracy” from the Wei
[220-265], Jin [265-420], and Southern and Northern Dynasties [420-589] until
the Sui, Tang, and Five Dynasties is certainly inaccurate.

Throughout history, the nobility—both inside and outside China—has held
an entrenched legal status that was hereditary and could be passed on to suc-
cessive generations. In contrast, what we understand as the aristocracy of the
Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern, Sui, and Tang dynasties was not a group with
an entrenched legal status that could be inherited.
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DISPELLING THE MYTH OF THE “TANG-SONG TRANSITION THEORY” 133

The legal status of people throughout Chinese history has been determined
by the rules set out in administrative statutes and criminal codes as well as
in records in household registers. However, whereas statutes and codes in the
Wei, Jin, Sui, and Tang periods record distinctions between officials and citizens
[guanmin F [X] and subordinated people [liangjian K /%], they made no dis-
tinction between the “upper class” and the masses, thus no distinction between
the “aristocracy” and “commoners.” Household registers and other related doc-
uments, such as household declarations [shoushi F % ]® and financial registers
[ jizhang FtHR],2 also distinguish only between free and subordinated people
and between officials and the masses, with no records indicating differences
between commoners and the aristocratic elite. This evidence demonstrates
the absence of a clearly defined legal concept of the aristocracy at the time.!°
Prior to the edict of Emperor Xiaowen 237 [r. 471-499] of the Northern
Wei [386-534] in 495, which assigned certain lineages an “aristocratic” status
based on their previous bureaucratic positions, the designation of individuals
as either aristocratic elite or commoner was assigned through public opinion.
This absence of an officially recognized classification scheme made it impos-
sible to have a uniform standard that determined who made up the aristocracy,
inevitably leading to difficult situations in which court officials, scholars, and
genealogists had different theories about which families should be included.!

8 Household declarations were records of declarations made by civilian families to the vil-
lage head recording information such as the age of the people in their household and
the amount of land they had. These documents would form the basis of the Household
Register.—Trans.

9 Financial registers were records of changes in the status or situation of residents of a
particular area and were generally made by the village head.—Trans.

10 Conversely, there was a clearly defined legal concept for shiren 1 \ [upper-gentry] and
in some instances, shiren would even have specific shi registers. During the reign of Fu
Jian 17 % [r. 357-385], a Di [X leader of the Former Qin [350-394], shi registers from the
Wei and Jin dynasties were restored (exempting those registered from tax and corvée
labor), and corvée labor practices were standardized. See Fang Xuanling 75 % §% et al,,
Jinshu 35 [History of the Jin Dynasty] [Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974], 113.2895.

11 Anexample can be found in the Zhang family in the court of the Tang emperor Xuanzong
JH 2 55 [r. 712-756]. Born as a commoner, Zhang Yue 5RiR [667-730] served as the direc-
tor of the Secretariat [Zhongshuling 13 %], as well as the assistant director for both
the Left and Right of the Department of State Affairs [Shangshu zuoyou puye i35 7c 43
1 55}]. Zhang’s children also held high positions: his elder son Zhang Jun 583 [fl. 750]
was the minister of justice [Xingbu shangshu TR %75, and his younger son, Zhang Ji
53 [fl. 730], earned the endearment of Emperor Xuanzong and married his daughter,
Princess Ningqin ## [fl. 785]. The Zhang family is described as “renowned par excel-
lence” (see Ouyang Xiu #X[51& and Song Qi R4S, Xin Tangshu ¥ JH & [New History of
the Tang Dynasty| |Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975], 125.4411). According to Tang dynasty
precedents used in compiling the Treatise of Lineage Names [Shizu zhi [GHEFE] for
Emperor Taizong H K7 [r. 626-649] and the Record of Family Names [Xingshi lu W [

JOURNAL OF CHINESE HUMANITIES 6 (2020) 129-152 10 ic from Bril com06/03/2021 06:36: 154N

via Shandong University



134 YANG

Although the aristocracy existed as a social group over a long period, its
membership was constantly changing. This was due, in part, to the fact that
the bureaucratic positions of aristocratic officers were not hereditary. All
these points demonstrate the marked differences between the aristocracy and
the nobility.

Although some might argue that the Jin dynasty household levy [Audiao F
] system and landowning system [zhantian ketian /5 FHFRH] provided the
aristocracy with certain economic privileges, such as exemptions from taxes
and corvée labor, this was not actually the case. As the treatise on financial
administration in the History of the Jin Dynasty [ Jinshu shihuozhi & & 8%
5] clearly states, land held by ranked officials was exempt from tax and labor
requirements whereas that held by aristocratic landlords was not.!? It would
be inaccurate to use the concept of the aristocracy as a substitute for ranked
officials, as this would be applying to an entire social level what was true for
only some.

Aristocratic landlords and commoner landlords made up two separate
groups within the landlord class, with the two groups constituting the foun-
dation of landlord political power. The Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern
Dynasties had no substantial difference in economic position between aris-
tocratic landlords and commoner landlords, and it was customary for the two
groups to work together with government officials in order to maintain feudal
power. An example of this is the influential Sui ministers Gao Jiong (=% [541-
607] and Su Wei #% /8 [542-623]; Gao Jiong was originally from a commoner
family, and Su Wei came from an eminent aristocratic family. The two minis-
ters were on close terms with each other, and historical documents record that
“during the time that Gao Jiong and Su Wei came together to assist each other,
the administrative statutes and criminal codes, regardless of how important
or otherwise, were all carefully planned out. Accordingly, it came to pass that,
after several years, the fortune of the dynasty was recast and all under heaven
was in put in order.”’3 During the early years of the Tang dynasty, another such
friendship formed between the humble born Wei Zheng #i [580-643] and

§%] for Emperor Gaozong J# 5 55% [r. 649-683], there is no doubt that the Zhang family
would have ranked high in the aristocracy. However, Kong Zhi fL.% [fl. 753] a genealo-
gist whose aristocratic family was in decline, did not include Zhang Yue and the families
of others who were considered “new families” in his genealogical work On the Types and
Classes of the Hundred Families [Baijia leili 1 ZX8H1).

12 Fang Xuanling, Jinshu, 26.790.

13 Wei Zheng BH/iE et al., Suishu [ & [History of the Sui Dynasty) (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1973), 41.1186.
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DISPELLING THE MYTH OF THE “TANG-SONG TRANSITION THEORY” 135

the upper-class aristocrat Wang Gui T [570-639], when they both served as
ministers to the crown prince Li Jiancheng 2% % [589-626].

Not only was Naito misguided in his use of “aristocracy” and “nobility” but
all his assertions regarding the state of the aristocracy at the time were also
incorrect. For example, he notes that from the Six Dynasties until sometime
before the mid-Tang, “government in this period was completely possessed by
the overall aristocracy, and no one outside it could rise to a high official post.”#
On the contrary, many of the top-ranking officials during the Wei, Jin, and
Southern and Northern Dynasties came from humble beginnings. According
to calculations by Wang Zhenglu VE4E% in Research on the System of Official
Selection during the Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties, during the
Western Jin [265-317], ninety-one of the subjects of biographies in the History
of the Jin Dynasty who served as officials came from upper-class aristocratic
families, eighty-four came from common aristocratic families, and fifty-nine
came from lower classes. This means that a total of 25.2 percent of officials
originated in the common people. This group contained thirteen high-level
officials at a rank of three or above, namely: Yue Guang 4%/#%, Chu Tao #44,
Yan Ding [}, Tao Kan P ffil, He Fan %%, Gou Xi #j/, Fan Gui %2, Xiong
Yuan fE#%E, Wang Xun i, Yu Yu FETH, Gao Song =2, Wei Gai #7%, and
Li Ju Z=4.15

Nait6 also noted that when the Tang emperor Taizong & K73 [r. 626-649]
ascended the throne, he gave instructions for an inquiry into aristocratic gene-
alogies to be carried out and that “even imperial authority could not alter
pedigree ranking."'¢ Naito is fundamentally wrong here. In fact, precisely the
opposite is true, for it was none other than Emperor Taizong who used the
power of his imperial authority to arbitrarily change the rankings of aristo-
cratic families across the empire, raising his own family ranking to the first
rank and demoting the eminent Cui ££ family to the third rank.

Naito further states that “in the Southern Dynasties as well, the Wang +
and Xie #f families were far more important than the family pedigrees of the
emperors.”” In making this point, Naitd was probably drawing on the popular
adage regarding the influence of the Wang family from Langya I3 over the
royal Sima ] f§ family during the Eastern Jin [317-420]: “the Wangs and the

14  Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 89.

15  Wang Zhenglu YE1iE&, Wei, Jin, Nanbeichao xuanguan tizhi yanjiu 125 56 1L H 1% & 4
HIBIT 7% [Research on the System of Official Selection during the Wei, Jin and Southern and
Northern Dynasties| (Fujian: Fujian renmin chubanshe, 1995), 461-70.

16 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 89.

17 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T'ang-Sung Period,” 89.

JOURNAL OF CHINESE HUMANITIES 6 (2020) 129-152 10 ic from Bril com06/03/2021 06:36: 154N

via Shandong University



136 YANG

Simas rule the empire together.’® However, because of his scant evidence and
limited understanding of the history of the Eastern Jin and Southern Dynasties,
Naito once again got many of his facts wrong.

The reality is that this adage referred to a time before the founding of the
Eastern Jin, more than a hundred years before the beginning of the Southern
Dynasties. At the time, Sima Rui 7]}5% [r. 317-323], a distant relative of the
ruling Sima family, who would later go on to found the Eastern Jin, was gar-
risoned at Jiankang ## ¢ (modern-day Nanjing F§ %) as merely a prince of
the royal family. He was under the command of Sima Yue 7] 55k [d. 3u1], the
prince of Donghai [Donghai wang % F]. As such, it was only natural that
the two brothers from the eminent Wang family, Wang Dao 7+ % [276-339] and
Wang Dun F 3 [266-324], enjoyed much greater prestige than Sima Rui at this
time. When Naito says that “in the Southern Dynasties as well, the Wang and
Xie families were far more important than the family pedigrees of the emper-
ors,” he is wrong in terms of both the people involved and the time that it
took place.

1.2 China Was a Monarchical Autocracy from the Qin and Han
Dynasties All the Way through the Ming and Qing

It is widely known that the political history of ancient and imperial China
clearly went through two distinct stages of nobility-based aristocratic gov-
ernment and monarchical autocracy. However, nobility-based aristocratic
government did not hold sway during the Sui, Tang, and Five Dynasties only
to give way to monarchical autocracy from the Song onward. On the contrary,
nobility-based aristocratic government dominated the Spring and Autumn
[770-476 BCE] and Warring States [475-221 BCE] periods, with monarchi-
cal autocracy commencing with the unification of China in 221 BCE by Qin
Shihuang Z4f & [r. 246-210 BCE] and continuing right up to the Qing dynasty
[1616-1911]. Upon the unification of China, his first act was to abolish the nobil-
ity systems that allowed ministerial and official positions to be passed down
along hereditary lines.

From the moment that Qin Shihuang took the title of “emperor” [huangdi
5.7 ], he held absolute paramount authority. As recorded in the Records of the
Grand Historian [Shiji 25], “all the affairs of the empire, great and small, are
decided by the emperor.... The chancellor and the other major officials are all
handed decisions that have already been made, and they simply second the

18 LiYanshou ZX%E 3, Nanshi F 52 [History of the Southern Dynasties] (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1975), 583.
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DISPELLING THE MYTH OF THE “TANG-SONG TRANSITION THEORY” 137

emperor’s opinion.”’® The emperor had the authority to establish or abolish
any existing government institution and wielded power over the life and death
of all his officials. Many of the things that Naito determined as beginning in the
Song dynasty were actually common occurrences beginning in the Qin [221-
206 BCE| and Han [206 BCE—220] period all the way up to the time of the Sui,
Tang, and Five Dynasties. These include things such as

for entrance into high officialdom, the special powers attached to family
pedigree disappeared and all posts were appointed through the power
of the emperor.... The basis of all power in the state belonged to the one
person of the emperor; none of the other high officials held full pow-
ers, while the monarch never entrusted to any officials’ full powers for
their tasks. Accordingly, officials did not bear full responsibility for their
jobs, while the sovereign alone bore all responsibility.... Even a [grand
chancellor] with considerable power could be abruptly dismissed, made
a commoner, or sent to prison if he incurred the emperor’s dislike.... No
matter how highly ranked a local official was, his post could easily be
changed with a mere imperial order.2°

Although a host of historical evidence points to the contrary, Naito willfully
chose to ignore it, as it did not match the European model in which throughout
medieval Europe monarchical power was declining.

Quite a few of the events and situations that Naito considered as taking place
in the Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern Dynasties, Sui, Tang, and Five Dynasties
never even happened. They were simply a case of Naito making up history out
of thin air. For example, in the putative nobility-based aristocratic government
from the Wei to the Five Dynasties, “the monarch was the common property
of the aristocratic class; government was effected by recognizing the special
powers of the aristocracy; and alone, he could not hold absolute power.”?! The
situation that Nait6 is describing here fits in well with that of medieval Europe.
However, the reality is that from the Wei to the Tang and Five Dynasties, no
individual enjoyed a higher standing than the emperor. Emperors simply did
not need the approval of the aristocracy or nobility to govern their empire.

19 Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1993), 58.

20 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 89-92.

21 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” go.
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138 YANG

During the decline of monarchical power in medieval Europe, it was com-
mon practice for the nobility to openly unite and take a stand against the
monarch. However, during the period of monarchical autocracy from the Wei
to the Five Dynasties, aristocrats, commoners, and ministers alike did not dare
to usurp the authority of the emperor unless they had sufficient power to do so.

Naito noted that

the important organs of state in the Tang were the Department of
State Affairs, the Imperial Secretariat, and the Imperial Chancellery....
The Imperial Secretariat represented the emperor, while the Imperial
Chancellery represented bureaucratic, namely aristocratic, public opin-
ion, but of course all high officials in all three organs of state came from
the aristocracy. Thus the aristocracy did not pay absolute obeisance to
imperial orders. For that reason, the language used in imperial responses
to memorials from officials was extremely friendly and never command-
ing in tone.... All the [grand chancellors] of the Tang came from the
aristocratic class, and it was the custom that upon attaining this post not
even the emperor could freely shake their power.22

Naitd’s statements here are clearly at odds with the historical reality in the Sui
and Tang dynasties. Many of the grand chancellors in the Sui and the Tang
came from the common people. In the article “Observing the Convergence
of Aristocratic Landlords with Commoner Landlords through Tang Dynasty
Grand Chancellors, An Outline,” Liu Xuepei F/Z%iii notes that “looking at
both the New and Old Tang Histories as well as the Essential Document and
Regulations of the Tang [Tang huiyao J& & %], the Tang dynasty had a total
of 376 grand chancellors. Not including the six who served Li Shimin 21t [%
as the prince of Qin Z, this leaves 370 official grand chancellors. Although
we cannot confirm the background of four grand chancellors in this group
because of a lack of complete historical records, the family background of the
remaining grand chancellors shows that 217 were aristocratic landlords and 148
were commoner landlords.... over 31 percent of grand chancellors in the Tang
came from the common people.”23

22 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 91-92.

23 Liu Xuepei £, “Cong Tangchao zaixiang kan shizu dizhu yu hanmen dizhu de
heliu, lungang ¢ B 5H S AH A Lt 3= BLSE I 3 1 &It (GRAlD [Observing the
Convergence of Aristocratic Landlords with Commoner Landlords through Tang Dynasty
Grand Chancellors, An Outline]” in Zkhongguo Tangshi xuehui lunwenji " [3 J 52 £ &
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Naito’s comment that “the Imperial Chancellery represented bureaucratic,
namely aristocratic, public opinion” is simply a flight of fancy. If we look at the
facts, all the authority of the three major state organs came directly from the
emperor. These institutions were the tools through which the emperor gov-
erned his empire, and they existed to serve the emperor. They were absolutely
under his command. The separation of responsibilities between the three
organs was only a separation of the functions of the empire’s governing appa-
ratus. At no stage was there any question as to which organ represented the
emperor and which represented government officials. Although the Imperial
Chancellery had the authority to deliberate on and reject proposals put for-
ward by the Imperial Secretariat, whether its opinions were followed was
determined by the emperor. Not only could the emperor decide whether to
listen to his ministers but he could also immediately remove any official who
disagreed with him from his post or even have him executed. In short, regard-
less of their rank or position, every government official was nothing more than
a subject of the emperor and, when all was said and done, had no choice but to
unconditionally submit to his will.

As for comments such as “the language used in imperial responses to
memorials from officials was extremely friendly and never commanding in
tone,” again this is Naito imagining Tang China through the prism of declining
monarchical authority in medieval Western Europe. There is no evidence of
this in China whatsoever.

Naito also notes that “it was the custom in the Tang that local officials often
held the same powers in their localities that the sovereign held at the center.”2*
Here, he is clearly conflating local officials in Tang China with the local mag-
nates who lived during the period of declining monarchical authority in
medieval Western Europe. Naito does not seem to have understood that the
medieval European context was fundamentally different from that of China
beginning in the Qin and Han dynasty. From the time that Qin Shihuang uni-
fied the empire, China had a centralized government in which authority in
key military, political and fiscal matters was all held by a centralized state. All
appointments or dismissals of local officials (e.g., commandery governors,
commandants, and prefects) were made by the central authorities, with the
power of local officials heavily restricted. In an imperial China run by a cen-
tralized state, the crimes that local officials feared most were those concerning

FSCAE [Collection of Articles from the Tang Dynasty Institute of China], ed. Zhongguo
Tangshi xuehui H[# J# 52 € (Xi'an: Sanqin chubanshe, 1989), 52.
24  Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 92.
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individual power grabs, the overstepping of one’s authority and the formation
of cliques colluding to usurp power.

2 The Assertions Made by Naito and His Students Regarding the
Socioeconomic Structure of the Tang and Song Dynasties Are
Inconsistent with the Historical Reality at the Time

Naito stressed that during “the era of aristocratic government ... the people
were looked upon as slaves of the body of aristocrats. In the Sui-Tang years,
the people were released from the hands of the aristocracy and came under
the direct control of the state.”> Here, Naitd’s emphasis on the people com-
ing “under the direct control of the state” is informed by changes that took
place in medieval Western Europe, where the practice of feudalism meant that
although the monarch was the nominal overlord, in practice, they could only
govern the subjects residing within their personal fiefdom. A popular saying
at the time described this as “my vassal’s vassal is not my vassal.” It was not
until the later stages of the Middle Ages, marked by the growing power of mon-
archs coupled with the declining power of the nobility, that monarchs began to
wield personal power over the majority of households within their realm and
commence compiling statewide household registries.

The situation in China was completely different. Even before Qin Shihuang
unified China, Zhou [1046-256 BCE] vassal states had already established
household registers that put the control of civilian households directly into
their own hands.

The amount of material related to state control of households is too numer-
ous to list in detail. An example of this evidence is household data recorded in
the histories of the Qin, Han, Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties,
which confirms that civilian households were under the direct control of the
state in each of these periods. Living at a time when he did not have access
to as many pre-Tang household register documents as we do today, Naito can
perhaps be forgiven for making the wild claim that “in the Sui-Tang years, the
people were released from the hands of the aristocracy and came under the
direct control of the state.” However, this just goes to show that many of Naito’s
assertions regarding the socioeconomic structure of the Wei, Jin, Southern
and Northern Dynasties, Tang, and Song periods do not stand up to historical
scrutiny.

25  Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 93.
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Turning now to Naitd’s comments regarding taxation reforms in the mid-
Tang, we find Naito stating that

the Tang system of zu-yong-diao #J# 7 required that people pay a land
rent, serve corvée labor, and contribute goods to the government. From
the middle years of the Tang, this system gradually dissolved and was
replaced by the double-tax system. This development enabled people to
choose their residence freely. Since the land tax could be paid in money,
the position of the people began to open up widely from their early slave-
tenant farmer status in which they had been tied to the land.26

This statement is riddled with obvious errors. First, it should be pointed out
that, under the double-taxation system in which land and household taxes
were collected separately each year, the land tax was assessed in bushels of
grain whereas the household tax was assessed in cash. In practice, however,
a certain proportion of household taxes was often collected in cloth; further-
more, there is no evidence that cash was used instead of grain to pay the land
tax. Naito’s statements regarding the double-taxation system mixed up which
taxes could be paid in cash. Additionally, with regard to workers being tied
to the land, as far as I can see, both tax systems were much the same. One
of the principles in determining taxes under the double-taxation system was
the elimination of the distinction between long-standing and newly settled
households, with all households required to register in the location of current
residence.?? This did not make it easier for the common people to leave the
land. On the contrary, it made it more difficult.

Moving now to the issue of the distribution of land in the Tang, we find
Naito saying that “the position of the people and their private power in wealth
underwent a great change from the era of aristocratic government ... the sys-
tem of land distribution was closely related to this ... in the Song dynasty, the
sense of popular land ownership was gradually secured through the new laws
of Wang Anshi.”?8

In fact, the private nature of land ownership by common people in the Tang
dynasty was already clearly acknowledged in the administrative statutes and
criminal codes at the time. Examples can be found in the household and mar-
riage section of the Tang Code [ Tanglii 7], which contains articles that refer

26  Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 93.

27 See Liu Xu FI1 et al., Jiu Tangshu & J3 3 [0ld History of the Tang] (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1975), 3421.

28 Naito, “A Comprehensive Look at the T’ang-Sung Period,” 93.
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to “all cases of illegal cultivation of private and public land,” “all cases of wrong-
fully laying claim to or illegally trading or selling public or private land,” and “all
cases of officials who encroach upon private land.”?? Here, the references to
“public land” specifically referred to government-owned land, and instances of
“private land” refer to land held by the common people. An article that refers
to “all cases of public or private wasteland” in the section on land regulations in
the recently restored Tang Statutes [ Tangling tianling J#%-H 4130 even goes
so far as to clearly acknowledge private ownership of wasteland.

In a debate held in the fourteenth year of the Kaiyuan era 7t [713-741]
in which Tang chancellor Li Yuanhong 25704k [d. 733] opposed the establish-
ment of agricultural colonies [tuntian "iH] on land around the capital that
had previously been used to provide officials with salaries but was now aban-
doned, Li Yuanhong explicitly stated that

these fields which have been returned by officials are spread across vari-
ous districts and cannot be grouped together. The common people have
worked hard to cultivate their private land and this land cannot be taken
from them. Should agricultural colonies be established, their establish-
ment would require an exchange of private land for public land.3!

Such a clear conception of land ownership rights coming from the highest ech-
elons of state power was rare in imperial China. Li Yuanhong's views appear in
stark contrast to the “public fields” [gongtian 2 Hl] land nationalization policy
of the Song grand chancellor Jia Sidao Z{{Lli& [1213-1275], which forced land-
owners to sell one-third of their holdings to the state, often for much less than
the market value.

Whereas Naitd’s key arguments revolved around an analysis of bureau-
cratic systems, he rarely touched on economics and left out any mention of
issues regarding the tenancy system. They were later taken up by his student
Miyazaki Ichisada, and two of his articles, “East Asia’s Early Modern Age” and

29  Wallace Johnson, trans., The T'ang Code, Volume II: Specific Articles (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 139-42.

30  Tianyi ge bowuguan KX— I8, Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan lishi yanjiusuo
Tiansheng ling zhengli ketizu H1[E{#EERFEELEIEE St 70 T R 824 SR AH,
Tianyi ge cang Ming chaoben Tiansheng ling jiaozheng, Fu Tangling fuyuan yanjiu X—
i) JE W 0 AR BE A 38 (B JE A 1B JRAIE L) [Collated Edition of the Ming Tianyi Ge
Manuscript Copy of the Statutes of the Tiansheng Era, With Appended Research on the
Restored Tang Statutes| (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2006), 258-59.

31 LiuXu, Jiu Tangshu, 3074.
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“From Agricultural Dependents to Tenant Farmers,”32 focused on the issues of
manorialism and tenancy.

Technically speaking, ever since Qin Shihuang abolished the patrimonial
system of appointing subordinate rulers and created a unified state through
centralized power, manorialism and its closely associated seigniorage ceased
to exist in China. Written documents from the Qin, Han, Wei, and Southern
and Northern Dynasties do not contain any mention of the term “manor”
[zhuangyuan 3#£1#], and no record of the term has ever been found in any
official administrative documents, such as household registers, household
declarations, or tax registers in any dynasty. Although transmitted texts from
the Tang dynasty and manuscripts unearthed at Dunhuang (/& mention the
term “manor,” it is clear that, as used in the Tang dynasty, it was merely a syn-
onym for “cultivated fields.” Thus, we have a situation in which not only were
owner farmers in the practice of calling a small section of their fields a “manor”
but so were many of the landholding military officers and soldiers who lived
throughout the large administrative circuits across the empire. Indeed, even
the legendary Dong Yong % 7K, the personification of filial piety who sold him-
self into slavery to pay for his father’s funeral, was also in the habit of styling
a portion of his fields as a “manor.” Needless to say, the term did not hold any
specific connotations. The “manors” in the Tang had little in common with
manors in Europe or shoens in Japan, and even less with any associated sys-
tems of slavery, feudalism, and serfdom.33

Miyazaki’s statement that, between the Tang and the Song, the primary labor
force in agricultural production shifted from agricultural dependents [buqu 6
1] to tenant households [dianhu ffi ] is seriously divorced from historical

32 Miyazakilchisada & I 117 3£, “Dongyang de jinshi 5 7 )1 H: [East Asia’s Early Modern
Age),” in Riben xuezhe yanjiu Zhongguoshi lunzhu xuanyi, 1153-242; Miyazaki Ichisada,
“Cong buqu zouxiang dianhu f¥#BHIE M [From Agricultural Dependents to
Tenant Farmers],” in Riben xuezhe yanjiu Zhongguoshi lunzhu xuanyi H A5 7+
[ 58 5 5 155 [ Translation of Selected Works by Japanese Scholars on Chinese History],
ed. Liu Junwen & 3, trans. Suo Jieran /194 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1993), 5.1-71.

33 For further details, see Yang Jiping #3F%°F, “Tang Wudai wenxian suojian de ‘zhuang’
‘zhuangzhai’ ‘zhuangtian’ ‘zhuangyuan’ & TSR RLASH ST S SR
[The Terms ‘Zhuang’ ‘Zhuangzhai’ ‘Zhuangtian’ ‘Zhuangyuan’ as Found in Tang and
Five Dynasties Documents],” in Zhongguo jingji tongshi: Sui Tang Wudai jingjishi "5
LV S [ B LA 52 [General History of Chinese Economy: Economic History
of the Sui, Tang and Five Dynasties), ed. Zhao Dexin {842 (Changsha: Hunan renmin
chubanshe, 2002); Liu Hongyun B, “Dunhuang wenshu suojian de ‘zhuang’ ‘tian-
zhuang’ ‘zhuangtian’ ‘zhuangyuan’ fei fengjian zhuangyuan shuo U4 3C 3 I HL (15
HHSHE SHE R SHEEP RS 8 H I ER [ The Terms ‘Zhuang’ ‘Tianzhuang’ ‘Zhuangtian’ and
‘Zhuangyuan’ as Found in Dunhuang Manuscripts Do Not Refer to the Feudal Manor],”
Dunhuangxue jikan BUEZ2HE T, no. 2 (2000).
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reality. During the Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties, a common
saying in the north went, “for plowing consult a [male] field slave, for silk con-
sult a [female] weaving slave” [geng ze wen tiannu, juan ze wen zhibi #HI| [ H
W, A7 FUI R 457934 The south had a similar saying that “running a state is like
running a household. For plowing consult a [male] slave, for weaving consult
a [female] slave” [zhiguo ru zhijia, geng dang wen nu, zhi dang wen bi 16 B W15
K, HFERIW, 4% [H1#).35 These sayings reveal the important position that
male and female slaves occupied in the terms of social production. From the
Sui onward, what had once been a “common saying” regarding the consulta-
tion of slaves now became a historical aphorism: “the ancients said, for plowing
consult a [male] slave, for weaving consult a [female] slave.”36 This transforma-
tion indicates that consulting slaves in matters of plowing and weaving had
become a historical memory for those living in the Sui and the Tang, which in
turn illustrates that the role of slaves and agricultural dependents in agricul-
tural production at that time was no longer as great as it had previously been.
Miyazaki notes that,

the manors of medieval aristocrats ... were rented out on land contracts
to the tenant who agreed to pay the highest rent. In this way, agricultural
dependents in the middle ages were released and replaced by tenant
households.... not long after the Song dynasty had been established,
probably sometime around the reign of Emperor Zhenzong # H.5%, the
system set up around agricultural dependents completely dissolved.3”

This assertion mixes up the timing of events and is another case of Miyazaki
seriously departing from the historical reality at the time. At no stage did gov-
ernments in the Sui and the Tang carry out measures to free large numbers
of agricultural dependents. Whether private landlords allowed freed slaves to
leave their households was a matter of personal choice, and there is no way
that any unified measures could have been taken. The real reason for the
decline of agricultural dependents was not their release but, rather, a range of
measures in the Tang to limit slavery, which dried up the supply of both slaves
and agricultural dependents. Furthermore, tenant households during the Tang

34  Wei Shou ZLI et al., Weishu ZL 3 [History of the Wei] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974),
1445.

35  Mentioned by Shen Qing % & in “Daoyi Liu Yu zhuan /&5 5 %I#4% [Biography of the
Island Barbarian Liu Yu],” in Weishu, 2140.

36 LiYanshou 435, Beishi AL 52 [History of the Northern Dynasties] (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1974), 2623.

37  Miyazaki, “East Asia’s Early Modern Age,” 173.
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did not emerge from agricultural dependents. The bulk of tenant households
were made up of owner farmers, part-owner farmers, and people who had
been displaced, all of whom were legally free. With regard to the timing of
events in Miyazaki’s thesis, whereas the agricultural dependent system ended
during the Tang, the system of tenancy had been in existence long beforehand.
By no later than the early Tang, tenancy arrangements had become the most
common farming practice outside subsistence farming.

To date, more than ten tenancy contracts have been unearthed in Dunhuang,
all of which are from the late Tang and Five Dynasties, when the area was gov-
erned by the Returning to Righteousness Army [ Guiyi jun 5725 ¥ ]. In addition,
over 120 tenancy contracts (including a few fragments) have been unearthed
at Turfan, most of which date back to the era of the Gaochang 1 & state [460-
640] and the early Tang dynasty. Together, they total around 140 contracts (one
of which records an instance of a tenant claiming ownership and subletting
his field, leading to a situation in which one field had two owners),38 which is
more than three times the number of tenancy contracts from the Song, Liao
[907-1125], Jin [1115-1234], Yuan [1206-1368], and Ming [1368-1644] currently
known to exist.3?

In general, these tenancy contracts had quite a short duration, and more
than 85 percent of them for a period of one to two years. This indicates that the
relationship between landlords and tenants at the time was temporary and that
tenants were relatively free. Although some instances occurred in the Song in
which landlords prevented tenants from leaving their land, no such examples
of this practice have been found as yet in the Tang. Indeed, whereas Song regu-
lations mandated that the relationship between landlords and tenants was that
of master and servant, this was not the case in the Tang and Five Dynasties,
and no special regulations existed in the criminal codes and administrative
statutes of the time regarding tenants. As noted in the General Principles sec-
tion of the Tang Code, for “all cases of crimes committed by official bondsmen,
agricultural dependents, or government or private slaves, where the specific
article has no formal text concerning these inferior classes, treat them as free

38  Yang Jiping, “Lun Tang, Wudai suojian de ‘yi tian er zhu’ yu yongdianquan #f)#, T8
BT R — HH — 3 B K [On Perpetual Tenancy and the ‘One Field, Two Owners’
Phenomenon Found in the Tang and Five Dynasties],” Zhongguo jingjishi yanjiu H B 4%
75 29T, no. 3 (2018).

39  According to incomplete data, tenancy contracts dating from the Song, Yuan and early
Ming (before the Hongzhi 5476 period [1488-1505]) currently include no more than ten
contacts written in Chinese characters, three tenancy contracts in Old Tibetan 3%, ten
tenancy contracts in Tangut Fi %, and around thirteen contracts in Old Uyghur [F]#.
This gives a total of a little over thirty contracts.
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persons.”9 This indicates without a doubt that tenants enjoyed a legal status
as free men and that no legal basis existed on which to distinguish between
landlords and tenants in terms of higher and lower status or being master and
servant.

Facts speak louder than words. Naito and Miyazaki’s theory about the Tang’s
being a medieval slave society and the Song’s being a time when “the position
of the people began to open up widely from their early slave-tenant farmer
status” can no longer stand up to the scrutiny of new material evidence that
has emerged in the past twenty to thirty years. The same is true of Maeda
Naonori’s theory developed with others at the Tokyo school, which regarded
the Tang as an ancient slave society and the Song as a medieval and feudal
serf society. Prior to the mid-Tang, except for owner farmers, tenancy systems
were the dominant structure of agricultural production. This historical reality,
confirmed by the tenancy contract system, means that no evidence remains to
support the various assertions made by the Kyoto and Tokyo schools regard-
ing whether the use of agricultural dependents in the Tang constituted a serf
society or a slave society.

3 Dispelling the Myth of the “Tang-Song Transition Theory”

The fact that many major changes take place in each relatively long period of
history is not surprising in the least. For example, if we examine the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods, we naturally find that a whole host of
changes took place. Politically, these changes included the decline in the power
of the monarchy, coupled with the rise of vassal lords. This led to increasing
power struggles between expanding states, which in turn laid the foundation
for Qin Shihuang to unify China. Major cultural changes also took place dur-
ing this period and are manifested in the decay of traditional Zhou state rites
and music practices as well as debates between competing schools of thought.
In science and technology, advances in smelting practices and improved iron
tools led to substantial increases in social production.

In the Qin and Han periods, extensive changes took place in government
organization and fiscal management. After China’s unification, Qin Shihuang
fundamentally changed the structure of state power by replacing the previous
system of patrimonialism with one of bureaucratic centralism, allowing him to
create a unified multiethnic state that was both autocratic and centralized. At
the same time, major changes occurred in the makeup of the bureaucracy. In

40 Wallace Johnson, trans., The T'ang Code, Volume I: General Principles (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979), 249.
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line with the movement toward state centralization, a system of three senior
statesmen and nine ministers was established in the capital, whereas in local
regions, commanderies and districts were set up and managed by governors
and magistrates, respectively. In financial affairs and taxation, new measures
for land taxes, poll taxes, and corvée labor were introduced.

After the upheaval created by the division of the empire and several par-
tial reunifications that followed, a period of large-scale cultural and ethnic
integration occurred in the Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties.
During this period, changes in bureaucratic systems shifted real power away
from the three senior ministers to the Imperial Secretariat. Changes in the pro-
cess of selecting officials included the introduction of a new system in which
“Recommending Legates” [zhongzheng "' 1I:] were used to promote and rank
candidates for posts in the imperial bureaucracy based on nine official ranks
[jiupin JLih]. This system and its subsequent ossification led to the gradual
rise of an aristocracy that increasing held political power. In terms of financial
and taxation measures, political disorder and the ensuing lack of detailed cen-
sus data resulted in a shift from proportional taxation to a fixed quota based on
land area whereas the poll tax was replaced by a household levy.

Reunification during the Sui, Tang, and Five Dynasties enabled the return of
a unified multiethnic state that was both autocratic and centralized. Changes
in the government structure facilitated the rise of the three departments and
six ministries, and the nine-rank system was gradually replaced by a selec-
tion system centered on imperial examinations. With the implementation of
new measures limiting the use of slaves, contract tenancy became the leading
mode of production, other than subsistence farming. After fiscal changes and
reforms in the taxation system in 780, the double-taxation system replaced
the previous zu-yong-diao system, in which fixed taxes had been paid in grain,
cloth, and labor by each registered taxpayer.

During the Song, partial reunification of the empire once again was followed
by the reestablishment of the centralized state. Although socioeconomic
advancements proceeded at an unprecedented rate, and cultural practices and
academic scholarship flourished, the state was increasingly hampered by its
weak fiscal conditions and the lack of military force.

All these changes are just as important as those that took place between the
Tang and the Song, if not more so. Yet until now, scholars have rarely encom-
passed these changes in theories about a transition from one particular period
to another, and even when they do, these theories never even get close to being
considered as describing “settled historical fact” in the way that popular sup-
port has bestowed on the Tang-Song transition theory. No other “transition
theory” can lay claim to a such a wide influence over historians and academics,
to the point that it becomes the basis for future research.
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Only Naito and his students, who, in comprehensively describing their
imagined “major transition” between the Tang and the Song across a variety of
topics—politics, economics, culture, intellectual discourse—were able to come
to the conclusion that the Tang was the culmination of the medieval period,
whereas the Song marked the beginning of the modern era. Accompanying
this feat was the packaging of their entire suite of arguments into a single
“Tang-Song transition theory.” Although this theory, as summarized by Naito
and his students, is seriously divorced from the historical reality of the Tang
and Song periods, it nevertheless fit nicely with Naitd’s original motives and
worked well with the meaning of the term “transition” [biange % %]. By refer-
ring to more than simply a gradual change, the term bianjge denotes expelling
the old and bringing in the new and describes a fundamental change in the
intrinsic nature of that which is changing. The connotations of this fundamen-
tal change can be seen in Nait6 and his student’s description of the Tang as an
aristocratic government in which the people were slaves and tenant farmers,
in contrast to his description of the Song as a monarchical autocracy that fur-
ther validated the significance of land ownership for commoners. It can also
be seen in the contrast between the Tang as the culmination of the medieval
period and the Song as the start of the modern era.

With regard to the major political and socioeconomic transitions imagined
by Naito and his students to have taken place during the transition between
the Tang and Song, they either never actually took place or were already tak-
ing place in the early stages of the Tang long before the period of transition
between the two dynasties. For example, as mentioned above, China did not
wait until the Song to become a monarchical autocracy—it had been one from
the moment that Qin Shihuang unified the empire and claimed the title of
emperor. Similarly, changes in the nature of the aristocracy were not exclu-
sive to the transitional years between the Tang and the Song. The decline of
aristocratic families was already well underway by the beginning of the Sui
with the abolition of the nine-rank system and the establishment of imperial
exams. Nonetheless, traces of the aristocracy continued to exist throughout
the Tang and Song and could even be found after the fall of the Song.#! One
could say that the dissolution of the aristocracy during the transition between

41 Both the Songshi 7K 5! [History of the Song] and the Jinshi 4> 5 [History of the Jin] con-
tinued to make frequent reference to terms describiing the aristocracy, such as shizu
1:J% [scholar bureaucrat families] and shizu % [hereditary families]. See Toghto
MGG et al., Jinshi 4 52 [History of the Jin] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), vols. 64, 105,
16, and 131. The upper levels of Song society held the aristocracy in great esteem when
it came to marriage, but at the end of the Southern Song, the government once again
“started to set up shi registers.” See Toghto i/ et al., Songshi 7R 52 [History of the Song)
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these two dynasties was a fait accompli. Furthermore, records in the Tang Code
and Tang Statutes show that the right of civilian households to own private
land was clearly recognized in the law in the early stages of the Tang. There was
no need to wait until after the mid-Tang for such recognition, let alone until
the commencement of the Song. The same is also true of changes in agricul-
tural production, with transmitted texts and unearthed manuscripts revealing
that slaves and agricultural dependents were no longer the main force in pro-
duction by the Sui and early Tang. These texts also show the high prevalence
of tenancy and contract tenancy, with tenancy clearly being the leading form
of agricultural production at the time, other than subsistence farming. These
changes occurred before the mid-Tang and long before the transition period
between the Tang and Song.

In conclusion, the Sui, Tang, and Five Dynasties as described by Naito bear
no resemblance to the historical reality at those times. Naitd’s arguments, in
many instances, distorted the history of these dynasties in an effort to make
China’s history fit neatly within the framework of medieval European history.
Consequently, his central conclusion, main arguments, and so-called premises
are all wrong. The approach taken by Naito is not a scientific one in which he
undertook research based on historical material; rather, he started with a pre-
determined conclusion and then selected and interpreted historical materials
to support his argument. It is crucial for us to dispel the myth of the “Tang-Song
transition theory” and return to historical reality.

The “Tang-Song transition theory” as set out by Naito and his students is a
myth. Another theory, highly regarded in some academic circles, that Zheng
Qiao’s EiHE [1104-1162] statements regarding changes in official selection and
marriage practices from the Tang to Song are evidence that he was the first
proponent of the “Tang-Song transition theory” is also just a myth. It is crucial
for us to shatter the myth of the “Tang-Song transition” as advanced by Naito
and his students and, in line with the tenets of dialectical materialism and
historical materialism, make proper use of transmitted texts and unearthed
manuscripts from the Tang and Song dynasties (especially unearthed manu-
scripts published over the past forty years). In this way, we can study the
changes that occurred during the Tang and Song dynasties as well as during the
intervening period and perform a practical assessment of the status of these
changes within the context of Chinese history.

Translated by Michael Broughton

(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1977), 46.908. These examples show that, as during the Tang,
vestiges of the aristocracy could be found throughout the Song.
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