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Unique Characteristics of Traditional Chinese
Society Development:
Change of Clan Organization and Social Mobility in Ancient China

Ye Wenxian
(Department of History, School of Humanities,
Suzhou University of Science and Technology, Suzhou, China, 215009)

Abstract: Xia, Shang and Zhou were the three tribe-dynasties coexisting in the Central Plains, the Eastern
Plains and the Western Plains. The shifting of these three dynasties not only represents the rise and decline
of the three tribes, but also their horizontal movement in the Central Plains. Social changes during the Spring
and Autumn Period do not mean that the landlord class took over the slave-owner class, but rather that the new
nobles superseded the old ones. Neither do the political reforms during the Warring States Period mean that
the landlord class seized power from the slave-owner class, but rather that they reflect the conflicts between the
rulers and the nobles who wanted to keep their hereditary status. The Ying clan was a noble clan in the Spring
and Autumn Period which, after defeating the six states, established the Qin Dynasty and ushered in a new era
when commoners could become state rulers. While the founder and the major officials of the Western Han
Dynasty were commoners, after four hundred years of rule of the Western Han and Eastern Han Dynasties,
their families became despotic clans and later, during the Wei and Jin periods, became aristocrats. Then they
declined and fell due to the turmoil of the Wei, Jin, Southern, and Northern Dynasties. After the Sui and Tang
Dynasties, the aristocratic era ended and the Chinese society entered an age of the commons; however, the
society was still composed mainly of patriarchal clans and family clans. The clan system, originally monopolized
by nobles, was then popularized. Clan culture became a characteristic in the commonality age; even the minority
ethnic groups had in succession been assimilated into the Han clan society. The history of ancient China is in fact
a history of the vicissitudes of ethnic organizations: the eradication and victory of certain clan organizations, as
well as the interchange of social status between nobles and commoners. The basic unit of social mobility is not

class, but the clan organization with consanguinity: tribes, patriarchal clans and family clans.
Keywords: ancient China; clan organizations; social mobility

Author: Ye Wenxiao graduated from the Department of History at East China Normal University. Currently he is
Professor in the Department of History at Suzhou University of Science and Technology. Prof. Ye's research fields
are history of the Pre-Qin period of China, archeology, Wu culture and historiography. His representative works
include Exploring the History of the State of Wu and Its Culture, Wu Culture and Yue Culture from the Perspective
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