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The Song Dynasty

After the Tang dynasty, the Song dynasty was a time that helped to unite Chinese culture. The revival of Confucian thought again made an impact on China during the Song Dynasty. This time is known as the “Chinese Renaissance” because it was full of progress in technology and inventions. 


The Song Empire never matched the Tang dynasty in terms of extent of land controlled or military power but they did impact the future of the Chinese civilization. In the Song government, the scholar-gentry carefully restrained military growth to prevent internal insurrection. 

Under the scholar-gentry, Confucianism was revived. Confucianism became a powerful force of thought in what is generally called the Song Confucian Revival or neo-Confucianism. In the centuries preceding, Buddhism was the dominant force in China; the intellectual centers of China were the Buddhist temples. But in the Song, the center of intellectual activity again devolved on the scholar. Like Confucius and his followers, Neo-Confucians were primarily concerned with ethics rather than abstract religious or metaphysical speculation; his overwhelming concern lies in the concerns of government and the ethics of day to day living. As a result of this Confucian revival, the government itself undertook massive reforms according to Confucian principles; part of this reform was the extension of the examination system for choosing government officials. Song rulers promoted the interests of the Confucian bureaucracy. The examination system was further regularized. Passage of the exams was made easier, leading to a large and inefficient bureaucracy. It was hostile to foreign thought, making the bureaucracy less receptive of outside ideas and technologies. It had a major emphasis on tradition, social hierarchy, gender distinction, and served to harden the Chinese social system.
1. Why was the Song dynasty known as the Chinese Renaissance?

2. What is Neo-Confucianism? How did it impact China?
Decline of the Song Dynasty

The Song Dynasty was not as strong as the Tang. Its military weakness on the frontiers led to external pressure on the Song Empire. Tangut tribesmen created the rival kingdom of Xi Xia on the northern borders of China. They were able to force the Song to pay tribute. Tribute payments to the Liao and Xi Xia in addition to military costs placed increasing burdens on the bureaucracy and the Chinese economy. In the long run, military performance suffered. In the 1070s and 1080s, Wang Anshi, chief minister of the Song emperor, attempted to enact reforms. Taxes were extended to the scholar-gentry as a means of improving the military.

When the emperor who had supported Wang's reforms died, his successor preferred the traditional approaches to government. When Wang's reforms were reversed, conditions worsened. In 1115, the Jurchens, northern nomads who had overthrown the Liao, successfully invaded the northern frontiers of the Song Empire. The Song government was forced to flee southward to the Yangtze basin, where they established a new capital at Hang Zhou. Following the flight, the dynasty was referred to as the southern Song. It existed as a rump state until its final demise in 1279.
1. What were some weaknesses of the Song Empire?

2. What did they do to try and fix their weaknesses? Did they work?

3. What eventually happened to the Song?

Tang and Song Prosperity: The Basis of a Golden Age 


A massive population increase of ethnic Chinese in the southern portions of China compelled the emperors from the Sui on to improve communications, most commonly through the construction of a series of canals linking the north China plain with the Yangtze River basin. The Grand Canal both facilitated bureaucratic control of the south and increased economic exchange between the Yangtze and northern China. The construction of the Grand Canal accelerated the shift of population to the south.

Tang conquests on the western frontier opened up trade routes and helped to establish connections between the civilized cores of Eurasia. China tended to export manufactured goods and import luxuries. Commercial shipping improved as the pace of trade quickened. Chinese junks were perhaps the finest commercial vessels in the world at this time. Market quarters in Chinese cities grew larger. These markets were organized by local guilds. Exchanges involving money and credit became common. The government began the introduction of paper money in the eleventh century during the Tang era.

Confucian thinkers advocated the restriction of women to the household.  Confucians drafted laws favoring males in inheritance and permitting divorce. Women were excluded from the education system, and thus from public life. The practice of foot-binding during the late Tang and Song dynasties secluded women by literally removing their physical mobility. It was considered beautiful to have small feet and women would have their feet bound or tied back at a young age in order to have small feet. Foot-binding became typical of all social classes.

Major technological innovations and scientific discoveries were common in the Tang-Song era. Engineering feats included the construction of the vital canal system, dikes, dams, and bridges. All were critical to the commercial expansion and population movement typical of the period. The Chinese also developed gunpowder at first for amusement, then for military use. On a more domestic plane, chairs, tea-drinking, coal for fuel, and kites became common in Chinese households. Under the Song emperors, compasses were applied to sea navigation. The abacus was used for calculations, much as a modern computer. Bi Sheng invented movable type, making the production of books less onerous.

Scholarly Refinement and Artistic Accomplishment


Much of the literary and artistic accomplishment of the Tang- Song era was due to the revival of the Confucian scholar- gentry. The Confucian ideal required the educated man to appreciate the arts and to participate in their creation. The art and literature of the scholar-gentry concentrated on everyday life, rather than religious motifs. 

1. How did the Grand Canal help China?

2. How did trade improve during the Tang and Song Dynasties?

3. What is foot-binding?

4. List some technological advances of these two dynasties.

