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How Much Were Famous Elites Worth?
--Development of Elites’ Social Networks
through Literary Activities and Their
Management of Fame and Fortune in the
Ming and Qing Dynasties

Wang, Hong-tai*
Abstract

The civil service examination was competitive in the Ming and Qing dynasties;
the numbers of successful examinees were limited. Apart from devoting themselves
to the country and people as officials, were there any other life choices for elites?
This article investigates how elites displayed their literary competence and looked
for meanings and possibilities of life.

Since the mid-Ming, it had become a unique social trend for city elites to
develop social networks through social and literary activities. A group of men called
“famous elite” (ming-shih) pursued fame, fortune, and friendship in terms of
promoting these activities. It is a research worthy topic to understand the
sociocultural meanings of these activities by means of looking into how famous
elites were “created” and their impacts on the society.

In business cities, elites were more active in participating in social and literary
activities through which they strengthened their social networks and raised social
status. The more fame elites gained, the more fortune they pursued. This
“mechanism” was important in the promotion of social and literary activities and
unique and rich literati culture.

Keywords: famous elite, literary hermit, selling literary work, literary market,
literati culture
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