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Gentry Culture and the Sedan Chair
in Ming China

Wu Jen-Shu’

Abstract

The transformation in the consumption and use of modes of transportation
reflected not only technological developments but also social changes that
amounted to a shift in social structure. This paper is a case study of the use of
the sedan chair in Ming China and is divided into three parts. The first part
investigates the process by which the sedan chair as a mode of transportation
gradually replaced the horse, the main mode of transportation since the Sui and
Tang dynasties. The sedan chair became a new fashion from the late period of
North Sung dynasty. The second part discusses the causes of this new trend,
looking at both “exterior” fators such as geographical, technological, social and
economic developments, and also the “inner” cultural causes of the
phenomenon. In particular, what was the social significance of official use of
sedan chairs in the Ming and how might this have influenced changes in general
modes of transportation? Finally, the third part of this paper explores the
symbolic meanings of the sedan chaire in terms of political hegemony, social

status and political culture.

Key words: Sedan Chair, Gentry, Ming, Status, Symbol
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