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Tensions between Gentry and Merchant Cultures:
Advertising Papers as an Aspect of Consumer Society
and Cultural History

Wu Jen-shu”

Abstract

Qing period advertisements on wrapping paper and posters were largely
textual, reflecting both the steady rise in literacy and the intensification of
commercial competition. Merchants and producers in the commercially and
culturally affluent Jiangnan region in particular increasingly depended on
advertisements to convey the authenticity and high repute of their goods.
At the same time, the textual bent of advertisements clashed with the cultural
ideals of many gentry, who as part of the literary elite were dedicated to the
lofty values espoused by Societies for Cherishing Written Characters
(Xizihui, &%) and objected to such usage of sacred script as blasphemy.
These associations had emerged in reaction against the growing popularity of
the Daoist Deity of Literature, Wenchang Dijun ({547 #). Tensions
between the profit-oriented merchant culture and examination-focused gentry
ideals further rose with the explosion of advertisements resulting from the
commercial and industrial growth that followed the opening of treaty ports.
However, as moral compendiums (shanshu, &) and dramas came to
promote the concept of “cherishing written characters” among the lower
orders of society, the focus of these exhortations shifted from examination
success toward material wealth and personal well-being, thereby gradually
incorporating the same merchant culture that had hitherto been castigated as

morally corrupt.

Keywords: gentry and merchant cultures, advertising papers, Qing

dynasty, cherishing written characters, consumer society
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