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Ethical Embedding: The Generative Logic and Transmission Path of Self-Discipline
Culture of Shanxi Merchants in Ming and Qing Dynasties—An Interdisciplinary Study
Based on Commercial Regulations and Clan Conventions
WANG Jiguang

Abstract: Shanxi merchants (Jinshang) dominated the Chinese commercial landscape for over five
centuries during the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Their self-discipline culture, centered on commercial
regulations and clan conventions, served as a pivotal informal institution underpinning their enduring
prosperity. Adopting the theoretical lenses of institutional economics and cultural ecology, this study
systematically elucidates the generative logic and transmission paths of this self-discipline culture while
exploring its “ethical embedding” characteristics and cross-cultural implications. The findings reveal that
the genesis of Jinshang self-discipline culture resulted from the co-evolution of external environmental
pressures and internal cultural genes. Regarding generative logic, the intersection of frontier geographical
risks, the infiltration of Confucian ethics, and intense market competition compelled Shanxi merchants to
deeply “embed” moral norms into their business practices and social networks. The core of this model lies
in the sanctification of “loyalty, righteousness, and integrity” through the symbolic worship of GUAN Yu,
which effectively mitigated transaction costs and filled the institutional lacunae of formal state laws. In
terms of transmission, a “four-in-one” collaborative system was established, integrating patriarchal lineage,
apprenticeship-based business practices, regional cultural osmosis, and the organizational governance
of guild halls (Huiguan). Systematic comparison demonstrates that the “ethical embedding” of Shanxi
merchants differs significantly from the “integration of Confucianism and commerce” characteristic of
Huizhou merchants, underscoring the decisive role of regional cultural genes in shaping Oriental business
ethics. This research deepens the academic understanding of traditional Chinese commercial governance
and offers profound historical wisdom and heuristic references for contemporary corporate governance, the
reconstruction of commercial ethics, and the revitalization of cultural heritage.

Keywords: Shanxi merchants in Ming & Qing Dynasties; commercial regulations and clan conventions;
self-discipline culture; ethical embedding; generative logic; transmission path



