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The rise of the merchant class in the late Zhou system, and how it changed China
The Zhou system played a critical role in changing the social and economic nature of China. The dynasty which was the longest in the history of China began in 1046 and ended in 256 BCE. Initially the dynasty was a common united front before later dividing itself into the western Zhou dynasty and the Eastern Zhou dynasty. One of the most notable periods in the dynasty was the rise of the merchant class, who played a pivotal role in changing China both socially and economically as this study aims to find out.
The merchant class emerged mainly as a result of the need of the princes to achieve success in war. In a bid to achieve this success, the princes changed how their states or territories were governed. According to Deng (50), the princes had to raise taxes and maintain large troops and they therefore had to impose the collection of taxes in a regular and effective manner. 
The subordinate lords and laborers who formed a large part of their troops and public workers proved inadequate for the new intentions and therefore prompted the princes to use their own household officials and personal retailers to collect taxes (Wagner 19). The merchants emerged more strongly during this time since a majority of the Kings’ ministers had vast experience and ability and coupled with their education and professionalism, slowly they became some of the richest merchants at the time.
The rise of merchants marked the beginning of economic expansion and technological advancements in China. During this time, the metal coins were introduced in the ancient China which expanded trade. In addition, irrigation projects were initiated, which consequently improved the production of agriculture. The period also saw the emergence of iron tools which become popular with the Chinese farmers and the country saw an increase in the iron-workers who used casting technology to manufacturer weapons and tools in bulk (Schrecker 76). The country also began to produce salt, and coal mines also increased in number. Cities and towns also increased in number and the population density also increased.
Social mobility was also enhanced since the rise of merchants made it easy for the peasants to sell their land. New towns also emerged near markets. The merchants were able to increase wealth significantly and invested it in land (Jacques 15). New social classes also emerged amongst the peanuts which ultimately reduced the level of poverty.
The period also saw advancements in education which was stimulated by the growing need to have literate officials. Many schools were also built during this period and thereby saw the emergence of new schools of thoughts for instance Confucius who propagated the concept of Confucianism, Laozi who founded Daoism, Mozi who founded Mohism and Han Fei and Shang Yang, both of whom are credited with the development of legalism (Glahn 67).
In conclusion, it is palpable from the study that the rise of merchants was critical to the economic and social development of modern day China. The rise spurred economic development and technological advancements which was evidenced by the emergence of iron industries. The rise of merchants also saw an enhancement in social mobility, education and a reduction in poverty all of which underline why the merchants indeed played a critical role in the development of China. 
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