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Status and Functions of Shu Dou in the Song Dynasty

CHENG Min-sheng

(School of History and Culture, Henan University, Kaifeng 475001)

Abstract: Motivated by the popularization of the cultivation of soybean (Glycine max) (commonly
known as Shu Dou in ancient Chinese), the emergence of a new variety of broad bean (Vicia faba L.) and the
introduction of western mung beans, a new pattern in China of cultivating wheat in the north, rice in the south
and soybeans nationwide have taken shape in the Song dynasty, consequently enlarging the cropland cover
fraction in the upland mountainous regions in southern China and improving the structure of grain varieties.
Shu Dou, one of the main crops and also the staple food of common people in the bottom of the society, could
be counted as the survival necessity for people’ s livelihood in terms of daily diet, fodder making, cooking
and heating. With an equally large official demand, Shu Dou became the food of the largest consumption as
well as the highest production in the Song dynasty. A wide array of subsidiary food of Shu Dou, in the mean-
time, brought more diversified benefits. The creation of soybean oil and soy sauce, the naming of Tofu (bean
curd), and the prevalence of soybean paste all demonstrate further developments and heavy reliance on Shu
Dou in the Song dynasty. Shu Dou, an essential role no less than that of rice and wheat in the socio-economic
history of the Song dynasty, played an unprecedentedly important part in soil cultivation, disease control and
food processing than any other crops, and thus was bestowed by the Song people with the cultural value of
the loftiest virtue.
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