
Patterns of organization in the traditional Chinese village

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Gailey, Kenneth Alan, 1948-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:13:11

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/348269

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/348269


PATTERNS' OF ORGANIZATION IN THE 

TRADITIONAL .CHINESE VILLAGE

by
Kenneth.Alan Galley

A Thesis Submitted- to the Faculty of the

DEPARTMENT OF ORIENTAL STUDIES

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of

MASTER OF ARTS

In the Graduate College
‘THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

1 9  7 7



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This thesis has been submitted in partial fulfillment of re
quirements for an advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is 
deposited in the University Library, to be made available to borrowers 
under rules of the Library.

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable without special 
permission, provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. 
Requests for permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of 
this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head of the 
major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his judg
ment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholar
ship. In all other instances, however, permission must be obtained 
from the author.

SIGNEDi

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below:

.. ,, . C ....— PJ ■Z- 7 , / ^ 7
DO03LAS C. CH'EN / "  ' Da^e

Assistant Professor of 
Oriental Studies



PREFACE

The need for a study of Chinese village organization was first 
suggested during the course of a seminar in Chinese social structure 

conducted by Professor Douglas C. Chen during the Fall of 1976. How

ever, the decision to pursue this problem as a topic for a thesis has 
a more complex background. The fact that such a study has not been 

done previously was certainly an important factor in this decision. 
Another was my own rapidly growing interest in peasant society. When 

these were coupled with a strong interest in Chinese society, developed 

both in study and through more than two years of daily exposure to 

the Chinese in Taiwan where I lived from 1967 to 1969, it was suf

ficient stimulus for me to undertake the investigation.

I should acknowledge my debt to the members of my committee 

for their generous assistance throughout my graduate program, and in 

conjunction with this study. I should like to thank Dr. Douglas C.

Chen for his patient supervision throughout the study and for instruc

tion in many of the problems related to its development. I would like 

to thank Professor Marie Chan who was kind enough to read a draft of 

this study on very short notice, and who has given so generously of 

her time in other instances during our association. I would also 

like to thank Professor William Schultz who has encouraged the careful 

development of this paper, and who has been a true friend and counselor 

during the past two years.
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Organizationallythe study is divided into five chapters, each 

with two or more sub-sections. The first chapter is an introduction 

and outlines some of the important anthropological work which has been 
done in small communities. The second, dealing with settlement pat

terns, is the most fully developed for two reasons. First, the 

existence of these patterns has not been thoroughly examined in 

existing ethnographic studies. For this reason, it was felt that 

arguments illustrating these patterns should be more carefully 

presented and documented than would be necessary with more familiar 

materials. Secondly, it was hoped that settlement patterns could be 
shown to reflect, in concrete terms, the convergence of socio-cultural 

factors in village communities. This is significant with respect to 

the question of the relationship between culture and physical environ

ment, a question which is the main concern of cultural ecologists.
The final three chapters deal with more widely treated social science 

concepts: political organization, kinship organization, and social

and economic organization. These are followed by a conclusion which 

argues * the theoretical implications of the study.

Citations in the text are presented in the author-year format 

employed in most anthropological journals. Quotations from the 

Chinese are given in the Wade-Giles Romanization, and Chinese 

characters are provided for the initial occurrence of each word or 

phrase.
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ABSTRACT

Despite continuing scholarly interest in peasant studies, there 

are significant gaps in our understanding of peasant life. This study 
attempts to synthesize available materials for a fresh look at patterns 

of organization in the traditional Chinese village. The relationship 

between settlement pattern and social organization is explored, and 

the social forces generating particular patterns of settlement are 

examined. The major formal and informal institutions of village polity 

are discussed, and their relative importance and effectiveness ana

lyzed. The importance of the common descent group as a feature of vil
lage life is demonstrated. The basic patterns of social stratification 

evident in the traditional Chinese village are described and an effort 

is made to show how social and economic forces served to integrate 

village life. Common forms of intra-village cooperation are discussed 

in connection with other patterns of social organization.



INTRODUCTION

Two approaches have dominated the study of peasant life in the 
past several decades. The aim of the first has been to present a cir

cumstantial account of the' major aspects of community life, while the 

aim of the second has been to isolate and identify features of peasant 

life which might be considered universal or common to all societies. 

The first approach is necessarily intensive in character, and has 

proceeded with the study of individual communities. It has attempted 
to define the characteristics of the particular community with micros 
scopic precision. The second approach has been more comparative in 

scope, taking data from a variety of sources and seeking to identify 
the similarities and differences among them.

In this, country, much interest in, the study of small communi
ties has been generated by the work of Robert Redfield (1962) who 

wrote widely about what is now called peasant society. Writing about 

what he then termed "folk society," Redfield identified several at

tributes which he considered characteristic of these communities. He 

maintained that a folk society was characterized by small, isolated 

communities (1962:2), where residents enjoy close personal relation

ships (1962:9), and which are both ethnically and occupationally 

homogeneous (1962:24). He further maintained that folk society was 

characterized by a collectivistic orientation, and an.emphasis on 

the sacred nature.of things (1962:105, Poplin 1972:132).



To this was contrasted the urban community which was seen as 
being ethnically-and occupationally heterogeneous, normatively dis
organized, secular, and individualistic in orientation. Residents of 

urban communities had fewer close personal contacts, and kinship 

provided the basis for only a small part of the social activity of 
the community.

That these ideas bear significant likeness to the concepts of 

Gemeinschaft and Gessellschaft first introduced by Ferdinand Tonnies 
(1957) is no accident. Redfield was undeniably influenced by

these powerful ideas. However, the typology which Redifeld used dif

fers from that of Tonnies in at least one important respect. Like 

Tonnies, Redfield recognized a dynamic relationship between the folk 
community and the urban center. However, Redfield's primary concern 

was to understand the changes which occur as a community evolves from 

the "folk'1 type into the "urban" type. He visualized the two com
munity types as the opposing poles of a continuum of possible 

community types (Poplin 19 72:132). Labeled the "folk-urban continuum, 

this construct proved useful to Redfield as he attempted to under

stand the differing characteristics of the villages he studied.

Another interpretation has been offered by Hillery (1963) who 

recognizes the existence of a folk-urban continuum but employs a 

different model to explain the relationship between the two community 

types. As he sees it, villages and cities both share a number of 

basic attributes including social and spatial identity, and common 

processes of "cooperation, competition, and conflict (1963:781)."

The two types of communities are not qualitatively different, he



maintains, the differences are a matter of degree, rather than of 
kind.

In this model, the crucial elements distinguishing a folk 
community and an urban one seem to be locality, family, and coopera

tion. Villages are characteristically organized along kinship lines 
with systematic cooperation among families. In cities, on the other 

hand, interaction is less personal and cooperation more individualistic 
in nature; "contracts supercede mutual aid (Hillery 1963:781-82)."

This approach represents a significant departure from the 

work of Redfield (1962) because it requires no assumption of histori

cal evolution. It is possible to examine the existing characteristics 

of a particular community without imputing prior stages of evolution 
in which other traits were present.

Both of the models described above outline principles which 

purportedly influence the social organization of village life. This 

concern for social organization constitutes one of the major thrusts 

of theory and research in the area of peasant society. It is a 

continuing concern in the current literature as well (Geertz 1962:
1-41).

Another significant thrust has concerned the analysis of 

material technology and its influence on the social and economic 

organization of peasant life. The work of George Foster (1967) and 

Eric Wolf (.1966) is notable in this regard.

Both of these major thrusts have had important consequences 

on the study of peasant culture and society in China. The concern 

with social organization has stimulated the microscopic analysis of



the kinship system, local government, the civil service system, class 

structure, and so on; while the concern with material technology and 

economic organization is reflected by the growing number of studies 

dealing with the marketing system and the process of technological 
development in China.

In addition to the types of studies just mentioned, there is a 
substantial body of literature available on the Chinese village. There 
is a limited group of studies which focus on specific villages in dif
ferent areas of China, and there are general, survey-type,reports 

covering larger areas as well. All of these have provided invaluable 

information about the characteristics of Chinese village life.

In spite of this, there are significant gaps in our under

standing of peasant life and the Chinese village. There are numerous 

complex problems pertaining to village life which have not been 

satisfactorily answered. Some of these may require only the time and 

effort of some concerned scholar to resolve. For others, the prob

lem will require prolonged examination and the generation of fresh 

information and new interpretations.
The aim of this, paper has been to synthesize available 

materials for a fresh look at patterns of organization in the tradi

tional Chinese village. The principal sources for this project have 

been of three types: village studies and surveys of Chinese villages
by Western-^trained social scientists comprise the single most heavily 

used source; topical studies dealing with various major institutions 

and practices in Chinese society comprise the second major category 

of sources; general theoretical works in anthropology and social



science theory constitute the third basic source. An effort has been 

made to compare and analyze the information provided by these various 

sources to highlight the organizational aspects of village life. There 

has been a conscious effort to emphasize the uniformities, the regu
larities, which occurred in the context of village life.

In discussing the settlement pattern of villages in traditional 
China, a thorough search was made to obtain maps or sketches of as many 

villages as possible to supplement the written descriptions which are 

available. Much of the information thus obtained was of little prac

tical value because it was not sufficiently detailed. Many maps and 

sketches illustrated the"general region or province of which the vil
lage was part, but these seldom provided a clear picture of the village 

and its orientation with respect to the immediate ecological environ

ment. Ultimately, sketches of some forty-nine villages were obtained 

which were sufficiently detailed to permit careful examination. From 

these and the descriptions which are available, the major conclusions 

of the chapter on Settlement Pattern have been drawn.

The descriptions given in this paper are generalizations at 

best. They are intended to be representative, but cannot be taken as 
absolute. The patterns observed apply to agricultural villages of 

pre-communist China, and to a limited extent, to agricultural villages 
in post-1949 Hong Kong and Taiwan as well.



SETTLEMENT PATTERN1

Background
The study of settlement patterns- and the correlations between 

settlement pattern and social organization should provide much informa
tion useful to students of both social organization and cultural 

ecology. As Willey observed in 1956, "settlements are a more direct 
reflection of social and economic organization than most of the aspects 
of material culture . . . (1956:1)." In view of this and the contin
uing interest and emphasis which has been devoted to peasant studies, 

it is remarkable how little data is available on patterns of settle

ment at the village level. In fact, aside from a few basic observations 

by various students of society, a systematic presentation of the prob

lem is difficult to find (Morris 1972:217).

The basic observations which have been made may be outlined as 

follows. First, soil fertility has been one of the decisive factors 

in determining the selection of village site (Hawley 1950:240). After 

this, other factors such as the availability of water and minerals play

"̂To some extent, this portion of the paper also required the 
greatest expenditure of time and energy. The best ethnographies devote 
at most a few pages each to a discussion of the physical setting of the 
village, and have passed quickly over evidence deserving of a much 
closer examination. This has meant that in order to obtain a complete 
picture of the settlement pattern of the village it has been necessary 
to read the entire ethnography and note each time some relevant observa
tion has been made. Since most of these studies did not provide a 
detailed report on the information needed, it has been difficult to 
obtain the necessary data.

6
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an important role in this decision. Jones (1965:118) has noted the 
need for mutual protection as one element affecting the selection of 

homestead sites and the pattern of settlement within a village, while 

Greer (1962:35) and others (Rogers 1960:137, McKenzie 1927:73) have 

noted the tendency for settlement to take place along the axis of 

servicing transportation routes.

These observations must be understood in terms of the kinds of 
contexts in which they appeared. Generally, they have appeared as 

part of a general overview of rural life. None of them was given 
extensive consideration or treatment, or offered more than a token 

illustration of how these principles might apply to different soci

eties.
In view of the relatively underdeveloped state of our knowl

edge concerning settlement.pattern and the social relationships 
associated with it, it is. little wonder that Chinese villages are 

often described without reference to the settlement pattern. Or 

worse, give the impression that they are no more than a hodgepodge 

of huts and houses, a random cluster of buildings thrown together at 

odd intervals over many generations (Smith 1899:30, Hsiao 1960:12- 

13). These descriptions suggest that there is no consistency or 

principle behind the selection of a village site, or pattern in the 

behavior of individuals as they have chosen homestead sites. We are 

led to the conclusion that the location of village sites and the 

sites of individual homesteads within a village were almost random. 

Homesteads would spring up in an area, to be followed by other home

steads, and still others, until a community was gradually formed.



Paths would be worn between these random settlements, running at odd 

angles, in a tangled web of houses and lanes--with no order.

As a generalization about Chinese villages, I suspect that 

this image is somewhat misleading. It tends to obscure the consistent 

organizational principles underlying the settlement pattern of many 

Chinese villages. And while it is true that the settlement pattern 
may appear haphazard to the casual observer, it is a mistake to gloss 
over 'the existence of pattern and principle in the fashion just de
scribed.

.One of the first observations which may be made in this regard 

is that villages in traditional China seem to be similar in many 

regards to other small communities. The observations noted previously 

concerning settlement pattern and the small community can be applied, 

with some modification, to the villages of traditional China.

Water and Communications Routes 

In his work in Kaihsienkung village in eastern China, Fei 

Hsiao^tung (1939:19) noted that the principle communications routes 

of the area were waterways. The need to be near the water led many 

villagers to select sites for their homesteads along the waterway.

The collective result of their individual decisions was that the 

"plan of the village" was ultimately determined by the shape of the 

waterways (Fei 1939:19). This observation led Fei to the conclusion 
that "villages grow up along streams; at the junction of several 

streams bigger villages are found (1939:19)



. These summary statements illustrate two important principles 

affecting settlement pattern. First, villages have often grown up 

along streams. In the instance cited above, this reflects a need to 

have access to the primary communications network in that area. How

ever, evidence from other areas of China suggests that the pattern is 

consistent whether or not the streams are used for communications 

routes.
. Several examples of this are available in the studies of 

scholars in this century. Phenix village in Kwangtung was located at 

the river's edge (Kulp 1.925:9) , as were Taitou village in Shantung (M. 

Yang 1945:5), Kaoyao village in Yunnan (Osgood 1963:25), and fifteen 
of the eighteen villages in Taiwan reported by Kirby (1960:34^68). 

Margery Wolf (1968:11) has also reported that the first site chosen 

for settlement by the Lim family in Taiwan was "along the Tamsui 

River."

The reasons for this kind of close association between settle

ment pattern and the system of waterways are not hard to find. An 

agricultural technology that depended heavily on human power meant 

that proximity to a water source was a necessity. In addition, limited 

resources and intense demographic pressures have combined to generate 

an intensive form of agriculture over the centuries. In South China 
particularly, where rice was the principal crop, an abundant water- 

supply was absolutely essential for crop growth. The frequency with 

which villages may be observed to follow the drainage pattern of the 
water system in an area probably derives from this principle.
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The second principle illustrated in Fei's observation concerns 

the importance of the communications network. His comments were 
restricted to the immediate importance of the river in shaping the 
settlement pattern of Kaihsienkung village, but the principle deserves 
further analysis.

It may be appropriate to introduce here the comments of Glenn 
T. Trewartha (1943) on another subject for comparison. With respect 
to the settlement pattern of unincorporated hamlets (settlements of 

fewer than 250 residents) in the United States, Trewartha noted that 

the "most fundamental element of ground plan in hamlets is the public 

highway. Hamlets belong to the highways and a large majority of them 

have no street patterns apart from the thoroughfares on which they are 

located (Trewartha 1943:66)

On the microscopic level, the clear inference to be drawn 

from’ Trewartha1 s work is that the public highway has served in the 

United States as an axis along which small communities could take root 

and grow. A corollary inference may be drawn from Fei1s observa

tions (1939) that where the primary communications network is provided 

by the local waterway, this will provide the axis or pattern for 

community growth.

2With respect to city growth, this position has had a wide fol
lowing, and is the position espoused by Ernest Burgess (1925:10) in his 
theory of urban growth. He dealt with this principle on a macroscopic 
plane, developing its implications for the spatial patterns of the 
modern city. Scott Greer adopts essentially the same position when he 
asserts that "from the beginning . . . the transportation media--the 
routes of wagon trains or the ports for helicopters (1962:35)" have 
influenced the pattern of land use. It is also accepted by Ogburn 
(1957) and Cooley (1922) to mention only a few.
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The second principle may then be summarized by the proposition 

that in traditional China, villages tended to spring up as clusters 

along the servicing communications routes.

The evidence in support of this position is convincing but not 
overwhelming. To ray knowledge, no one has reported a complete village 

history, describing a Chinese village and its pattern of growth from 

its first settlement through time to the present. Hence, the evidence 
which may be marshalled to support this position is not as convincing 
as it might be. It is nevertheless sufficient to establish a basis 

for argument, and provides a tenable explanation of the facts 
observed.

Maps, sketches, and descriptions are available for quite a 

number of villages in traditional China. The illustrations in Myers' 

text (1970) alone provide data on more than a hundred North China 

villages. However, very few of the illustrations which are available, 

including those of Myers, are sufficiently detailed to allow meaning

ful microscopic analysis. After a thorough search of the literature 

available, reasonably accurate data on approximately fifty individual 
hamlets and villages in China was obtained, and this served as the

basis for analyzing the settlement pattern of Chinese villages in
3general.

The results of this analysis may be handled simply under two 

headings. First, there was a substantial majority which were clearly

^The maps and sketches employed in this analysis included those 
of Tadashi Fukutake (1967) and Cornelius Osgood (1975) in addition to 
those of others already cited in the text.



laid out along the axis of the servicing road or highway. Twenty-nine 

of the villages were located either on or immediately adjacent to the 

principal road or highway servicing the area, and the more detailed the ■ 

map or sketch was, the more apparent this became. The best illustra

tions in this regard are the sketches provided by Kirby (1960:33-60), 

which show a consistent tendency for the houses of a village to follow 

the direction and orientation of the road. Some variation is evident 

in the degree of nucleation among the different villages, and there 
are some villages where a number of homesteads were clearly not oriented 

to the highway at all. However, these also seem to show underlying 
similarities, and can be explained in terms of the second pattern.

Where villages were not oriented to the servicing road or highway, 

they were, with few exceptions, laid out along the servicing waterway. 

This is not to imply that all villages were laid out along rivers. 

Rather, it says that, at the microscopic level, individual homesteads 

would follow the twists and turns of the area's local streams. The 

bulk of many villages could thus be seen to lie along the road servicing 

the area, while the remainder of the village's homesteads could be 

found along the branches and streams of the major waterway in the area.

With regard to those villages which appear to have grown up 

along the existing network of roads, two possible interpretations may 

be given. First, the road may have formed a part of the area's mar

keting and communications network prior to the settlement of the vil

lage. This is consistent with the position espoused by Trewartha 

(.1943) and the observations of Fei (1939). In this view, a settlement 

might be established at some favorable location along the road
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(perhaps where water was closest at hand) , and development would pro

ceed more or less uniformly along the axis of that road.

Alternatively, the gradual settlement of an area may have led 
to ah increased need for access to nearby markets. Hence, a network 

of roads would be built to service the needs of the new settlement and 

to permit better communications with the surrounding area. This is 

consistent with the kind of picture presented .by those villages where 

a proportion of the homesteads were not oriented to the main road.

In the absence of some other axis along which a settlement 
might orient itself, this type of village should be highly nucleated, 

with numerous paths connecting the scattered households. However, it 

has already been mentioned that owing to the labor-intensive technology 

of agriculture in traditional China, villages have tended to locate 

close to rivers or streams. This and the close-knit structure of the 

kinship system would tend to reduce nucleation.

Villages of the first type would thus appear as linear settle- . 

ments, with the principle road or path throughout the area as the axis 

of orientation. Villages of the second type might appear as linear or 

radial settlements, depending on the pattern of drainage in the area, 

with the river or stream serving as the axis of orientation. It 

should be noted that the latter type of village might also lie close 

to the main road of the area, but would be oriented along the pattern 

of the stream rather than along the road.

Examples of both types may be found in the sample of villages 

examined here. The general shape and appearance described for East 

Wind Village in Hopei (Kramer 1967:12), and the illustration of Wupu
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village in Taiwan (Kirby 1960:40) are consistent with the first type, 
while that of Hsin Hsing village in Taiwan (Gallin 1966:27) or of 
Taitou in Shantung (M. C. Yang 1945:5) is consistent with the second.

Social Forces

Apart from the limitations imposed by the local terrain on 

site selection and the orientation of households within the village, 

a number of social and cultural factors have further restricted the 

range of possible homestead sites. One of the first of these concerns 

the longstanding. Chinese belief in geomancy (feng-shui -

The practice of feng-shui has had a long tradition in China.

De Groot claims that the rise of feng-shui "coincides with that of 

Taoism (1897:991)." These two comprise an important part of native 
traditional Chinese philosophy, and are considered to be almost as 

ancient as China itself (De Groot 1897:936). The two traditions are 
intimately interwoven, with feng-shui drawing heavily on Taoism in 

many ways.

The practice of ancestor worship may be used to illustrate 

this. Native tradition holds that the departed dead have the power 

to influence the fortunes of the living. The dead have needs and 

abilities much the same as their living counterparts do, except that 

their powers are more extensive. At the same time, spirits in the 

netherworld are subject to a variety of misfortunes and must constantly 

be provided with certain kinds of assistance from the living. There 

are unscrupulous judges arid gatekeepers in the netherworld who must 

be bribed into cooperation and so forth. The living, must, therefore.
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provide for the well being of the dead by supplying (symbolically) the 

things which they require (De Groot 1897:719).

. It is believed that the choice of a propitious grave site is a 
duty incumbent upon the family of a departed man. The site must be 

chosen so as to harmonize the two vital principles of the universe,
*9 «e $the Yin and the Yang . A poorly chosen grave site is not only

an offense to the dead, but it can bring ruin and dishonor to the 

descendants of th'e man buried there. For this reason, a geomancer 

must be summoned to select a favorable location for the grave.

Selection of the grave site was an important duty of the

geomancer, but other activities of village life were also governed by
his influence. Baker (1968:29) notes, for example, that geomancers

were responsible for the "plan and site" of the hamlets comprising

Sheung-shui village in the New Territories area of Hong Kong. The
village was laid out in the pattern of a dragon. Freedman has also

noted the importance of geomancy in this area. He states that:

Within a village the height and position of a new house are 
watched with close attention lest it damage the fortune of 
other houses, and caution must be exercised in modifying an 
old house (by piercing a wall to make a window for example) 
lest a deleterious effect be produced on the feng-shui of 
nearby houses (1966:139).

It may be argued that many villagers were too poor to afford 

the services of a geomancer, and that in many cases the services of a 

geomancer had to be obtained outside the village. These circumstances 

would tend to limit the frequency with which geoman tic principles were 

employed. However, given the widespread participation in the ancestral 

cult which has been reported, it is reasonable to assume that some
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attempt would be made to comply with geoman tic principles even though 

the services of a professional geomancer could not be obtained.^ That 
this tradition has been deeply ingrained in the popular mind is at
tested to by its contemporary expression as reported in both Hong Kong 

(Freedman 1966:139) and Taiwan (Gallin 1966:245).

A second consideration with regard to settlement pattern is 

that most Chinese villages were probably quite small. As Gamble 

(1954:22-24) pointed out in his’study of Ting Hsien, almost 75 percent 

of all villages consisted of fewer than two hundred families, and an 
average household consisted of five to six people. Similar figures 
have been arrived at by Hsiao (1960:17, 562) through an investigation 

of historical sources. Since both Gamble's and Hsiao's data were 

collected in this century, assuming a normal process of demographic 
expansion, it may be argued that, villages have probably been small 

historically.

This compactness is due at least in part to the limitations 

of the human-energy-transport system of communications in traditional 

China. . The boundaries of a village were set to some extent by the 

limitations of what a man could carry between his place of residence 

and his fields, or between his fields and the local market (McKenzie 

1927:623).

4It is interesting to note that Hickey (1964:41) reports exactly 
this kind of response among villagers in Khanh Hau village in Vietnam. 
When a Khanh Hau villager was unable to afford the services of a geo
mancer, he would rely on a "basic set of taboos and sanctions concern
ing house construction (Hickey 1 9 6 4 : 4 1 ) According to lay geomantic 
prescriptions, houses should face east, northeast, or southeast, and 
should avoid the directions west and northwest (Hickey 1964:41).
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Internally, still other social factors have influenced village 

settlement patterns. Figure 1 is an illustration adapted from the map 

of Hsin Hsing village in Taiwan (Gallin 1966:27). It is not a faith

ful reproduction, but an adaptation for the purpose of illustrating 

certain arguments about common settlement pattern characteristics. It 
should be referred to in considering the following analysis.

While the network of roads and lanes crosscutting one another 

in Figure 1 is less than orderly by present standards, the sketch 
clearly shows that houses were laid out in a general north-south 

orientation, with particular kin groups tending to orient their houses 
in the same way and often, slightly at variance with immediate neigh

bors of another kin group.

This aspect of village organization has been noted by others 
as well. In his study of Taitou village in Shantung, Martin Yang 

(1945:6) noted that the P Van clan CTsu^f^) occupied almost 80 percent 

of the houses along the principal street, and owned all of the finer 

houses in the village. He also noted that the three other Tsu of 

note in the village had.each developed particular areas of residence 

for their kin groups (1945:6). Outsiders and members of the less 

prominent kin groups tended to occupy the peripheries of the village.

In Sheung-shui, a village in the New Territories of Hong Kong which 

was dominated by a single Tsu, persons not belonging to the dominant 

Tsu were not allowed to own property, and while they were allowed to 

settle in all areas of the village, they were considered transients 
(Baker 1968:162). C. K. Yang (1959:11) has noted similar circumstances 

in the village of Nanching (a hundred-odd miles from Sheung-shui
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village) , where the three minor Tsu occupied the eastern periphery of 

the village, while the two major Tsu dominated the rest of the village. 

Residents of Nanching village who did not have a Tsu organization to 
support them owned no houses and had difficulty in acquiring land 

(C. K. Yang 1959:11).

Village settlement patterns may thus be seen to reflect some 

of the social forces underlying village life. The relative ascension 
or decline of a particular kinship group may be mirrored by the size, 

location, and orientation of its holdings. The pattern of village 
growth may reflect the pattern of growth or decline of the occupant 

kinship groups.
Further reference to Figure 1 may be useful in clarifying this 

argument. From the illustration, it may be seen that houses belonging 

to members of the same Tsu are oriented in basically the same direc

tion, while those of neighboring Tsu may either be oriented in the 

same direction or in a slightly different direction. Two possible 

explanations would account for these circumstances. Either all the 

houses built for members of the same Tsu were built at the same 

time, and for this reason were oriented in the same direction, or, 

more likely, as individual houses were built, there was a conscious 

effort to orient them in the same direction as other houses belonging 

to members of the same Tsu.
In the hypothetical instance that the Shih Tsu (houses indi

cated along the uppermost edge of Figure 1) were in a period of 

relative ascension, while other kin groups were comparatively more 

stable, one would expect additional homes in this village to be built
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along the north side of the village, and oriented in basically the same 

way . Extending the hypothesis to include the houses belonging to other 

kin groups, and noting the relative size of each, one would, not expect 

significant growth to take place in the south or southeast, since the 

Tsu in these areas are evidently too small and poor to afford the 

expenses involved in acquiring land for expansion. Of course, this is 
merely hypothetical, but it offers a reasonable explanation for the 
kinds of circumstances empirically observed in some of the studies 

cited previously.

The influence of kinship organization on settlement pattern 
deserves further analysis. Villages were often laid out along primary 

lanes or streets, with smaller crosscutting lanes or alleys running at 

right angles (M. C. Yang 1945:4, 151-53). Where Tsu organizations 

played a prominent role in village activities, these streets and lanes 

might also serve as recognizable boundary lines for the various Tsu 

or their segments. Examples of this have already been mentioned in 

connection with the villages of Taitou and Nanching. Where a village 

was dominated by a single Tsu, as was Sheung-shui village, for example, 

boundaries of the smaller areas within the village might also reflect 

the boundaries of segments within the patrilineage (Baker 1968:119).
Within a particular kinship group, areas of a village were 

often further structured to reflect the wealth of their occupants.

The lane or street leading to the home of a wealthy family might be 

marked by a separate gate, for example, and all of the finer homes 

might belong to one Tsu (C. K. Yang 1959:11, M. C. Yang 1945:6).
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The effect of this was to segment the village, along kinship lines,
5giving it the appearance of a whole which was comprised of many cells.

On the social side, the settlement pattern is thus a reflect
. ition of strong social forces of competition and status, Families 

compete to obtain property in the center of the community or close to 

strategic resources. • They will establish areas of dominance within 

the village, and will differentiate the areas of the wealthy from those 
of the average or poor. In the end, it is clear that the settlement 

pattern is significantly influenced by the relative size and wealth 

of the constituent families of a village.

Another of the important divisions within a village was the 
neighborhood. Neighborhoods constitute one form of what sociologists 

and anthropologists refer to as "primary groups." These are small 

groups of people who live or work in close personal contact from day 

to day. Relationships are said to be "primary" because they are 

face-to-face, personal, intimate, the kind of relationship where little 

is concealed.

The existence of such primary groups is considered by some 

anthropologists to be socially vital (Firth 1963:44). They provide 

the essential ingredients for social cooperation extending beyond 

the bounds of kinship, and strengthen community awareness among

5Gideon Sjoberg (1960:99) has noted similar patterns in the 
context of city life. "The highly valued residence, then, is where 
fullest advantage may be taken of . . . strategic facilities. . . . 
Residence in or near this high-status area reinforces one's social 
position. This locale is, moreover, the best protected sector . . . 
often enclosed by a wall of its own, whereas residence on the peri
phery is hazardous . . . (Sjoberg 1960:99)."
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competing groups. Neighborhoods provide a kind of training ground for 

children, and are an important force in the socialization process.

They constitute a kind of halfway point between the household and the 

larger community. It is a place where wives and husbands may congre

gate to exchange views or arrange for cooperation for activities of 
mutual interest.

E. R. Roper Power pointed out in 19 37 that in England the 

neighborhood has historically been "buttressed by the kindred (p.

402)." Enlarging upon this, he noted that historically, the residents 

of many neighborhoods were often closely related by blood or marriage.

A man moving into an area might spend many years simply discovering 
new ramifications to the kinship ties in his neighborhood (Power 

1937:399).
This kind of intricate network of kinship ties is precisely 

the sort of pattern you would expect to find in the traditional 

Chinese village. Neighbors were often related through blood or 

marriage, creating, over several generations, an extensive network of 

interlocking kinship ties. The association of households in neigh

borhood groups of this sort has been described by both Martin Yang 

(1945:151) and Fei Hsiao-tung (1939:98) .

Ecological Factors

Still another aspect of the settlement pattern is the arrange

ment of the village with respect to farm lands and other land. 

Discounting the obvious differences which might arise from topographic 

or ecological differences, some consistent patterns still emerge. Most
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families, 'for example, owned several plots of land rather than a single 
large plot. These plots were usually located at varying distances from 
the village, and often varied as to quality. This circumstance arose 

as a result of the continuous process of fragmentation in the inheri
tance pattern, and because land values were so high that it was

practically impossible for a family to purchase large plots at one

time.

Aside from farm lands, other land uses have also been fre

quently mentioned. In many villages, the graveyards were contiguous 
to the village or on the hillsides adjacent to the village fields 
CC. K. Yang ,1959:10, Freedman .1966:121-22, M. C. Yang 1945:7) . And 
the threshing grounds might also be adjacent to the village or might

simply be the courtyard of the family compound.

Intra-village Factors

In still another dimension, the village might be seen as being 

structurally integrated into the network of villages surrounding it. 

That is, village organization necessarily reflected the position of the 

village in the wider economic and political community. If a village 

conducted its own periodic market, for example, a certain part of 

village income would be derived from the exchange of goods and 

services with individuals from other villages who attended this market. 

The servicing road would consequently be larger and more heavily 

traveled than if the market was not present. Conversely, if the vil
lage was dependent upon another market for its special needs, a certain 

part of village production would be spent in that market. As



Skinner (1964, 1965) and others (M. C. Yang 1963, Huang 1971:191-215) 

have shown, the network of marketing communities in China integrated 

villages into a larger framework of social organization and determined 

to some extent the probable- location of new market sites.



POLITICAL ORGANIZATION

The political organization of villages in traditional China is 
a complex issue. This stems in part from the characteristics of the

institutions which may be found in village government, but it is also

defined to some extent by the character of the materials currently 

available to those who wish to study them. There is evidence of

considerable variation in the structure of village government both

from place to place and within a given area over time. Materials to 

clarify the precise contexts within which these variations take place, 

however, remain largely untapped. They consist of a certain limited 

number of village studies in western languages, and a large body of 

material scattered through local gazeteers, annalistic histories, 

and sundry editions ofj collected works by various authors (McKnight 

1971:viii) .

In view of the limitations of our present understanding of 

village political organization, the remarks which follow must be 

qualified by two observations. First, the best complete accounts of 
village political organization are found in the handful of ethno

graphies which have been done in this century. These are enormously 

valuable since they are detailed analytical accounts presented by 

trained social scientists. However, they reflect a static view of 

each village as it appeared at the time it was studied. While we 

thus have a fair sample of villages as they have appeared in this 

century, we cannot assume that the political institutions described

25
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in these studies have a long historical validity as well until further 
research has been done.

Second, it is beyond the scope of this paper to attempt a 
dynamic presentation of the entire scope of Chinese political organiza

tion and its relationship to village life. Instead, the investigation 
has been restricted to a brief analysis of the major formal and in^ 

formal political institutions in village life as' they have appeared 

in this century. An attempt has been made to summarize the principal 

aspects of village polity and the ways in which these serve to 

integrate the village.

Formal Organization 

A number of scholars have written extensively concerning the 
pao-chla ^  administrative system and its influence on village 
life, most notably McKnight (1971) , and Ch'u (.1962) , and Hsiao (1960).. 

Of these three, Hsiao has given the subject the most thorough treat

ment, devoting a full chapter to the subject in his study of rural 

China. According to him, the pao-chia system had its inception in 

1644, "the first year of Sun-chih when the Prince Regent . . . ordered • 

local officials to set up p 1 ai and chi a for all those who submitted 

themselves to the new regime (Hsiao 1 9 6 0 : 4 3 ) As he records it, 

the scheme of organization was as follows:
Every ten hu (households) were arranged into one p 'ai, for 
which a p'ai-t'ou (head of p'ai, sometimes called p !ai- 
chang) was set up; every ten p'ai constituted a chia, the 
head of which was known as • chia-chiang or chia-t 'ou; and . 
every ten chia formed a pao, which was placed under the 
care of a pao-chang or pao-cheng (Hsiao 1960:28) .



Several pao were grouped into a hsiang in some areas, while in
others, lesser divisions were grouped to make this division (Hsiao 

1960:29-30).

the number of households in a village was insufficient to warrant the 

establishment of a full complement of administrative heads, several 

neighboring villages could be combined for this purpose. In terms of 

organization, it was a relatively simple subdistrict administrative 
system.

The functions of the system were equally simple and direct. 

According to Hsiao (.1960:28) , the pao-chia was originally intended to 

perform strictly police functions, though it later took on military 

and tax functions as well. Pao-chia heads were required to register 

the names and number of all male residents within the area of their 

responsibility, and to report criminal activity to the proper authori

ties. They were also obliged to keep track of those who came into 
the village and to record the destination of those who left (Hsiao 

1960:44-45) .• These measures were supposed to make it difficult for 

bandits and others of questionable character to hide among the 

populace, as well as to enforce the rule of collective responsibility.

Considering the variety of sources Hsiao employed and the 

skill with which he presented his material, one would be tempted to 

conclude that the system was widely known and fairly, uniform in its 

structure. Unfortunately, other evidence is quite conflicting. For

Theoretically, a village should thus contain a certain number
of households organized into groups of p 'ai

in a neat, ascending pyramid of administrative responsibility. Where
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the Southern Sung period, McKnight (1971:77) has shown that the 

structure of the pao-chia system was considerably different than that 

described by Hsiao. Others (C. K. Yang 1959:103, Fei 1939:110-12,

Osgood 1963:115-17) report either variations in the number of levels 
involved in the system, or in their arrangement within the overall 

pattern of administration.

McKnight claims that during the Southern Sung dynasty the 

pao-chia system functioned closely in conjunction with the local 

militia and that at times their functions overlapped (1971:92).

According to him, it was originally designed to suppress banditry, 

but the organization gradually assumed other service functions (1971:
34). During this period, the pao-chia system was organized into 

units of "Superior Guards’* (tu-pao , "Large Guards" (ta-pao ,

and "Small Guards" (hsiao-pao t . These units were responsible 
for groups of 250, 25 and 5 households respectively (McKnight 1971:77). 
Pao-chia leaders were chosen from among the gentry and the educated 

elite of the village, and since these men were alert to the methods of 

record keeping used locally, it was often difficult to obtain an honest 

registration of their land holdings for tax purposes (McKnight 1971: 

90-91).

For purposes of comparison, the pao-chia system was thus 

either originally an organization with essentially military functions 

which was later adapted to perform other local services (McKnight 

1971), or it was basically a police organization.which gradually took 

on tax and military functions (Hsiao I960). It changed radically in 

form, (from the 250, 25 and 5 household scheme to the system of tithe
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described by Hsiao), over time. And its leaders, initially chosen from 

among the' gentry CMcKnight 1971:91), came to be required by law to 

come from among the commoners (Hsiao 1960:80).
Even though Hsiao suggests that by the Ching dynasty the 

principles, of the pao-chia system were firmly established, evidence 

from late Ching and Republican times is contradictory at best. It 

is reported in some areas (.e.g., Taitou) , and not reported in others 

(e.g., Phenix village). And even where it is reported, it appears in 

a form other than that described by Hsiao (e.g., Kao Yao, Luts’un,

Nanching). The picture is one of growing confusion.
Fei and Chang report that:

The ninety-five officially recognized households of Luts 1 
un . . . comprise nine chia of the fifth pao of the Sui- 
fong shang of the district. Two other villages— one of 
three chia and the other, populated by eighteen households 
of recent immigrants from Szechwan, of one chia— are 
included in the pao (1945:97-98).

If the model reported by Hsiao (1960) is accepted as accurate, the

ninety-five households of Luts'un should have constituted one chia

at most (ten p'ai of ten households each), and the village of eighteen

households less than two p'ai. A similar problem exists with the

figures Fei reported for Kaihsienkung village (1939:110), where the

360 households should constitute three chia and six p 1ai instead of
the four pao actually reported.

The data of these reports is generally more consistent with 

the pao-chia model presented by Martin Yang (1945:244) and others 

(Hsu 1948:111, C. K. Yang 1959:103) than with Hsiao's model. Accord

ing to the former, a chia consists of ten households, and a pao
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consists of ten chia, or one hundred households. These figures 
actually come much closer to those which have been empirically 

reported than if Hsiao's model is followed.
Another complicating factor in the analysis of village 

polity is the widespread variation in the‘ nomenclature. Fei (1939:
88) identifies the head of the pao as the pao-tsun. S. van der 

Sprenkel (1966:46) calls him the "ti-pao or pao-chang.11 Hsiao (1960: 
47-48) reports the terms pao-chang and pao-cheng

and claims that the terms ti-fang J^and ti-pao ̂ V^l^came into 

use when the police functions of the pao-chia system were combined 

with those of tax collection which was originally part of another 

system (1960:63).

Whether all of these can be considered meaningful equivalents 

is also difficult to assess. The head of the pao might also be 
the head of the village, as is reported by Myers (1970:83) for Ssu 

Pei Ch-ai village in Hopei; and as head of the village as well as 

the pao, this individual would certainly command the respect of 

the villagers whom he served. However, in other villages, it is 
reported that the head of the pao served basically as an assistant 

to the village head, collecting taxes and carrying messages under 

his direction (Myers. 1970:99, 117). In some instances, it even 

appears that the head' of the pao might have limited authority, 

but was without any rightful prestige. M. C. Yang (1945:173-74) 

reports, for example, that the ti-fang in Taitou village served as 

a village policeman and was often insulted by the villagers.
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The head of the pao might thus be either one of the key 

figures in village polity or one of its lesser lights. He might be 

chosen by the heads of the prominent families in the village (Osgood 

1963:118), or "appointed by the county magistrate (Gamble 1963:3)."

His duties might be broad and inclusive, or he might simply carry 

messages for the village head. He might be called pao-tsun, pao- 

chang, pao-cheng, tj-pao, or ti-fang, and he might or might hot be 

respected among the villagers he served.

In view of these conflicting reports, it is not surprising to 
learn that the pao-chia system did not function well. During the 
several centuries of its existence it provided the basis for numerous 

memorials from the emperor, and was never an effective instrument in 
local administration.. It was apparently followed during some periods 

and then abandoned during others. It would come into being at the 
insistence of administration officials and then gradually fall into 
disuse as the pressures to maintain it were relaxed. The system 

existed to fulfill the requirements of the bureaucracy, and was less 

effective than the informal system which existed along side of it.

Informal Organization

The informal village leadership always included the gentry, 

and often included others whose wealth or personal prestige made 

them important in village affairs. Villagers with gentry status 

could call on officials of the district government on a more or less 
equal footing. They were considered part of the same social plane. 

Members of the gentry could call on officials of the district.
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entertain them, and after appropriate social amenities, discuss matters
of concern to themselves and their villages.

If an individual in the gentry class accepted a position in
the pao-chia system, however, he was immediately at a disadvantage. 
Heads of the pao-chia did not deal directly with district officials, 
but received orders from the district through their runners. The 

individual who accepted a position in the pao-chia system became a 

subordinate of the district officials with whom he might otherwise 

have had better relations. The head of the pao-chia thus had no 

opportunity to negotiate with district officials on an equal footing.
Aside from the problem of becoming a subordinate to the 

district government, heads of the pao-chia had to deal with the cor

ruption of government runners. These men often abused their position 

by treating pao-chia leaders disrespectfully, and by extorting money ■ 
from them on various pretexts (Fei 1953:80) . Government runners were 

recognized as socially inferior people, as outcastes in a practical 

sense, and neither they nor their sons were permitted to take the 

civil service examinations (Fei 1953:80).

For all of these reasons, loss of prestige, being placed in 

a poor negotiating position, becoming subject to the abuse of un

scrupulous runners, members of the gentry class avoided taking part in 

the pao-chia system whenever possible and relied on other resources to 

achieve their desires.

The non-r-gentry leadership of the village consisted primarily 

of men from two kinds of groups. Heads of the prominent kinship 

groups often played important roles in village affairs, as did



others whose age or financial status set them apart from the average 
villager.

Men of means, • for obvious reasons, would often play an 

important role in village affairs. They had the resources to deal 

with the kinds of economic problems which sometimes plagued a vil

lage. They often loaned money for various projects and were 

important local employers. With their backing, many difficult tasks 

could be undertaken. Without their support, it might be extremely 

difficult to pursue the project successfully.
Age also played a part in the determination of village 

leadership. However, its. influence was most directly felt in the 

kinship system. Here, responsibility and authority many times rested 

with, the oldest male of the oldest living generation of the common 

descent group (Hu 1948:26). These men were selected not merely be

cause of their age, but for their character and integrity as well. 

Thus, the head of the kinship group need not be its oldest representa

tive, but often was its oldest capable member. Where the kinship 

group was strong,. for example, this individual would be known for 

his achievements and integrity throughout the local community.

Heads of the various Tsu (common descent groups) in a village, 

either singly or collectively, might wield considerable influence in • 

village government. The degree to which a particular village was 

under the influence of these leaders depended somewhat on the number 

and relative power of these kin groups.■

The entire question of how much influence the Tsu exercised 

in village government may be analyzed in terms of a continuum. At
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one end might be placed all those villages in which a single Tsu 

dominated village affairs« At the other might be all those villages 

where Tsu were relatively weak and disorganized, where they exercised 

little influence over village affairs.

In South China many villages have been reported to be 

occupied solely by families from a single Tsu (Hu 1948:14). Where 

this circumstance prevailed, the decisions of the head of the Tsu 
could not but have far reaching consequences for the village as a 

whole. If the kin group was, in fact, quite powerful, the head of 

the Tsu would have to be consulted on all matters affecting the wel
fare of the village, and would certainly command the respect of 

district officials as well. Tsu of this sort, at times, even became 

so powerful as to be difficult for district officials to manage 

effectively (Hu 1948:95).

Where a village was occupied by more than one kin group, the 

picture portrayed above must be modified somewhat, Heads of the dif

ferent Tsu might have considerable influence within their own kin 

groups, but in terms of overall domination of village affairs their 

powers would be much more limited. Osgood (1963:117-18) reports that 

Kao Yao village in Yunnan was directed by a council consisting of the 

heads of the prominent families in the village "plus a few old men 
by right of age and prestige." This might be seen as representing 
a position somewhat closer to the center of the hypothesized continuum 

of organized Tsu influence. No longer is power exclusively in the 

hands of a single Tsu, but an oligopoly of power exists, with power 

in the hands of a small number of kin groups.
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At the opposite end of the continuum would fall all those vil

lages' where kin groups had little influence in community affairs.

Cases of this sort have been reported by Hu (1948:15), Diamond (1969: 
68—69), and Gallin (1966:271-75), from which it appears that in such 
cases the Tsu own little or no common property, are relatively poor 
financially, and seldom involve members in any kind of organized, 

activity.

Thede informal leaders which have been discussed above played 
important roles in village leadership., As pointed out previously, 

the formal system of village administration was essentially ineffective, 
so that the informal leadership of the village actually determined the 

success or failure of any program undertaken in the village. Directives 

issued by the district government invariably required their support in 

order to be implemented, and many local problems were mediated through 

their efforts.



KINSHIP ORGANIZATION

The significance of the common descent group (Tsu ) as a 

factor in village polity has already been pointed out. However, 

several other features of this institution relevant to village organic 
zation should be mentioned. It is outside the scope of this paper to 
present an in-depth account of the activities and organization of the 
Tsu in China, however, the reader is encouraged to refer to any of the 

several excellent works which have been done on this subject (Hu 1948> 

Freedman 1958, Lang 1946, Liu 1959).

The Tsu was, the principal institution of the kinship system in 
traditional China; Its membership consisted of all males who were 

descended from a common patrilineal progenitor. These were further 

organized in groups of varying size based on other kinship criteria.

The Family

At the lowest level, the Tsu was organized around families.

The individual family, or chia, consisted of a man and woman and their 

children. Some scholars explain the term chia as "economic house

hold (Lang 1946:13),11 or "family compound (Freedman 1958:35) ," stressing 

the importance of economic relationships among family members.

In a sense, the term chia is roughly equivalent to the concept 

of a "nuclear family" as described by Murdock (1971:358). However, 

the term "nuclear family" is usually employed to describe the kind 

of family found in our own culture, a type which exists as discrete

36
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units. When these aggregate into larger combinations, the resulting 

unit is referred to as an "extended family" which is then defined as 

"two or more nuclear families affiliated through an extension of the 
parent-child relationship rather than of the husband-wife relationship 
(Murdock 1971:359) ." The term chia j|< / on the other hand, may be 
used to describe several kinds of family types. It may refer to a 

"nuclear family," or to one of the larger aggregations which come 

under the "extended family" heading. The term ta chia-tfing jX 

(literally big house) usually is employed when referring to families 
of the latter type

As part of the kinship group, the chia, or chia-t’ing ^  

was presided over by the father. His authority was paramount in the 

home, and extended to the use of corporal punishment for certain kinds 

of offenses (Liu 1959) . The head of the house, or chai-chang ,

was responsible for the discipline and control of his sons, and for 

the economic welfare of. the family. He was the provider, and the 

principal family representative in public activities.

This nuclear family was the basis of social life for 

individuals. Family members labored together in the fields and 

shared in common the pool of family. resources. They likewise shared 

much of the burden of extracting a living from the land under an 

intensive human-energy technology. They were expected to pool their 

efforts to advance the family fortunes, and when fortune smiled on 

the family, they would share in the honor or gain which came to it.

All of this should not be misconstrued. It does not imply 

that family relationships were universally characterized by warm.
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friendly interaction. There were hostilities inherent in the kinship 
system, and some of the dyadic relations within a family were fre

quently characterized by a distant formal relationship.

Marriage, for example, was a matter arranged between families, 

frequently with the aid of .a go-between. Since village exogamy was 

usually practiced and occasions for social contact outside the village 

extremely rare, young men and women seldom met before the occasion of 
their betrothal. Romantic marriages were less frequently entered 

upon.
Upon marriage, a woman’s principal duties were also directed 

more to the family than to her new husband., She was expected to treat 

her mother-in—law with respect and to show restraint in her public 

attention to her husband (Fei 1939:47). Quarreling between mother-in- 

law and daughter-in-law was common, and frequently the cause behind 

moves to split up the family inheritance (M. Yang 1945).
The birth of a son improved a wife *s status somewhat. Her 

husband could treat her with greater kindness and they could talk 

more freely in the family. Husband and wife no longer used "the 

pronouns ’he1 and 'she1 (to refer to each other), but ’child’s 

father* or -child’s mother ’ (Mo Yang 1945:56) ."
The relations between parent and child were shaped signifi

cantly by the responsibilities of the parent. Fried (1974:47, 55)

.has shown that within the family, the relationship between father, 

and son and between father. and daughter was usually somewhat distant 

and formal. On the other hand, relationships between mother and son 

have generally been described as. affectionate (Lang 1946:29-30,
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Fried 1974:57). The father was seen as the disciplinarian of the 

family, while the mother was often there to give solace to a dis

couraged son.
i

Above the nuclear family, two types of ”extended family” 

may be further discriminated. A "stem family” consists of "parents, 
their unmarried children, and one married son with wife and 

children [emphasis and italics by author] (Lang 1946:14)." This is 
to be distinguished from a "joint family” which has two or more 
married sons and their children living with the parents in a family 

compound. Four or five generations may be involved in a joint 

family, though, the pressures to divide the family inheritance are 
usually quite strong.

Division of the family properties would occur when the forces 

binding a family together could no longer hold divisive influences 

in check. The death of an aged parent might remove the last major 

unifying influence from the family and result in an immediate split 

of the family goods, And, apart from the fragmentation of family 

holdings which this split.entailed, religious and ritual functions 

would also be affected. Upon the separation of households, two or 

more segments would be formed from what was. originally one. Further 

branching of these ritual segments would occur as the children of 

these families grew to maturity and also established individual house

holds, so that what ultimately might be found was a hierarchy of 

kin groups of various sizes and configurations.



The Common Descent Group

The highest level in the hierarchy' of kin groups in traditional 
China was the Tsu, or common descent group« Beneath this were found 

fang ^  (houses) , chih (branches) , and chi a (families) , in an
uneven social pyramid (Lin as quoted in Freedman 1958:34) . Time and 

the irregular workings of fortune would make some segments of the 

original family more prosperous than others. Some lines would 

flourish and others would die out. The size and number of each major 

kin group would thus depend on time and circumstance as much as the 

planning and ingenuity of individual family members.

The Tsu, which following Hu (1948) I have referred to as the 

common descent group, is often referred to by the terms "lineage" 

(Freedman 1958, 1966; Osgood 1963; Baker 1968) and "clan" (Gamble 

1963, M. C. Yang 1945, Hsu 1948). The former term is consistent 

with the usage of British anthropologists, while the latter generally 
reflects training in the American tradition.

British, anthropologists, according to Meyer Fortes use the 

term "lineage" both to stress the significance of descent in the 

structure of kinship groups, and "to distinguish them from wider often 

dispersed divisions of society ordered to the notion of common--but 

not demonstrable and often mythological-^-ancestry for which we find it 

useful to reserve the label 1 c l a n (.1971:163-64) ," In this tradition, 

that portion of one'-s ancestry which functions as a unified kinship 

group and traces a direct common biological descent would be referred 

to as a "lineage." The larger kinship group which traced its descent 

through fictitious or forged genealogical ties, or only upon the
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supposed common ties of those bearing the same surname, would consti
tute the "clan.11

Scholars trained in the American tradition frequently use the 
term "clan" in the sense described above, but seldom refer to the Tsu 

(common descent group) as a "lineage," Morton Fried,' siding with the 
British approach," argues that the correct term is "lineage" because 
the Tsu has "demonstrated descent (1957:26)," while Freedman argues 

that China has both clans and lineages (1966:22).

The argument over the preferred equivalent for the Chinese 

term Tsu is, in my estimation, forced and somewhat etic.^ The term 

Tsu has a range of meaning which cannot be precisely rendered by 

using either of the preferred terms, and their usage tends to obscure 

some of the unique features of this kinship organization. In my 
field experience, as I lived in Taiwan for more than two years, and 

as I have studied the kinship system subsequent to that time, the 

Chinese often use the term Tsu in a way that overlaps the boundaries 

of the etic models for lineage and clan. When a person refers to

I would argue that something of the question of "emics" and 
"etics" is also involved in this problem. Citing Pike, Sturtevant 
identifies 11 culture-free features of the real world (1974:156) " as
"etics." The etic approach aims to identify characteristics and 
attributes which might be considered common to all cultures and 
societies. It seeks to make explicit certain broad general principles 
through the "accumulation and systematization of features which might 
be significant in any folk classification . . . [emphasis and italics 
by author] (Sturtevant 1974:157)." This should be contrasted with the 
"emic" approach which seeks to understand a culture in its own terms. 
Advocates of the emic approach argue that a culture can only be under
stood in the context of its own language and traditions. Any effort 
to fit the culture into some abstract etic model must, in the last 
analysis, be forced and imperfect.
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his Tsu he may mean every level of the. formal kinship organization 

above his own family, referring to it"as a corporate entity, or he may 

mean the religions cult to which he and his family pay their devo
tions. The forced nsage of the. term "clan” or "lineage" to describe 
the Tsu tends to gloss over these kinds of variations, making it appear 
that the Tsu is actually much more like the theoretical model than is 
actually the case.

Hu's (1948) use of the term "common descent group" avoids the 

pitfall just described and simultaneously provides a relatively un

biased term for translating the concept. For this reason, it is 

preferable to either of the others which have been used.

Corporate Activities

The common descent group had a number of functions which 

served to integrate and give structure to village life. Many Tsu, 

for example, were involved in corporate activities such as the main

tenance of an ancestral hall or the leasing of corporate lands for 
welfare or educational purposes. Such activities not only enhanced 

Tsu prestige, but also served to bind kinship ties more strongly. 

Members of the Tsu could call on the Tsu in times of extremity and 

could send their children to the school maintained from corporate 

funds.
Activities centering around the ancestral hall were important 

in many villages. Ancestral halls were often elaborately decorated, 

and served as: the center for many village activities. Occasionally, 

where Tsu organizations were strong, activities of this sort even
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evolved into a form of conspicuous consumption, the" XX Tsu competing 
with the YY and ZZ Tsu to enhance Tsu prestige.' Hsu's (1948) study 
of West Town is the best presentation available on this pattern of 
behavior, but manifestations of this kind of behavior at the village 
level can also be seen in the complex activities centering around hall 

maintenance and reciprocal feasting (Baker 1968:190, C. K. Yang 1959: 

96-97) ,

The ancestral hall was also the locus of most religious rituals 
for Tsu members, and played an important part in public celebrations. 
Ancestor worship, the prevailing form of religious belief, was 

conducted in the ancestral hall at various times throughout the year, 

as well as in the private shrines of individuals. Leaders of the Tsu 

and its influential members had important roles to play in these 

rituals. These served both to reinforce the prestige of these leaders 

and to sanctify their authority in other village matters.

It is interesting to note that the Tsu appears to have been 
a land-based institution in China. Its traditional activities have 

been rooted to the land at the village level, and it appears that the 

Tsu organization does not function well in nonagricultural environ

ments. Diamond (1969:68), Anderson (1970:363^65), and Pasternak 

(1968:93^96) have all noted that the Tsu organization is absent among 
fishing communities both on the mainland and in Taiwan. And there is 

also at least a plausible case (J. S. Burgess 1928) that the kinship 

organization was supplanted in the city by the guilds (i.e. , once the 

tie with, agriculture was broken the kinship organization could
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not function effectively and was replaced by a more adaptive sys

tem) .

The' Tsu also served as a force of moral authority in the 

community through the exercise of its powers . Many Tsu had rules 
which were codified expressions of the types of behavior considered 

acceptable and unacceptable to the community. These rules prescribed 
punishments appropriate to different kinds of.offenses, and provided 

a flexible framework for resolving disputes. The system of justice 

in traditional China encouraged the resolution of disputes by local 
authorities and strongly discouraged the resort to arbitration by 

legal suit. In this connection, the smallest segment of the Tsu 

superior to the disputants would attempt to resolve the dispute first, 

and then it would be taken to successively higher levels of the 

organization until agreement was reached. The importance of these 

rules varied for different Tsu, but their existence illustrates one 

of the ways in which the Tsu functioned to reinforce village solidar

ity .



SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ORGANIZATION

The Gentry
In still another dimension, villages may be perceived to be 

socially and economically organized. There were recognizable class 

distinctions based on wealth and education, and there were regular 
institutions for money lending and economic cooperation.

Officials in the hierarchy of the imperial government were 
the highest social class in traditional China. They were generally 
able to exploit their offices for personal gain, and wealth obtained 

in this fashion often served to enhance the position of both the 

individual and his family.

As a group, officials achieved their status by successfully 

competing in a series of academic examinations. The first of these, 
called the t ■ ung-shih g  consisted of a battery of three succes

sive examinations and qualified one for entry into the lowest level of 
the gentry class (Chang 1955:10). Individuals who passed this exam

ination were awarded the title sheng-yuan 4% . This . examination was

administered at the district level.

The next examinationthe hsiang-shih ̂ l^fjjsor provincial

examinations, qualified one for the title chu-jen and admission
n

to "upper gentry status (Chang 1955:21)," Competition was keen at 

this level and only a small percentage of those who took this exami

nation actually succeeded in obtaining the degree. There were



restrictions in each, area on the .number of degrees which could be 

awarded and on the qualifications of those who were permitted to 

compete•
The rewards of passing the hsiang-shih examination z however, 

more than compensated for the difficulties involved. Passing the 
t 1ung-shih was actually far inferior by comparison. Sheng-yuan 
during some periods were privileged by comparison with the common 
people, but were not entitled to hold office and frequently had to 

take demeaning jobs simply to support themselves (Ho 1962:36).

Chu-jen, on the other hand, were eligible for placement in the 

hierarchy of the official bureaucracy, and were practically assured 

of economic security as well. One obtained power as an official, 

security for one’s family, a degree of immunity under the law, and 

the ability to either refuse payment of certain kinds of taxes or 

to reduce the burden of these taxes (Chang 1955:39, 77).

The highest academic title which could be achieved was that 

of chin-shih , or metropolitan graduate. To obtain this title,
holders of the chu-j en had to compete in two more series of examina

tions . The first of these was the hui-shih 4^ i^(metropolitan 
examination) , and the second, the tien-shih (palace examination)
Successful graduates were often appointed to various high offices in 

the national bureaucracy or as district magistrates (Chang 1955:27).

In addition to these "orthodox” titles and degrees, a number 

of other titles and degrees could be obtained through other channels. 

The degree of chien-sheng ^  (student of the Imperial Academy)
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prior to Ming times was an effective avenue of mobility into the upper 
levels of officialdom (Ho 1962:32), However f owing to financial dif
ficulties following the Mongol invasion, it was offered for sale and

i

lost much of its earlier value "(Ho 1962:33) . The title and degree of 

kung-sheng^  (Imperial Student), and a series of titles for military 

offices could also foe purchased. .

These several groups comprised what is usually referred to as 

the gentry class. Officials formed a part of this group, while the 
remainder constituted a privileged class outside of officialdom. As 

noted previously in the discussion of village leadership, the gentry 

class, was extremely important in village affairs. They were educated, 

had influential contacts outside the village, enjoyed certain immuni
ties under the law, and could associate as equals with officials at 

the district level. This is in stark contrast to the situation of the 

remaining residents of the village.

Farmers and Other Groups 

Farmers, constituted by far the largest and most important 

group in*most villages. However, this group itself should foe divided 

to appreciate the range of activities covered under this heading.

It included landlords and landowners with substantial holdings, rich 

peasants who owned more land than was needed for their immediate 

needs, middle peasants with enough land to provide a bare subsistence 

life style, and poor peasants who could not support themselves or 

meet their immediate needs from the land they owned. This last group
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often' owned 'very little land and part of their labor was necessarily 

spent in the fields of others as hired help.

Among these various categories of agriculturalists there were 
regular patterns of cooperation and interaction. Poor peasants either 
owned no property or else owned too little for their own support.
For this reason, they were forced to supplement their income by. other 

means:.. Often they would lease additional land from others, paying 

part of their harvest back as rent. This group also frequently found 

employment as laborers in the fields of rich peasants or landlords. 

Middle peasants owned enough land for their own support, and would 

occasionally hire poorer peasants to assist in their fields during the 

harvest season. This group also frequently engaged in reciprocal 
labor exchange with other middle peasants, and often met problems of 

cash and credit through revolving credit associations (C. K. Yang 

1959:68-69, Fei and Chang 1945:120-21). Rich peasants owned enough 

land for their immediate needs and frequently hired laborers from the 

poorer classes. Landlords either leased their holdings to tenants or 

employed laborers to work in their fields. They also engaged in 
making loans to poorer farmers.

That agriculture constituted the primary occupation of most 

Chinese villages is attested to by a number of scholars. According 

to Martin Yang, the residents of Taitou village were all farmers 

with the exception of a few masons, "one or two carpenters and 

smiths,and "a few people" engaged in retail trade (1945:187).

Gamble notes the frequent "combinaition of agricultural and non- 
agricultural occupations (1963:30)" in the villages he studied, but
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concludes that agriculture "was. the', main occupation for most of the 
families (1963:30).”

The.practice of engaging in more than one form of occupation 
was frequently necessary for economic reasons. An individual’s 
agricultural income was periodic and subject to fluctuations outside 

his control. At harvest time, resources would be relatively plentiful, 

but during the slack seasons they were often inadequate for even a 

bare subsistence. To provide against this kind of contingency, many 

persons whose primary occupation was farming would engage in other 

activities. Fei noted this pattern in Kaihsienkung village when he 

observed that agriculture was the "fundamental occupation common to 

nearly all the villages (1939:138)," but noted that some villagers 

didn’t rely on the land exclusively but were also engaged "in raising 

silkworms and sheep, and in trade ventures (1939:138)."

At the village level, then, the traditional classes of artisans 

and craftsmen (kung JZL ) and merchants and traders (shang ) often 
blended into the agricultural class. The services of these individuals 

were indispensable, but could be fulfilled on a part-time basis under 

the pressure of necessity. It is possible that a single village could 

not support the full-time services of such individuals as specialists, 

but in their part-time capacity they filled important community needs. 

•Skinner (1964-65, Part 1:21) argues that full-time specialists 

actually served the "standard marketing community," rather than the 

village and is probably correct in his assumptions.



Intra-village Cooperation

Several forms of intra-village cooperation have not been men 

tioned yet. Briefly, these included organized' efforts in the areas 

of village defense, education, entertainment and recreation, and 
irrigation. This, of course, is not an exhaustive list of the kinds 
of voluntary associations to be found in a Chinese village, but it 

does suggest some of the basic patterns which have been observed 

empirically.

One form of cooperation which has been reported in many vil

lages in this century concerns village defense. ..In some villages 

this took the form of a village guard or local militia which was 

organized to protect the village against bandits and other criminals 
In other cases, defense organizations were generated for the purpose 

of protecting against crop theft. It is impossible to determine to 
what extent these two forms of defense, were practiced historically, 

but they are widely reported in the studies of this century (M. C. 

Yang 1945:143, C. K. Yang 1959:109, Smith 1899:163-64, Gamble 1963, 

and Baker 1968:78-83).

The details of organization for this kind of group appar

ently varied from place to place. Gamble (1963:70) reports that in 

North China villages crop-watching was usually done by one or more 

hired watchmen. Yang (.1945:148) reports the same for Taitou village 

in Shantung. Ling. Shui Kou village, on the'other hand, formed a 

guard to watch the harvest by drawing men from the village "accord

ing to the amount of land owned (.Myers 1970:101) " by each household. 
This village also cooperated with several neighboring villages to
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form a .mutual self-defense unit to protect the' area against bandits 

(Myers 1970:101).
Nanching village in South China illustrates a further varia- ■ 

tion in the pattern. A crop protection association was set up by 
two of the powerful Tsu which "compelled" most farming families to 
pay a fee to have their crops protected. Underworld contacts were 
maintained to prevent interference from organized crime in the area, 

and payments were regularly made to assure the cooperation of these 

groups CC. K. Yang .1959:109-10) .

This brings into focus another factor in village defense— the 

selective participation or nonparticipation of the powerful or well- 

to-do. Families of sufficient means could obtain weapons for their 

personal defense, or hire someone to look after their crops without 

regard for what happened to others. They could selectively participate 

in a village-wide effort to promote security or ignore the village 
and provide only for their personal protection.

The same pattern may be observed with regard to education.

Some Tsu set aside a certain amount of land for educational purposes. 

The funds obtained through renting out this property were used to 

support the education of Tsu members % This might take the form of a 
village school which could, be attended by children of other Tsu as 
well, or it might involve hiring,a tutor for a young man at the 

capitol preparing for the metropolitan examinations. Families with

out the means to employ a tutor would have to pool their resources 

to provide for'the education of their children.
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In addition to the above mentioned forms•of cooperation, other 
kinds of activities also tended to -unite the village. Theatrical 

groups often played a part in village activities, providing both 
entertainment and an outlet for the creative energies of villagers. 
Villages ’which did not conduct their own theaters might host the 
group from a neighboring village f' or hire the services of a profes

sional troupe which was touring the countryside.
This type of activity has been widely reported in the village 

studies of this century. Martin Yang (1945;197), C. K. Yang (1959: 

190-91) , A. H. Smith (.1899) , S. van der Sprenkel (1966:99n) , and 
others have noted the popularity of theatrical groups in many vil

lages. This was one of the activities which served to integrate 

villages’on a social level. Others included the seasonal and religious 

holidays which were celebrated throughout the year, and the informal 

gatherings which often took place in the temple courtyard or some 

other public place.



CONCLUSION

The account of the institutions and behavioral patterns 
serving to integrate the traditional Chinese village could be extended 
to include other factors than those mentioned above. And, of course, 
this paper has provided only a brief outline of some of the complex 

traditions of a rich and varied culture. However, it is hoped that 
it has provided a different perspective of the organizational 

principles which may be found at the village level, and that the 

forces'serving to give structure to village life stand out in some

what better relief.

From a theoretical standpoint, the evidence that a strong 

correlation exists between the settlement pattern and social organi

zation is quite significant. It suggests that with sufficient 

research, the former may prove useful as an index for discriminating 
changes in the" latter. Since the settlement pattern may be shown 

to reflect basic social and economic values, it may be possible that 

by studying it with sufficient care we may learn more about the value 

system as well. The evidence suggests that not one but several kinds 

of social factors influence the pattern of settlement, and by extend

ing our understanding of the relationships between social organization 
and settlement pattern we may deepen our understanding of the nature 

of peasant society within its ecological milieu.

Morris (*19721 has argued this case in stronger terms in con

nection with the settlement pattern of. the Rjonga. The Rjonga are a

53
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politically centralized,Bantu-speaking agricultural people of southern 

Mozambique. Yetf despite their centralized political organization, 
Rjonga settlements are dispersed and discontinuous. Morris suggests 
that the persistence of this pattern in modern times can best be 
explained by reference to specific strong social forces which serve 
to maintain it (1972:230-311  ̂ She suggests that if we can.isolate 

and identify the relationships between settlement pattern and social 
organization, particularly in the presence of change, "it should be 

possible to arrive at meaningful generalizations such that archaeolo

gists and social anthropologists alike could use changes in settlement

pattern as a quickly perceived index to other kinds of social change
u(Morris 1972:231) . Before this can be achieved, we need more informa

tion about the relationship between settlement pattern and social 
organization. We need more and more circumstantial accounts of pat

terns existing in various cultures, and of changes which occur in 

settlement patterns incident to social change.

The significance of economic, political, and kinship organiza

tion to the traditional Chinese village cannot be overstressed. Each 

of these areas has furnished material for numerous articles and studies 

as experts have examined these institutions in their Chinese contexts. 
However, what should be noted with regard to this study is that these 

form a pattern of social organization which is both complex and highly 

integrated. The organization of the kinship group serves both to 

establish the boundaries’for social relations and to clarify the nature 

of those relations. Kinship, organization influences the structure of 

political organization? leaders of the kin group may play corresponding



roles in the political organization; prominent men politically and 

financially may be given honored roles in the kin group; the poor 
obtain assistance from the leaders of their kin group; and so the 

pattern goes. At the village level, organization is quite complex 
and interaction very intensive.
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