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Preface 

This essay is the work of a social anthropologist but it is not based upon 
field work. It is concerned with Chinese matters but it is not written by 
a sinologue. To explain why I have ventured to write a book about China 
I must go back to a subject which I have studied as a field anthropologist. 
In the years 1949 and 1950, under the auspices of the Colonial Social 
Science Research Council, I carried out a study of family and marriage 
among the Chinese living in the Colony of Singapore.1 While this study 
was in progress and during the years which followed I pondered the 
significance of what I gathered both from my Singapore informants and 
from my reading of the works in European languages on the nature of 
Chinese society in the two provinces of Fukien and Kwangtung. To 
begin with I was interested in these provinces as the homeland of the 
Chinese in South-east Asir., but I came gradually to see in the material I 
was able to collect problems of a general sociological importance. If 
political and academic circumstances had been in my favour I should have 
gone to south-eastern China to study at first hand the questions which 
engaged my attention, but as matters have turned out I have seen no 
more of my field than glimpses of Kwangtung seized during a flying visit 
to Hong Kong and Macao in 1955. 

I have set out in this essay my reflections on certain aspects of south
eastern Chinese society during the last hundred and fifty years. What I 
write cannot amount to a complete study, but it may help to interpret a 
kind of social complex which has much interested anthropologists in 
recent years. Unilineal kinship organization in a differentiated society and 
a centralized political system forms the main theme of the essay. 

My attention was attracted to Fukien and Kwangtung because this 
region of China has specialized not only in large-scale unilineal organiza
tion but also in sending people overseas. Although I am concerned here 
with China itself, I hope that some of the matters I discuss will be of 
use to students of overseas Chinese society; for this is a field which, 
while of great interest in its own right, tends to grow in importance the 
longer China remains inaccessible. 

It is possible that Chinese rural society will soon have changed beyond 
recognition. If China opens its doors to field investigation before this 
happens, we shall have the fruits of first-hand work to set against the 

1 The main published results of this investigation are embodied in 'Colonial Law 
and Chinese Society', Journal of the Royal Anthropological Society, vol. So, 1950 
{published 1952), and Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, H.M.S.O., 
London, 1957. 
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ruminations of armchair anthropology. Otherwise it is obvious that the 
conclusions of this essay must be tentative. They may, however, be 
improved upon and tested whether or not living China remains a closed 
book; for there are still literary sources for the study of Chinese society 
in the past which, as I understand the position, have not yet been fully 
exploited. The gazetteers and other works dealing with conditions in 
Fukien and Kwangtung might tell us much that we need to know. Some 
years ago Dr. Hu Hsien-chin whetted our appetites by bringing together 
literary evidence on lineage organization in China as a whole. 1 May we 
hope that the detailed social history of particular areas of China will in 
the future add to the body of comparative sociology? Anthropologists 
who respect, enjoy, and use the fruits of historical sociology would 
certainly not be slow to welcome reconstructions and analyses of China's 
past. 

There is another way in which some of the speculations about south
eastern China can be tested. In the New Territories of Hong Kong both 
historical research and anthropological field work are possible. From my 
own brief experience of this area and from the discussions I have had 
with Miss Barbara Ward, who knows it well, I should say that anthropo
logists could answer certain important questions about south-eastern 
China from a study of the small part of it which is under British rule. 

I have tried to remedy the sinological shortcomings of this essay in 
only one major respect. Two works in Chinese struck me as being especially 
likely to help me with material on south-eastern China and these, with 
financial aid from the Geographical and Anthropological Research Divi
sion, London School of Economics, which I gratefully acknowledge, I 
have had translated. They have proved extremely useful. 2 Apart from these 
two sources, all the published material I have used has been taken from 
works "Written in European languages. Some of this material is avowedly 
sociological, but a great part of it derives from a very heterogeneous 
collection of books and articles. In trying to find pieces to fit together to 
make a convincing picture of rural society in Fukien and Kwangtung, I 
have had to use whatever materials I could lay my hands on. When we 
know so little about a wide area over a long period of time, we must be 
dismayed by the jumps in space and time which an attempt at a systematic 
account entails. The provinces of Fukien and Kwangtung cover an area 
of some I so,ooo square miles and have been inhabited by a population 

1 The Common Descent Group in China and its Functions, Viking Fund Publica
tions in Anthropology Number 10, New York, 1948. How heavily I am indebted 
to Miss Hu's work will be apparent in this essay. 

2 They are: Lin Yueh-hwa, 'An Enquiry into the Chinese Lineage-Village from 
the Viewpoint of Anthropology', She Hui Hsiieh Chieh, No. 9, 1936; and Liu 
Hsing-t'ang, 'The Structure of Kinship Groups in Fukien', Shilz Huo, vol. 4, 
no. 8, 1936. In connexion with the work done on these translations I wish to thank 
Mrs. S. van der Sprenkel and Mrs. Y. C. Liu of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies, London University. 
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which has probably varied around the figure of fifty millions during the 
last century. Within this range of time and distance the facts about rural 
life are very thinly spread. · 

The tenuousness of the data, however, while defeating any approach to 
a detailed social history of rural south-eastern China, does not prevent us, 
at least in principle, from building up a model of certain structures which 
were apparently common in the area and seemingly persistent over a 
considerable period of time. In the last section of this essay I discuss 
the validity and uses of the model of the south-eastern Chinese localized 
lineage which I try to construct. At the outset I must make it plain that, 
while I attempt to remain faithful to the facts I have been able to adduce, 
the picture I gradually build up inevitably departs from reality by sub
suming many variations under generalized heads. But if my picture of 
the localized lineage in fact corresponds to no lineage which has ever 
existed in Fukien and Kwangtung, it is at least a summary of the charac
teristics of a great number of such lineages. From it we may draw certain 
conclusions and make certain predictions about real lineages. 

In gathering the material for this essay and in thinking about the prob
lems it raises, I have been helped in many ways by different people. The 
earliest version of what appears here was a series of lectures given at 
Professor Max Gluckman's invitation in 1952 in the Department of 
Social Anthropology, University of Manchester, and in the same year at 
the London School of Economics and Political Science. I wish to thank 
all the scholars who have given me the benefit of their criticism. In parti
cular on the sinological side I gratefully acknowledge the help, advice, 
and encouragement which Mr. 0. B. van der Sprenkel has given me, and 
I thank Mrs. H. M. Wright most warmly for reading and criticising the 
typescript of this book. If I have committed sinological blunders they are 
my own responsibility. I am in the debt of Professor Raymond Firth, who 
has watched over all stages of this study, and Dr. E. R. Leach, whose 
knowledge of Chinese matters and insight into Chinese questions were 
more than once placed at my disposal. The typescript was read by P~fessor 
Meyer Fortes, Miss Barbara Ward (Mrs. Stephen Morris), and Dr. J. B. 
Loudon; they offered me valuable criticism on many points; I am very 
grateful for their he,lp. Miss Ward read the essay against the background 
of her general knowledge of the New Territories, and I am greatly en
couraged by her opinion that in the main my argument is correct. My 
wife has helped me in many ways to prepare this essay for publication, 
and I should like to express my gratitude to her. I have also to thank the 
Geography Department of the London School of Economics and Political 
Science for preparing the map and diagrams which appear in this book. 
Finally, I wish to thank Professor Isaac Schapera for readi;Dg the proofs. 

London School of Economics and Political Science, 

October 1957. 

M.F. 



Preface to the Paperback Edition 

In the seven years which have gone by since this book was first published 
several field studies have been made in the Hong Kong New Territories 
and many books and papers have appeared which bear on the themes it 
touches on. I myself have recently had the opportunity of spending a brief 
period of research in the New Territories. There was, therefore, a case for 
re-writing the book. I considered it, but decided instead to re-publish it 
as it was and to continue the argument it began in the form of another book. 
I hope that this will appear shortly in the series of London School of Eco
nomics Monographs on Social Anthropology. The only imperfections in the 
book which I have sought to remove in this edition are a few typographical 
errors. 

London School of Economics and Political Science 
November 1964 

M.F. 
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I 

Village and Lineage in Fukien and Kwangtung 

Nearly everywhere in China the more or less compact village formed a 
basic unit of rural society. The clan (as the lineage is often called in the 
literature) was usually but one section of a village. In the provinces of 
Fukien and Kwangtung, however, the lineage and the village tended 
markedly to coincide, so that many villages consisted of single lineages. 
This coincidence of agnatic and local community was found in other parts 
of the country too, especially in the central provinces, but in the south-east 
it appears to have been most pronounced.1 

With what this regional peculiarity is to be connected has never, so far 
as I am aware, been satisfactorily looked into. It is true that in Chinese 
terms the south-east is an area of fairly recent settlement by people of 
Chinese culture. This is why the inhabitants of Fukien and Kwangtung 
speak of themselves as Men of the T'ang rather than as Men of the Han 
dynasty. 2 Yet it is difficult to see exactly what factors may have led to the 
perpetuation of a wide scale lineage structure in this region when it has 
apparently tended to disintegrate or generally failed to emerge elsewhere. 
My wording here is deliberately cautious because I do not wish to associate 
myself with those who assume that at some time in the past all parts of 
China displayed the wide-ranging localized lineage which is now peculiar 
only to certain areas.3 If I draw attention to this important problem here 
only to pass over it quickly, I do so because I lack the competence to 
handle the historical material which might throw light on so interesting 
a social difference.4 

Wittfogel, in the context which I have just cited, refers to the 'clan 
familism' of south China as an 'enigmatic phenomenon'. Other writers 
on China have also been puzzled by the appearance of large-scale lineages 
in Fukien and Kwangtung and by their working. It is instructive to note 

1 Cf. Hu, op. cit,. pp. I I, I4. 
1 The Han dynasty spanned the beginning of the Christian era, while the T'ang 

reigned in the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries. On the use of the term 'Man 
of T'ang' see, e.g., J. Dyer Ball, Tlze Chinese at Home or the Man of Tong and 
his Land, London, I9I I, pp. xi f. 

1 Cf. K. A. Wittfogel, New Light on Chinese Society, An Investigation of China' I 
Socio-Economic Structure, New York, I9J8, p. 9, and 0. Lang, Clzinere Family 
and Society, New Haven, I946, p. I73· 

• I refer to this question later. See below, p. 129· 
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that the south Chinese 'clan' fits Fei Hsiao-tung's scheme of Chinese 
society so badly that he is inclined to discount it. Having asserted that 
the 'clan' is a speciality of the gentry, he says: 'I shall leave the question 
open as to the nature of the so-called clan village. I rather suspect that 
such an organization among the peasants is a local organization, not a 
kinship organization.'1 Lineages of the kind we see in south-eastern China 
are of course essentially political and local organizations. If we fail to 
realize this and think of lineages as inflated families, we must naturally 
wonder how they can persist in a complex and differentiated society. As 
I hope to show, if the south-eastern village-lineage is an enigma, the 
puzzle is in its history and not in its operation. 

The coincidence of lineage and village or village-section is phrased in 
different ways. I cite some of the general statements which have been 
made. After pointing out that in the last six or seven centuries the centres 
of strongly developed tsu (lineages) have been in central and south
eastern China, Miss Hu Hsien-chin says that in this area 'many villages 
are inhabited completely or predominantly by people of a single surname' .2 

In a work dealing with Kwangtung in the 'twenties of this century Chen 
Han-seng states that at least four out of every five peasants 'live with 
their clans' and that usually one village is inhabited by one 'clan'. He goes 
on to say that 'Even if there is more than one clan, each clan occupies a 
distinct section of the village; there is hardly a mixed neighborhood'. 3 

J. J. M. de Groot writes of the Fukien he knew at the end of the nineteenth 
century that the people of one village bore one 'clan name' only.4 In 
more recent times Miss Olga Lang reports that in Fukien and K wang
tung some villages are inhabited almost exclusively by the members 
of one 'clan', but 'in most places, two, three, or four clans live side by 
side' .6 

As for observations on particular cases we have D. H. Kulp's account 
of Phoenix Village in Kwangtung in the second decade of this century, 

1 'Peasantry and Gentry: An Interpretation of Chinese Social Structure nnd its 
Changes', American Journal of Sociology, vol. sz, no. 1, 1946, p. S· 

• Op. cit., p. 14. 

• Agrarian Problems in Southernmost China, Shanghai, 1936 (also published as 
Landlord and Peasant in China, New York, 1936), p. 37· 

'The Religious System of China, 6 vols., Leyden, I892-19I0, vol. I, 1892, p. 191. 
De G~oot also deals with this point in Het Kongsiwezen van Borneo, Eene Ver
handelmg over den Grondslag en den Aard der Chineesclze Politieke Vereenigirzgen in 
de Kolonien, Met eene Chineesclze Geschiedenis van de Kongsi Lanfong, The Hague, 
188s, PP· 8zf .. He points out that people with strange surnames (e.g., who find 
better econonuc opportunities in their wives' villages than in their own) may be 
~ivi_ng in ~he co~unity, but that the general rule holds that every village in China 
IS hke a smgle family writ large ('ieder dorp in China is als ~en gezin in het groot'). 
Although de Groot appears to generalize here about China, he is in fact discussing 
the homeland of overseas Chinese: Fukien and Kwangtung. 

6 Op. cit., pp. I7Jf. 
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which was one 'sib' except for a couple of teachers and a few shopkeepers;1 

Lin Yueh-hwa's village of I-hsii2 and the Hwang village he describes in 
his sociological novel,3 which were single lineage settlements in north 
Fukien; and G.-E. Simon's description of Oang-Mo-Khi, also in north 
Fukien, where there were said to be at least ro,ooo people 'presque tous 
issus du meme couple en descendance masculine'."' 

'Sib', 'clan', and 'single surname' mean in such contexts that there 
were local communities consisting of male agnates with unmarried female 
agnates and the wives of the men. The rule of lineage exogamy followed, 
as we shall see, from the rule of surname exogamy. The relationship 
between agnatic group and village may be set out in a number of alterna
tives, of which the first was clearly very common. 

One village might consist either of a single lineage or a lineage with a 
few 'strangers' whose presence was due to their special economic role. 

One village might include two or more lineages, in which case these 
units were territorially distinct within the village. 

A single descent-group might be spread over more than one village. 
T'ien Ju-k'ang cites an example of four villages in south Fukien arranged 
in this fashion. 5 One of my informants in Singapore came from one of a 
cluster of seven villages in north Fukien which were all branches of a 
single descent group, and presumably Simon's figure refers to an ag
gregation of this sort. 

Quite apart from this last possibility, we must notice that a particular 
localized lineage was not likely to be the only one bearing its surname 
in the area. This followed from the Chinese system of surnaming which, 
while in theory consisting of some five hundred names in modern times, 
has had in practice a restricted range. I have come across no material to 
indicate the distribution of surnames in Fukien and Kwangtung, but it 
seems likely from what we know of overseas Chinese that there are 
considerably fewer than five hundred surnames current in their homeland. 8 

1 Country Life in South China, The Sociology of Familism, Volrune I, Phenix 
Village, Ktvangtrmg, China, New York, 1925. (No other volume was ever published.) 

2 Op. cit. 

" The Golden Wing, A Sociological Study of Chinese Familism, London, 1948. 
1-hsii and the Hwang Village may well be the same. See below, pp. 3if· 

• La Cite clrinoise, 3rd edition, Paris, 1886. 
5 The Chinese of Sarawak: A Study of Social Structure, London School of 

Economics, Monographs on Social Anthropology, London, [1953), p. :z3. 

• H. A. Giles, A Chinese-English Dictionary, :z vols., :znd ed., Shanghai, &c., 
191 :z, pp. r-8, lists :z,174 surnames, and this figure by no means covers all those 
surnames known to Chinese history. Li Chi, The Formation of the Chinese People, 
An Atzthropological Inquiry, Cambridge [Mass.], 1928, p. 127, counts 3,736 sur
names recorded up to A.D. 1644 in Section XIV of the Chinese Encyclopaedia 
completed during the reign of the K'ang-hsi Emperor, and cites a Ming source 
giving a total of 4,657 surnames. In modern times the so-called Hundred Family 
Names, a work included in some editions of the Chinese almanac and often printed 



4 VILLAGE AND LINEAGE IN FUKIEN AND KWANGTUNG 

Moreover, it is certain that the surnames which were to be found in Fukien 
and Kwangtung, as no doubt elsewhere in China, were very unevenly 
represented. Surnames such as Ch'en, Lin, and Hwang were very common 
and must have embraced a large number of localized lineages in various 
places.1 

All people bearing one surname were by that fact agnates, for they were 
considered to be descendants of a common ancestor in the male line. 
Bearing a common surname, people might not marry. Although in some 
parts of China marriage between people of the same surname was per
mitted by local custom, the official view in China was that such a marriage 
constituted a breach of exogamy.2 In Fukien and Kwangtung the official 
rule appears to have been closely reflected in customary practice.3 It has 
been reported, however, of one district of Fukien that people of the same 
surname but of different souches might marry,4 and Kulp, after asserting 
that 'sib' exogamy was based on surname exogamy, says that the diffi
culties created by the wide casting of the exogamous net were sometimes 

1 For the distribution of surnames in Singapore see my Chinese Family and 
Marriage, p. 69. 

2 The legal code of the last imperial dynasty has: 'Whenever any persons having 
the same family-name intermarry, the parties and the contractor of the marriage 
shall each receive 6o blows, and the marriage being null and void, the man and 
woman shall be separated, and the marriage-presents forfeited to government.' 
See Sir George Thomas Staunton, Ta Tsing Leu Lee; Being the Fundamental 
Laws, and a Selection from the Supplementary· Statutes of the Penal Code of 
China; ... , London, 181o, p. 114. See also G. Boulais, Manuel du Code chinois, 
Varietes Sinologiques, no. 55, Shanghai, 1924, p. 277f., and P. Hoang, Le mariage 
chinois au point de vue legal, Varietes Sinologiques, no. 14, Shanghai, 1898, p. 43· 
The punishment for marriage with an agnate was in fact graded. If people of the 
same known descent but not related within the agnatic mourning grades (i.e. 
having a common agnatic ancestor not closer than great-great-great-grandfather) 
married, they were to receive 100 blows. Marriage within the agnatic mourning 
grades was to be punished by (a) exile, (b) death by strangling, and (c) death by 
beheading, according to the closeness of the relationship. Hoang, op. cit., pp. 46f. 

• Cf. de Groot, Het Kongsiwezen. p. 105. 

'F. Thery, "Les Coutumes chi noises relatives au mariage,' Bulletin del' Univer
site l'Aurore, Shanghai, Serie III, tome 9, no. 36, 1948, p. 390. 

by itself as a booklet, gives nearly soo surnames. Apparently it is rare nowadays 
for anyone to bear a surname not found in this little work. Cf. Hu, op. cit., p. 47· 
A Westernized version of th Hundred Family Names is to be found in a Malayan 
publication, Tan Pow Teck, The Pek Kah Seng, Kuala Lumpur, 1924. Tan lists 
453 single-character and 6o double-character surnames. As for Chinese surnames 
actually to be found among Fukienese and Kwangtungese abroad, we may note 
that only 48 were to be found in the Singapore telephone directory in 1949. I 
have myself counted approximately 70 Chinese surnames in Singapore in all and 
we may certainly assume that a round 100 will cover the number of surnames to 
be found in this large section of overseas Chinese. For material on surnames in a 
different type of Chinese area see S. D. Gamble, Ting Hsien, A North China Rural 
Community, New York, 1954, pp. 53f. 
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resolved by the device of making slight changes to the surname, in order 
to allow two people of the same surname to marry, provided that they 
were 'five generations removed' .1 It is possible that in this passage Kulp 
is drawing on his general knowledge of China and is not speaking specifi
cally of Phoenix Village, but in any case his data and those given by Thery 
go against the general flow of the evidence. In Fukien and Kwangtung 
men rarely married women of their surname. 

The fact of having a common surname at the least set up between any 
two lineages a bar on marriage. But, however remote the genealogical 
connexions they traced between them, the possession of a common sur
name might in certain circumstances lead to formal co-operation such 
that localized lineages were grouped into wider agnatic units.2 However, 
lineages might be grouped not only by similarity of surname but also on 
the basis of certain traditional alliances between surnames. In these 
alliances, which appear to have differed from area to area in the surnames 
they linked, the bond of no-marriage was extended beyond the limits of 
any exogamic rule dictated by general custom. 3 A bar on marriage, on the 
other hand, could evidence not only solidarity but its diametrical opposite. 
When lineages of different surnames quarrelled they sometimes broke off 
connubium, swearing an oath before the ancestors that brides would no 
longer pass between them. We thus find a situation in which any localized 
lineage at a given point in time might be grouped in alliance with certain 
lineages and in hostility against others. Alliance might be based upon 
agnation, linked surnames, or connubium; hostility might exist both 
between lineages which were agnatically connected, and between those 
which, of different surnames, were tied by bonds of marriage and matri
lateral descent. 

The localized lineages were of considerable size. Phoenix Village in 
northern Kwangtung appears to have been fairly small. About the year 
1920 its population was 650.4 However, Kulp says that the villages in 
the area were small, not one of them having ever maintained a population 

1 Kulp, op. cit., p. 167. On the restriction of the rule of exogamy to people who 
can trace close common agnatic descent cf. Fci Hsiao-tung, Peasant Lrfe in China; 
A Field St11dy of Co11ntry Life in the Yangtze Valley, London, 1939, pp. 84, 86. 
Officialdom did in fact recognize that peasants of like surname might marry, and 
was apparently prepared to tolerate such marriages provided the partners were 
not of the same tsun!J, i.e., not members of the same known line of descent. See 
Hoang, op. cit., p. 43· 

1 Cf. Hu, op. cit., p. 42· 
1 Cf. ibid., pp. 50f. and T'ien, op. cit., p. 30. It is sometimes said that alliances 

between surnames must be based on the titles which appear against each surname 
in the Hundred Family Names. There are only some 125 of these titles and several 
surnames may be shown to have the same title. These titles are thought to refer 
to the ultimate place of origin of each surname. To judge by the behaviour of 
overseas Chinese, however, the alliances between surnames in south-eastern 
China were largely independent of the titles. 

a Kulp, op. cit., p. 32. In addition, 55 members of the village were abroad. 
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of more than 2,ooo.1 Of the Hwang village in Lin's The Golden Wing we 
know only that in the 'thirties it had 'several hundred' inhabita~1ts, 2 while 
the size of I-hsii is not indicated. It is possible to infer the s1ze of four 
villages from some of J. L. Buck's statistics. One Kwangtung village had 
a population of some 1 ,8oo and three Fukien villages had populations of 
about 2,ooo, 1,400 and I,Ioo.3 Of course, we do not know how these last 
villages were agnatically constructed. Miss Lang says of 26 'clans' investi
gated in Fukien and Kwangtung in connexion with her study that they 
ranged in size from 4 to 546 'families', most of them falling within the 
range of 40 to 70 'families'.4 One nccount of Fukien, after pointinR out 
that there were no isolated farmhouses, says that villages vnried in size 
from hamlets to settlements of several thousand inhabitants.6 The part of 
mainland Kwnngtung which came into llritish hands in 1898 held settle· 
ments ranging from 10 to s,ooo souls, the average size of a settlement 
being about 240.6 Except where mountainous country intervened, the 
villages of south-eastern China were very close together and within short 
walking distance of one another. 

The large size of localized lineages obviously depended to a considerable 
extent on the time they had existed. Not only was Phoenix village compara
tively small but it was also comparatively recent, having been founded at 
the end of the sixteenth century. Kulp says that some nine generations 
had elapsed between the beginning of Phoenix Village and the time at 
which he wrote.7 The Hwang lineage of The Golden Wing was also shallow 
in time depth, Dunglin, the protagonist of Lin's story, belonging to the 
eighth generation.8 Against these two examples the weight of the evidence 
suggests that the south-eastern Chinese lineage commonly extended to 

1 Ibid., p. I I. 
2 Op. cit., p. I. 

3 Land Utilization in China: Statistics, Nanking, I9J7, pp. JOO, 469, 47I. These 
are the. only villages in Fukien and Kwangtung for which Buck gives the total 
population o~ farm families. I have multiplied the numbers of farm families by 
the average s1ze for farm families in each village. 

1 Op. cit., p. I74· 

• F. Hurlbut, The Fukienese, A Study in Human Geography, n.p. (U.S.A.), I9J9, 
p. 53· 

• P~pers Laid Before the Legislative Council of Hong Kong r8gg, Hong Kong, 
I goo, Extracts fro~ Papers Relating to the Extension of the Colony of Hong Kong, 
no. 9/99, Appendtx 3, p. I9, and Appendix 5, pp. 21ff. Sec also Papers Laid 
Before the Leg.islative Council of Hong Kong rgoo, Hong Kong, I90I, 'Report on 
the New Terntory During the First Year of British Administration', no. IS/1900, 
P· 252. (These Papers, together with Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, 
Cmd. 403, London, H.M.S.O., I900, form a very useful source for data on rural 
Kwa~gtung. I am ~cry grateful to Mr. PaulK. C. Tsui, M.B.E., of Hong Kong for 
drawmg my attentwn to them.) 

7 .Op. c!t., pp. xxiii, 6~. But the lineage actually traced its origin to a founder who 
set 1t up m Chaochow m Sung times. 

• Op. cit., p. 6o. 
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about twenty-five generations in recent time. This figure roughly expresses 
the average generation depth in lineages about which I heard from their 
members in Singapore. T'ien in Sarawak found that one group bearing 
his surname traced twenty generations and another nineteen, while a 
group of a different surname ran to twenty-one generations.1 The genera
tions in the Chinese lineage could multiply indefinitely, for no fixed time 
scale was imposed upon it. Each new generation was given a written 
character which its male members incorporated in their personal names,2 

the system being capable in principle of indefinite extension. If we 
assume, as Chinese themselves do, that lineage depth is a statement of 
hisloricallimc, and if we allow about thirty years to each generation, then 
we arrive at the conclusion that south-eastern lineages were commonly 
cxtablishcd some seven hundred years ago. 3 In fact we know that the 
truly Chinese population of the region goes back much further; by T'ang 
times the south-east was a real part of the Empire.' It is therefore a 
problem to decide why the lineage system as we know it in modern times 
should not extend back conceptually to the full depth of Chinese settlement 
in the area.5 This problem, because of the historical questions involved, 

1 Op. cit., pp. 26n., 29n. 
1 Chinese formal names nearly always consist of three characters, of which the 

first is the surname, the last the purely personal element, and the middle commonly 
the generation name. 

1 Yuan !-chin, 'Life Tables of a Southern Chinese Family from 1365 to 1849', 
Human Biology, vol. III, no. 2, May I93 I (Baltimore), accepts a Kwangtung 
genealogy as reasonable material for demographic analysis. In this genealogy the 
fourth generation appears in I 365 and nineteen more generations are counted by 
1914. Each generation occupies roughly thirty years, therefore. Note that most of 
the 'Puntis' (i.e. the Cantonese-speaking and long-established population, as 
distinct from the Hnkka-spenking) in the New Territories of Hong Kong at the 
end of the last century were said easily to 'trace their descent from ancestors who 
were settled' in the area in the Southern Sung dynasty (A.D. 12th and IJth centuries). 
See Papers Laid Before the Legislative Council of Hong Kong 1899, 'Extracts from 
Papers Relating to the Extension of the Colony of Hong Kong', no. 9/99, p. 6. 

• Cf. H. Bielenstein, 'The Census of China during the Period 2-742 A.D.', 
Bulletin no. 19 of the Museum of Far Eastern A11tiquities, Stockholm, I947· 

• Hu, op. cit., p. 45, points out that in China generally few genealogies of localized 
lineages go back beyond the Sung dynasty. It is of course true that, although a 
considerable Chinese settlement of the south-east took place in T'ang times, a 
great influx of Chinese into this region occurred in the Sung dynasty, when the 
Court moved to the south. See H. J. Wiens, China's March Toward the Tropics, 
Hamden, Conn., 1954, pp. 144, xSo, 182. The rising scale of Chinese-as distinct 
from barbarian-occupation of the two provinces may be seen from the following 
data taken from Li Chi, op. cit., p. 235: 

Number of Districts with more than xo,ooo Chinese People 
A.D. 464 A.D. 740 A.D. I IO:Z A.D. 128o-1367 

Fukien 2 9 40 58 
Kwangtung 8 24 ? 42 

The tracing of lineage origins to founders arriving in Sung times may, therefore, 
be either a reflection of some historical reality or a conventional idiom of descent. 
Of course, the Chinese population grew not only by immigration and natural 

B 
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lies outside the scope of this essay, but we shall later need to examine the 
bearing of written genealogies on the development and structure of the 
lineages for which they constituted the charters. 

The south-eastern Chinese village was not merely highly nucleated; it 
was often so formed as to constitute a kind of embattled settlement, a 
physical fact which takes on a sociological allure when it is set against the 
background of the bureaucratic peace theoretically ruling in the Empire. 
John Scarth writing about the Chaochow district in the middle of the last 
century says that: 'All the neighbouring country was in a state of chronic 
anarchy; the villages, towns, and hamlets were all walled, and each 
seemed prepared to fight with its neighbour. There were villages, certainly 
not a quarter of a mile distant from each other, both surrounded with 
distinct walls about sixteen to twenty feet high ... .'1 Another \Vcstern 
visitor to the same area a little later refers to the campaign of pacification 
carried out by the Governor of Kwangtung and Kwangsi, who successfully 
suppressed 'the village clans which for many years previously had set all 
authority at defiance. These villages were like a garrisoned fortress, 
inhabited by one large family or clan, and at feud with all other surrounding 
villages and clans'.2 When British administrators took over a slice of 
Kwangtung province to form the New Territories of Hong Kong at the 
end ?f the nineteenth century, they found that there were 'several walled 
villages in the territory, which arc invariably inhabited by the members 
of one clan only. They are rectangular or square in shape, and arc enclosed 
within brick walls about 16 feet in height, flanked by square towers, and 
surrounded by a moat some 40 feet in width. They have one entrance 
protected by iron gates.' 3 The significance of this warlike architecture we 
shall see more clearly when we have looked into the relations both between 
villages and between the state and its village population. 

1 Twelve Years in China, Edinburgh, 186o, pp. 66f. 
2 J. Thomson, The Straits of Malacca Indo-China and China, London, 1875• 

p. zs8. 

• Papers Laid Before the Legislative Council of Hong Kong, zBgg, 'Extracts from 
Papers Relating to the Extension of the Colony of Hong Kong', no. 9/99, p. 6. 

increase but also by the assimilation of barbarians who at some time or other 
occupied every part of south China. (See Wiens, op. cit., p. 268.) In modern times 
the absorption of barbarians into the Chinese population has been so complete 
that, as far as Fuk.ien and Kwangtung are concerned, one may in a general study 
ignore the remnants of barbarian population still displaying non-Chinese social 
characteristics. 



2 

The Economic Basis of Village Life 

Before we tum to the analysis of social groupings within the villages of 
Fukien and Kwangtung we must examine the general economic framework 
within which social life was conducted. ';I'his framework, which was a 
complex of agricultural and commercial institutions, allowed wealth to 
accumulate in differing degrees in different small areas of village society, 
and provided certain opportunities for individuals and families to raise (or 
depress) their standard of living and to increase (or decrease) their com
mand of socially desirable goods and services. The uneven distribution of 
resources and the possibilities of mobility were an important aspect of 
the heterogeneity of rural life, for they provided the basis for a large 
measure of political and ritual differentiation. 

China as a whole has been an ovenvhelmingly agrarian state; those who 
lived in its villages were nearly all in some way connected with land and 
its working. In Fukien and Kwangtung irrigated rice fields were the 
commonest agricultural land and rice was, at least ideally, the staple food. 
In the thirties of this century some three-quarters of the total area of the 
two provinces under food crops were devoted to rice, while the crude 
agricultural statistics available show how largely rice bulked in the volume 
of production. In the years 1931-7 the annual averages of the production 
of the most important food crops in Fukien and Kwangtung were ten and 
a half million metric tons of rice, three million metric tons of sweet 
potatoes, and one million metric tons of wheat and barley.1 In J. L. Buck's 
classification of Chinese agricultural zones Kwangtung and the southern 
part of Fukien fall within the double-cropping rice area, while northern 
Fukien lies in the rice-tea area.2 Intensively worked, the region was able 
to provide some sort of a living for a dense population. 

Rice was not, however, uniformly important in the regional economy. 
Some rural areas round Canton and Swatow, two of the main Kwangtung 
emigration ports, have been deficient in rice, while Amoy and Foochow 
in Fukien, in addition to the two Kwangtung ports, have been the main 
inlets for the rice imported from abroad. 3 Some areas produced a marketable 

1 See T. H. Shen, Agricultural Resources of China, Ithaca, New York, 1951, 
pp. 374f. and 376f. Minor crops included peas, broad beans, rapeseed, kaoliang 
(sorghum), millet, maize, soya beans, peanuts, and sesame. 

1 Land Utilization in China, Nanking, 1937, p. 27. 
1 See Shen, op. cit., p. 202. 
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surplus of rice. Sugar and tea were important cash crops in the region, 
while the production of silk has also been a source of peasant income. 
Fluctuations in the fortunes of tea and sugar greatly disturbed the rural 
economy.1 It appears, for example, that the replacement of Chinese tea 
on the Western markets by Indian and Celyon tea towards the end of the 
last century was a spur to emigration.2 Demographically and economically 
the region was by no means stable. 

It happens that the most complete account we have of a village in the 
region shows us how far a particular settlement could diverge from the 
'normal' wet-rice farming pattern. Phoenix Village in north Kwangtung 
ha.d, in the second decade of this century, forty-four 'gardeners' but only 
thtrteen 'farmers'. Oranges were the principal crop of the district and 
~hese, together with other horticultural produce, were clearly more 
tmportant than rice.a 

Whatever the main crop of a particular village, it put much of its 
produce on the market, partly in direct sale and partly in rent, and relied 
for many consumer goods on the wider economy. 4 Fukien and Kwangtung 
were, of course, heavily affected by foreign trade, and the impact of this 
trade on their handicraft industries further tied the peasantry to the greater 
econo~ic world. Yet, despite the economic changes of modern times, 
th_e vtllage maintained its corps of specialized workers who, together 
Wtth the business men and the local gentry, ensured that the village 
scene was not entirely peopled by farmers. 5 

t F . 
or an account of the effect of the decline of these crops on the peasantry m 

north-eastern Fukien, see Agrarian China Institute of Pacific Relations, London, 
l939o pp, 251-,S, I 

n I Cf. Chen Han-&eng, 'The Prege!lt Prn•p~d u£ Chinese Enugratiun,. ill I. 
_OWtnan, eJ .. u ... ;,. nf r ...... J .Se/1/emtnt New York 1937. p. 138; and sec c. T. 

Unn.lncr 'Am E · ' ' ' · ] XXII 4 
18 ' 0 Y ~mtgratJOn to the Straits,' The Chirw Remew, vo . , , , no. ' 
th~ 7~ 1ia~· 623f. Gardner, who Wil§ J I.ll:M. Emigration Olliccr at Amoy, speak• of 

dontllent of lnrgc tracts of country formcrlv plnnt"'l woth t"" nnd the 
dependence of ' . · ; . "tt· · • f '0111 their I . 0 vast proportoon of the populatiOn on nml .met~ I 
r~_atovc• "':"""""· lie ut.u suggests that yearly fluctuations in the ordinary harvests 
P ayed thetr part · d . . . . , 'J) w 
t lk f tn ctcrmmmg the flow of cm1watton. ThuH many vo aJ;(cs no 
s:ch ~h a twenty, thirty, or forty crop, or u nobody crop-~eaning the crop ~· 

nt twenty, thirty or forty of their clan will have to emigrate, or the crop IS 
no good that all h 1 . 

t e c an can, 1f they like stay at home.' 
1 Kul · ' p, op, cu., pp. 84£. and 90. 

d• RK. H. Tawney, speaking of China in general but with evidence from Fukien 
an wang·t b ' d ung efore him suggested that 'more than a quarter of the goo s consumed b . • . · 
Ch · L Y agncultural families are purchased'. See h1s Land and Labour 111 

zna, ondon, I 932, p. 54· 
6 In Phoenix V"II f h 

I k I age, apart from the 44 gardeners and 13 armers, t ere were 
39 c er s and 1 b 
6 k sa csmen 11 merchants 10 fruit dealers, 9 oatmen, 9 servants, coo s . ' . ' 

f ' ~ varmshers, 3 officials, 3 beancurd makers, 2 tailors, 2 teachers, 2 dyers, 
z pro ess10nal g bl · Ch · · 

h am ers, I carpenter 1 silversmith 1 pottery pamter, 1 nst1an preac er 1 d . • • h 
· f ' octor, I pnest 1 tax-collector nnd 1 fortune-teller. T e total populn-

twn o th ·11 ' • e VI age was 6so. See Kulp, op. cit., pp. 89f. 



THE ECONOMIC BASIS OF VILLAGE LIFE II 

We may catch a glimpse of the importance of economic activities other 
than farming from material collected by J. L. Buck in twelve counties 
(hsien) of Fukien and Kwangtung. In the samples the percentage of net 
income from other than farm sources ranged from 1 to 43, the subsidiary 
occupations listed being: farm labourer on other farms, skilled labourer, 
unskilled labourer, home industry worker, merchant, scholar, soldier. 
official, professional occupation.1 

The general pattern of land tenure in Fukien and Kwangtung followed 
that of the greater part of China; small-sometimes minute-holdings of 
land were vested in the heads of small households. In one important 
respect, however, the two south-eastern provinces showed a significant 
difference from the greater part of the rest of the country: corporate 
holdings of land played an important part in the economy. 2 The chief 
corporations holding land were lineages and villages (that is, both agnatic 
and territorial groups), but in some few cases the corporate holders were 
groups of other kinds. A survey conducted in the 'twenties of this century 
along the East River in Kwangtung produced the following data on the 
importance of 'common' lands, which, although they included some 
'village' and 'school' lands, were mainly 'ancestral'. 

District 
A 
B 
c 
D 
E 
F 
(.7 

No. of 
villages 

investigated 
2 

4 
2 

2 

2 
2 

H 2 

I I 
J 3 
I< 
L 3 
M 3 
N 4 
0 3 
p 

Q 
R 2 

s 2 

Per cent. 
common land 

57 
6o 
so 
IS 
so 
JQ 
IS 
35 
JO 
II 

•5 

ss 
20 
57 
21 
s 

45 
45 
30 

Per cent. 
private land 

38 
35 
so 
8s 
so 
6r 
ss 
6s 
?O 
89 
Rs 
4~ 

78 
43 
79 
95 
55 
55 
70 

T I 10 90 

Per cent. 
other land 

5 
5 

3 
2 

(Adapted from 'Kwangtung Agricultural Statistics', Chinese Economic 
Journal, vol. II, no. 4, April 1928, Table IV, p. 33 r.) 

The high incidence of corporately owned land in parts of K wangtung 
is confirmed by Chen Han-seng's investigations. 'Indeed, we can safely 

1 Land Utilization in China: Statistiu, p. 310. 
I cr. Chen Han-seng, The Present Agrarian Problem in China, China Institute of 

Pacific Relations, Shanghai, 1933, pp. 12f. 
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say that one-third of the cultivated land of the entire province is clan 
land .•. ,'1 'Clan land is the one single dominating form of land owned 
in common which accounts for the continuing influence of collective 
landlordism in Kwangtung.' 2 Chen distinguishes various forms of cor
porate holdings. Land owned by 'public bodies and charity organizations' 
was not very considerable. 'Education' and temple lands were relatively 
small, and while at one time the land held by associations of merchants 
for religious and 'social' purposes was considerable, it had by the modern 
period declined in importance.3 

In Phoenix Village corporately owned lands fell into three categories: 
land owned by the village; land owned by the 'sib' (the lineage); and land 
owned by various segments of the 'sib'. The first category of land accounted 
for about sixty mow (about ten acres), and the second for some twenty 
mow. (The total area of cultivated land is not stated.) Village land was 
exploited in the interests of the village as a whole: for underwriting the 
expenses of lawsuits in which the village was engaged; for making loans 
to poor people and to students; for making awards to scholars and 
chaste widows; and for repairing public buildings, graves, bridges, and 
streets. The use of the lineage land circulated among its segments, the 
segment entrusted with the land being charged with the provision of the 
expenses for festivals and ceremonies. Land owned by lineage segments 
circulated among component members, the current holder providing the 
means for ancestor worship.' 

Similar facts emerge from Lin Yueh-hwa's work on north Fukien. Of 
the Hwang Village described in The Golden Wing Lin says that the 
'ancestral plot', held in the name of the founding ancestor of the lineage, 
was cultivated in turn by the various 'families' of the lineage ('by the 
di~ere~t families among the different lineages of the clan'). The 'family' 
wh1ch m any one year held the ancestral land enjoyed the right to its 
f~uits b~t must furnish the lineage sacrifices and provide a feast for the 
hneage m that year.5 More data on lineage lands are given by Miss Hu in 

1 Agrarian Problems in Southermnolt China, p. 35. The same proportion is given 
by Tawney, Land and Labour in China, p. J:Zn., a.s the area of Kwangtung occupied 
by· public land (ancestral, village, and school); he is citing T. C. Chang, The 
~armer's M?vement in China, 19:z8. It is interesting to note that at the present 
tlme one-th1rd of the land in the Hong Kong New Territories is said to be 'held 
on trusts for ancestral worship'. See Chinese Law and Custom in Hong Kong, 
Report of a Committee Appointed by the Governor in October, I948, The Govern
ment Printer, Hong Kong, 1953, p. 6:z. 

1 Chen, op. cit., p. z7. Note that in the :z4 Kwangtung 'clans' investigated in 
connexion with Olga Lang's study in 1937 clan land varied from 10 to 90 per cent. 
In most cases the clan claimed between so and 70 per cent of the area cultivated 
by its members. ·In Fukien clan lands were less extensive. See Lang, op. cit., p. 174· 

1 Chen, op. cit., pp. :z4ff. 

• See Kulp, op. cit., pp. 86f., 101ff., 1:z3f. Kulp's account of these various types 
of land is not clear and I have had to try to systematize his statements. 

1 Op. cit., p. 6o. 
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her general survey of the 'common descent group' in China. She dis
tinguishes between school land, land devoted to ritual purposes, and land 
set aside for welfare functions.1 

Perhaps the most interesting account of lineage lands comes from 
Liu Hsing-t'ang's article, 'The Structure of Kinship Groups in Fukien', 
in which evidence is cited for various parts of the province during the 
Ch'ing dynasty.2 Liu's data bring out very clearly the important points 
that there was much variation in the incidence of common lands and that 
the variation was associated with differences in status between different 
localized lineages. Poor lineages held no common lands. The author of 
one of Liu's main sources3 wrote, for example: 'Once I was travelling on 
official business. I saw men and women walking one behind the other on 
the road carrying wine and meat. When questioned, they said: "We do 
not have a sacrifice-field from the profit of which we may offer sacrifices 
to our ancestors; so that each of us prepares a small offering, and we have 
just been sacrificing to our ancestors with our kinsmen".' Setting up 
common land and maintaining it intact over the generations required 
that the lineage be and remain prosperous. 

Liu says that common landed property fell into two categories: 'book
lamp-fields' and 'sacrifice-fields'. ' "Book-lamp-fields" are the fi~lds 
specially set aside, the benefits of which are used to encourage the students 
in the lineage.' The 'sacrifice-fields' were rotated among members of the 
group to which the fields belonged, the people working them at any one 
time providing the ancestral sacrifices out of the benefits. The smaller the 
group the more frequently a member came to his turn. Ch'en Sheng-shao 
wrote: 'The people of Chien-yang all take turns to administer the benefits 
from the "sacrifice-fields", in small lineages once in five or six years, in 
large lineages once in fifty or sixty years.' If a group expanded its numbers 
considerably in time the turn of each member grew less frequent. Of 
Chao-an A Record of Customs says: 'This kind of land is called cheng
ch'ang-t'r"en. Afterwards as the descendants increase it comes to one's 
turn after a few years, sometimes more than ten years, sometimes even 
several tens of years.' 

Some lineage land in south-eastern China was rotated among units of 
the owning group and some rented to tenants. The land cultivated by a 
particular household, then, might be either its 'own property' or the 
property of an individual or collective landlord. When the collective 
landlord was a lineage or a lineage-segment and the land was rented out 
to tenants, members of the group owning the land had better claims to 

1 Op. cit., pp. 6s-8o. For a statement on the functions and methods of exploita
tion of ancestral land in the New Territories of Hong Kong at the end of the last 
century, see Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, p. x8. 

1 As I am working with a translation of this article (see footnote, p. vi above) I 
give no page references for my citations and quotations. 

1 Ch'l!n Shl!ng-shao, A Record of Customs. I have not succeeded in dating this 
work. 
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tenancy of it than non-members. Miss Lang says of the 'clan' lands in 
Fukien and Kwangtung that they were rented to both 'clan' members and 
outsiders, but members had the first claim.1 

The category of 'own property' now needs to be looked into. It is com
mon in writings on land tenure in China to find statistics of peasants who 
own the land they cultivate, of peasants who rent their land, and of 
peasants who do both at the same time. The rights which people had over 
the land they owned outright were very wide. They could grow what they 
liked on it; they could mortgage it; they could sell it. Sale, on the other 
hand, might be restricted by two different sets of rights which inhered in 
persons other than the individual owner. First, it appears that where 
lineages formed large local groups, as they commonly did in south
eastern China, land was either alienable only within the lineage or 
alienable to outsiders only after options to lineage members had not been 
taken up.2 Second, a man held his land in trust for his sons and any sale 
required their concurrence. 3 

1 Op. cit., p. 176. In the Hong Kong New Territories ancestral land was 'nearly 
always leased to members of the clan, who cultivate it and pay a yearly rent. 
Sometimes the different branches of a clan cultivate the land in rotation, the branch 
in occupation of the land being held responsible for the payment of the expenses 
incurred on account of the objects for which the land was originally transmitted.' 
Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, p. x8. 

• Cf. Agrarian China, pp. 23f., where it is said that 'other families' of the 'clan' 
have first option to buy land for sale, but that this priority right had disappeared 
quickly since 1927 in south China. Cf. Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, 
p. x8: 'If any owner wishes to sell his land, he is supposed to offer such land in 
the first instance to his nearest relatives, and is not at liberty to sell to anyone 
outside of his clan, unless the nearest relatives are unwilling to purchase. In large 
clans transactions in land take place, as a rule, between different members of the 
clan without the property ever being disposed of to outsiders.' Note the form of 
words used in land deeds quoted in Papers Laid Before the Ll'gislative Council of 
Hong Kong rgoo, 'Report on the New Territory During the First Year of British 
Administration', pp. 272, 276: 'The vendor, in the first instance, invited his 
nearest kin to purchase it, but as none of them had the necessary funds wherewith 
to purchase the property, he called the middle-man ... .' ' ... the Vendor ... in 
the first instance, invited his nearest kin to take it over, but as they had not the 
money, the Vendor asked the middle-man ... .' Of course, these phrases reflect 
a legal usage common throughout China, but where, as in Fukien and Kwangtung, 
large communities were composed of agnates, it seems likely that the acquiescence 
of kinsmen was Jess a mere matter of form than elsewhere in the country. 

• Ori this point cf. H. McAieavy, 'Certain Aspects of Chinese Customary Law 
in the Light of Japanese Scholarship', Bulletin of the School of Orie11tal and Africatl 
Studiu, vol. XVII, no. J, 1955, P· 544· Vis-a-vis collateral descendants the head 
of a land-owning household was certainly obliged to obtain consent for the sale 
of land, but it has been argued that a man's direct descendants did not enjoy the 
same right. However, the weight of the evidence seems opposed to this last view. 
McAleavy points out that 'the result of the Japanese enquiries in North China 
during the war reveal that in many places people would at any rate not buy land 
from a father unless his sons joined in the conveyance'. Cf. also F. L. K. Hsu, 
Americans and Chinese, Two Ways of Life, New York, 1953, p. 290. For an account 
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These two restrictions applied not only to land owned outright but 

also to land held in some forms of tenancy. In Fukien and at least some 
parts of K wangtung, as in other areas of China, a distinction was made 
between rights in the sub-soil and rights in the surface. The holder of 
the sub-soil rights collected rent from the holder of the surface rights 
but he could not arbitrarily terminate the latter's tenancy. With respect 
to the rights in the surface the tenant exercised the privileges of an 
'owner'. He could dispose of his rights in the same manner as an outright 
owner disposed of his. The surface-holder might in turn take a tenant, 
but the latter did not enjoy the privilege of security of tenure inhering in 
surface rights. Tax to the state was paid, at least in theory, by outright 
owners and, in the case of surface tenancy, by the owner of the sub-soil 
rights. 

These niceties emerge in the analyses made by anthropologists and 
some other observers,1 but they are not taken account of in ordinary 
agricultural statistics. However, the crude figures available on 'ownership' 
and 'tenancy' can be put to some use. They show us two features of village 
life which are of importance for this enquiry. First, there was wide 
variation in land-holding. Second, the connexion between land-holding 
and domestic organization was such that the sizes of holdings and the 
sizes of households tended to vary together. 

While China was not a country of large estates worked by tenants or 
labourers, it has often been pointed out that ther~ was considerable 
concentration of land-ownership. Data for Kwangtung given in Agrarian 
China2 and relating to 1933 show landlords making up 2 per cent of the 
'families' and owning 53 per cent of the land; rich peasants making up 
4 per cent of the 'families' and owning 13 per cent of the land; middle 
peasants making up 20 per cent3 of the 'families' and owning I 5 per cent 
of the land; and poor peasants making up 74 per cent of the 'families' 
and owning 19 per cent of the land. Chen Han-seng, using the same data 
on Kwangtung, gives the average holding per 'family' for each of the four 
categories of owners as: landlords, 203 '3 mow (that is, roughly 34 acres); 
rich peasants, 24 ·8 mow; middle peasants, 6 ·o mow; and poor peasants, 
2 ·o mow (roughly one-third acre). The general average is 7 ·8 mow per 

1 Cf. Lin Yueh-hwa, The Golden Wing, pp. IJf.; Fei Hsiao-tung, Peasant Life 
in China, pp. I77f.; Agrarian China, p. 25. The last source states that the perma
nent tenancy system is very common in Kwangsi, Fukien, eastern Chekiang, and 
southern Kiangsu. For sinological comment on the system of sub-soil and surface 
rights, see P. Hoang, Notions teclzniques sur Ia propriete en Chine avec un choU: 
d' actes et de documents officiels, Varietes sinologiques, no. I I, Shanghai, 1897, 
pp. JOf. 

'P· 4· 
l The source has I2 per cent, but this must be an error. 

of the riJ:(hts exercised by sons and other agnates in the sale of land in another 
area of China where villages were often composed of single lineages, see R. F. 
Johnston, Lion and Dragon in Northern China, London, I9IO, pp. I4Jf. 
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family.1 Again in Kwangtung, a report made in the late nineteen-twenties 
gave the total agricultural population as I 2 · 5 millions, of whom I million 
were farmers cultivating their own land, 8 ·75 millions were tenant farmers 
and part-owners, while 2 ·75 millions were farmers 'of other kinds'. 2 In a 
survey of twelve counties along the East River 34 · 5 per cent of the farmers 
were found to be owners, 29 ·3 per cent part-owners, and 3 6 ·2 per cent 
tenants.3 In five counties in the central part of the province owners 
accounted for 5 per cent, part-owners and tenants for 85 per cent, and 
'others' for Io per cent.4 Buck's data for sample farms in Fukien and 
Kwangtung show generally the same kinds of divisions, although farmers 
who owned all the land they cultivated appear to have been fewer in 
Fukien than in Kwangtung.6 

The farms worked by most people in Fukien and Kwangtung were 
very small. Private holdings of land in Kwangtung in the 'twenties of 
this century seldom exceeded IS mow (two and a half acres) and were 
often less than 10 mow. a In 1946 the average area of land worked per farm 
household was o·79 hectare in Kwangtung and o·86 hectare ~n Fukie~.7 
Moreover, small as many holdings were, they were often .dispersed. ~n 
several parcels. Buck's data for sample farms in twelve counties m Fuk1en 
and Kwangtung show a range in the average number of parcels per farm 
of 2·0 to 9"3 and a range in the average size of parcel of o·os hectare to 
0·75 hectare.8 Various parcels of land represented inherited, bought, and 
rent~d land. Within the lifetime of any farmer the size and composition 
of h1s farm might change. In a survey of 16I farms in three villages in a 
northern Fukien county Buck found that the average size of the farm area 
whe~ the. operator began had been 0 .73 hectare (of which o ·54 hectare 
was mh~nted) and that, because of buying and renting, the average size 
at the t1me was 1·01 hectares.e 

From Buck's material we can also see how the sizes of farms and the 
sizes of the households running them generally correlated. The following 

1 The Present Agrarian Problem in China, p. 7. 

• 'Kwangtung Agricultural Statistics', p. 328. 
• Ibid., Table 1, p. 329. 

• Ibid., Table II, p. 329. See also Table III in which seven counties surveyed 
showed tenants and part-owners to account for 70 per cent. 

$Land f!tiliz_ation in China: Statistics, p. 5s. Tawney, however, cites official 
figures wh•ch g•~·e tenants and part-owners as 65 and 66 per cent of Fukien and 
Kw:rngtung agncultural households respectively.-Land and Labour in China, 
p. 64. Another modern source (Leonard T. K. Wu 'Merchant Capital and Usury 
Capital in Rural China', Far Eastern Survey, vol. v, no. 7, 25 March, 1936, p. 66) 
says that onl_Y 9 per cent of Fukien farmers were owners. 

1 'Kwangtung Agricultural Statistics', p. 332. 
7 Shen, op. cit., p. 142. ( 1 hectare equals 2 .4 7 1 acres and roughly I 5 mow.) 
• Buck, op. cit., p. 47· 

• ]. L. Buck, Chinese Farm Economy, Chicago, 1930, p. JS· 
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table is an adaptation of one appearing in Land Utilization tn China: 
Statistics.l 

Size of Farm and Size of Household (number of members) in Sample Farms 
in Tt/Jelve Fukie11 and Kwar1gtung Counties 

Very 
Very Medium Very very 
small Small !lfedium large Large large large All 

County farms farms farms farms farms farms farms farms 
Fukien 

A 5"3 4"9 5"9 5·8 6·z 7"5 5"7 
B 4"4 4·8 5"4 6·4 7"I 5·5 
c 2·8 4"4 5"3 6·o 5"3 5·o 
D 3"4 4·8 5"7 8·3 6·o 5"2 
E 2"3 5·6 5"3 6·o 8·9 6·o 

Kwangtung 
A 5"4 6·3 8·2 I0"9 6·7 
B 5"4 5"5 5·5 5"4 6·I 5·5 
c 4"0 5"2 7"I 9"4 II "5 7"2 
D 3"3 4"6 5 ·6 6 "I 7"3 4"9 
E 3"8 4"8 8·o 8·o I5"5 6·4 
F 4"6 7"0 8·2 I I "4 I2"5 7•6 
G 3"6 4"6 6·6 8·3 9"3 5"5 

This crude correlation as it stands masks an important problem. It is 
evident, as we shall see, that in peasant China holdings of land tended to 
split as the senior generation in a household died off and married sons 
took over full control. However, division did not invariably take place in 
this fashion, and it is therefore theoretically possible that even if the ratio 
of land to individual were uniform the correlation would appear because 
the few undivided households would have both a greater aggregate of 
land and a greater number of members. In fact, however, it is unlikely 
that this is the main explanation for the regularity in the connexion 
between size of farm and size of household. Recent evidence from another 
part of China shows that this correlation appears when it is clear that 
the larger the household, the higher is the ratio of land to individual 
member.3 

Within a particular localized lineage there might be landlords, mer
chants, craftsmen, and peasants. The extent of mobility between these 
categories we shall need to consider later. We must bear in mind now, 

1 p. 300. 

2 See Gamble, op. cit., pp. 25, 66. At p. 66 Gamble says that there was an apparent 
tendency in Ting Hsien for the average size of the family to increase some 35 per 
cent when there was a 100 per cent increase in the size of the farm. In other 
words, the ratio of increase in family size to increase in farm size shows that the 
larger families have higher per capita holdings of land than smaller families. 
N.B. Table I7, p. 84, where, in a sample of 400 farm families, mow per indi
vidual range from I ·8 in families averaging 3 ·8 individuals and holding farms 
between I and 10 mow, to 9"1 in families averaging 13"5 individuals and holding 
farms of more than 100 mow. 
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however, that they did not constitute fixed orders of society between 
which no movement could take place, and that a cash economy, a relatively 
free market in land, and the flow of wealth in and out of the village com
munity allowed people to hope for greater riches, even if they did not 
attain them. Moreover, the financial operations within the village rested on 
the assumption that each household was an independent economic unit 
and that the economic relations between households were regulated in 
fact or might in principle be regulated by the free play of the market. 
The high price of credit might be paid by neighbour to neighbour and 
kinsman to kinsman. The structure of the economic relations among 
kith and kin was certainly often at variance with the ideals of co-operative 
ties between relatives and neighbours.1 

1 Note, for example, the following passage concerning credit in the eighteenth 
century colloquial version of K'ang-hsi's Sacred Edict. '(Take for instance) the 
case of a poor villager. I ought to assist him, and if I give him a loan, must not 
take more than 36 per cent interest: (or in) a debt of many years' standing that 
cannot be repaid, the thing to do is to let him off on generous terms, and not exact 
compound interest, or exceed the current rate: (nor) presuming on my being well
to-do fleece another man who happens to be poor. • This occurs in the chapter 
'Pacify the Local Communities in order to put an end to Litigation'. See F. W. 
Baller, The Sacred Edict, With a Translation of the Colloquial Rendering Notes 
and Vocabulary, Shanghai, 1892, pp. 32f. 
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Family and Household 

The households between which economic relations were controlled by the 
market for labour and credit arc not, however, altogether easy to define. 
It is sometimes wrongly assumed that the definition of what constitutes a 
household in any society is a simple matter. In ~ocieties in which there 
is a tight residential clustering and a regular sharing of activities ben,·een 
domestic units, any individual may in fact be a member at once of both 
more inclusive and less inclusive households. The material on Fukien 
and Kwangtung shows us that for the most part we can isolate only one 
household for each individual: the unit within which he normally ate and 
which constituted for him the primary property-owning group; yet, as we 
shall see, there were sometimes households of this kind which were also 
members of wider domestic units. 

It has become almost customary during the last decade to begin dis
cussions of the Chinese family system with a round denunciation of the 
older view that the 'large' or 'joint' family is the typical family of China. 
The point has by now been well enough made for writers on Chinese 
society to pass quickly over it. The statistics of household size should 
by themselves be a sufficient indication that complexity of family 
structure is not likely to characterize the domestic institutions of peasant 
China. A joint family of elderly parents, two married sons with their 
wives, and four children in the next generation requires nearly double 
the number of individuals to be found in the average peasant household. 
We have seen already that the average sizes for farm households in 
twelve Fukien and Kwangtung counties ranged from 4·9 to 7·6 indi
viduals.1 

The peasant household was nearly always a family unit; only well-to-do 
households could afford to incorporate non-kinsmen as servants and 
labourers. On marriage a woman was brought into her father-in-law's 
household, but the process of extension through marriage was quickly 
aborted by the tendency for the household and its property to be divided 
between brothers when the generation senior to them had disappeared. 
Division of the household might sometimes take place even during the 
lifetime of the 'father' of the family, although this step was contrary to 

1 See table, p. 17 above. Cf. F. L. K. Hsu, 'The Myth of Chinese Family Size', 
American Journal of Sociology, vol. XLVIII, May 1943· 
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official views of ideal kinship behaviour;1 but the most common arrange
ment was for sons to wait for their father's death before dividing the 
home. In some cases the division was delayed until their widowed mother 
had also died. It follows that the number of married couples in a peasant 
household was likely to be small. 

When extension took place, however, it was almost invariably in the 
male line. Only in exceptional circumstances did a man move into his 
father-in-law's house on marriage. We know from the general literature 
that the rule of patrilocal residence was closely adhered to and it is no 
surprise to encounter in Buck's data on 161 northern Fukien households 
a complete implementation of the rule. These data also illustrate the 
minor role given to extension in the kinship structures lying at the base of 
households. Buck gives, by generation, the percentages of all 161 house
holds (with a total population of 8o8) which held particular kinds of kins
men and affines in relation to the heads of the households. Thus: 

Generation of the head of the household (living or dead): male heads, 99 ·4 per 
cent of the households; wives, 93 ·S per cent; brothers, IS per cent; married 
sisters, none; unmarried sisters, I ·9 per cent; cousins of all kinds, none. 

First ascending generation: fathers, I ·9 per cent; wives' fathers, none; mothers, 
27"3 per cent; wives' mothers, none; uncles and aunts, none. 

Second ascending generation: none. 
First descending generation: married sons, 26 ·2 per cent; unmarried sons, 

7 5 ·S per cent; married daughters, none; unmarried daughters, 36 ·o per cent; 
daughters-in-law, 26·7 per cent; sons-in-law, none; brothers' sons, 3"I per 
cent; sisters' sons, none; brothers' daughters, I ·2 per cent. 

Second descending generation: sons' sons, I2 .4 per cent; sons' daughters, 
5 ·6 per cent; sons' sons' wives, o ·6 per cent. 

Third descending generation: none.• 

~n his study of Phoenix Village in northern Kwangtung, Kulp provides 
a httle material on household composition and structure. He distinguishes 
between 'natural-families' and 'economic-families'. By the former term 
he means an elementary family, and by the latter something which 
might sometimes coincide with what we usually call a household. Kulp 

1 Ch'ing statute law said: 'Sons or grandsons who form to themselves a separate 
esta~lishment from their parents or grand-parents, and also make a division of the 
famtly property, shall, provided such parents and grand-parents personally prose
cute, be punished, on conviction, with 100 blows.' See Staunton, op. cit., p. 92. 
Cf. Boulais, op. cit., p. I97· 

2 Buck, Chinese Farm Economy, p. 31S. The imbalance in proportions between 
households showing brothers' sons and brothers' daughters, between those showing 
sons' sons and sons' daughters, and between those showing own unmarried sons 
and own unmarried daughters is in part at least a reflection of the sex ratio of the 
whole population. The 161 households held 467 males and 341 females.-lbid., 
P· 33S. The excess of males over females is frequently reported from China. 
Chen Ta, Population in Modern China, Chicago, 1946, p. 1S, says that the pre
ponderance of males is smaller than is usually thought: his samples give III"2 

males to IOO females. It is interesting to note, however, that his data on one Fukien 
county reveal a ratio of 12S·4 males per IOO females (ibid., p. S1), a figure only a 
little smaller than that in Buck's Fukien sample. 
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writes: 'Members of the economic-family may all live under one roof, 
under several roofs joining [sic] one another, in houses somewhat apart 
as in Chaochow, Swatow or the South Seas. So long as there is no distinc
tion between the income and outgo of funds and so long as the whole 
group is administered by a certain head or chia-clzang, the persons living 
under these arrangements belong to an economic-family.'1 It is clear, then, 
that the term 'economic-family' covers not only a family in a house but 
also a non-residential extended family operating as an economic unit. 
Kulp goes on to say that 'ordinarily' an 'economic-family' covers four 
generations, but that the range of size in Phoenix Village was from one 
individual to more than twenty. There were five one-person 'economic
families'. 'Many economic-families consist of widows with one or more 
small children. However, these are not modal cases but exceptions.'2 

Miss Lang offers data on forty peasant families in Fukien in which 
she classifies families into conjugal (elementary), stem (elementary 
families with the addition of the husband's parents), and joint. Her 
analysis is as follows :3 

Conjugal 
Poor peasants ro 
Middle peasants 3 
\Veil-to-do peasants 
Merchants and landowners 

Stem 
8 
5 

Joint 
3 

3 
4 

The preponderance of simple kinship structures in the household was 
a reflection of the tendency for households to split in each generation. As 
sons came to maturity and married they began to assert their independence 
as heads of potential domestic units. As long as at least one of their parents 
was alive, married brothers were more likely to remain together, but with 
the passing of the senior generation the division of the household became, 
at least in peasant circumstances, almost inevitable. The process of 
division was sometimes seen by the Chinese themselves as the result of 
conflict between women. All married women in the house were, by the 
rules of agnatic exogamy and patrilocality, necessarily some sort of 
stranger. Yet, because the Chinese system of marriage identified the 
interests of a married woman strongly with those of her new family and 
severed her formal economic ties with her natal family, it forced her into 
the struggle which essentially turned upon the rivalry between her hus
band and his brothers. Her participation in this struggle might come to 
be looked upon as a primary cause of it.4 The moralist of the colloquial 

1 Op. cit., p. 148. 
2 Ibid., pp. I48f. 
• Op. cit., p. 350. 
• Cf. the statement of a Chinese demographer that 'in the absence of a parent, 

family disputes and disorganizations occur between brothers, because of the in
ability of their wives to agree'. See Chi-ming Chiao, 'A Study of the Chinese 
Population', The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly Bulletin, vol. XI, no. 4, 
October 1933, p. 333· 
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version of the Sacred Edict speaks of the difficulties in fraternal relations 
and laments that 'All the squabbles that arise among brethren in the pre
sent day are on account of property. Some squabble about money, some 
about land, some about houses, some about food: all sorts of things.'1 But 
he also accuses the wives and the undue attention paid to them. '\Vith men 
of the present day, the chief object of affection is the wife 1'2 'But forsooth, 
you love to listen to what your wives have to say, and perceiving that there 
is some reason in their talk, you listen until before you are aware of it you 
believe them. The wife of the elder brother says to him, "How lazy, how 
prodigal, your young brother is I You laboriously make money to keep him, 
and he still finds fault: are we his son and daughter-in-law, that we ought 
to yield him the respect due to a parent?" The wife of the younger brother 
will also say to him, "Even if your elder brother knows how to make money, 
you have made money too; you do just as much as he docs in the home: 
if you hire a labourer by the year, even he has not such hard toil. But his 
children forsooth, they are children, buying this, that and the other to 
eat-can it be that our children are not fit to live?" '3 This eighteenth
century picture of domestic strife in the joint family household is a 
paradigm for the system we are discussing. 

Although the process of division may be seen against the background of 
conflicts between conjugal couples in the ordinary round of domestic and 
agricultural life, it was more fundamentally grounded on the property 
rights which, vested in each son, tended to pull the component elementary 
families in a joint establishment apart. The head of a household held its 
property in trust; his control of it did not obliterate the individual rights 
of the men under his hand. 4 The junior men might be powerless to exercise 
their independent rights during the head's lifetime, but these rights were 
latent and were apt to find expression in bickering over the allocation of 
do~estic duties and privileges. The strength of the insistence in Confucian 
eth1cs on the solidarity of brothers was matched by the pressure forcing 
them apart. 

Household division was not simply the division of a domestic unit; ~t 
was a formal separation of both hearth and land. Chinese rules of inhen
tance generally ascribed to the oldest son an extra portion associated 

1 Baller, op. cit., p. II. 

2 Ibid., p. 9· 

3 Ibid., P· I2. Cf. the Chinese proverb: 'If sister[s]-in-law live in harmony, the 
family will not be divided; if brothers live in harmony everything will go well'. 
See W. Scarborough, revised by C. W. Allan, A Collection of Chinese Proverbs, 
Shanghai 1926, p. 2I6. 

• It was for this reason that the head of a household could not dispose of its 
major property without the concurrence of his juniors. See above, p. I4. Cf. H. F. 
Schurmann, 'Traditional Property Concepts in China', The Far Eastern Quarterly, 
vol. XV, no. 4, August 1956, p. 51 I: ' ... family property was not the private 
property of the elders of the family, but joint property subject to management by 
the elders.' 



FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD 23 
with his responsibilities for maintaining the ancestral shrine which passed 
to him alone among his brothers, but, this extra share aside, all brothers 
had equal claims on an estate. When they asserted their individual rights 
the division of a household became necessary. 

Once separately established the households of two or more brothers 
ceased legally to form part of a co-operative economic unit. The members 
of one household had no automatic economic claims on those of another. 
Financial transactions between them might legitimately be regulated by 
the same contractual terms as governed similar dealings between strangers. 
Yet, at the same time, newly separated households were at least potentially 
members of one ancestor-worshipping unit in relation to recent forebears, 
and some forms of ad hoc economic co-operation might be instituted 
between them. In other words, while the formal division of house and 
land, which was a ritually established rupture at one point in time, created 
legally independent households, the relations between these households 
might diminish gradually in time rather than undergo a sharp transforma
tion from involvement to indifference.1 

We may consider these general points against the facts of two concrete 
cases. Both cases, although separated in time, are drawn from material on 
the same general area in northern Fukien. The first is dealt with in the 
fifth part, 'La famille de Ouang-Ming-Tse', of G.-E. Simon's La cite 
clzinoise.2 When in 18653 Simon met the man he calls Ouang-Ming-Tse, 
who was in his sixties, he was living with his oldest son Po-Y, about 
forty years old, and his widowed mother, in her nineties. All his daughters 
were married and lived in other villages. He had also a younger son, 
married and with six children, 'dont les inten~ts sont separes des 
notres, mais qui demeure tout pres de notre maison'.' Po-Y had three 
sons and three daughters, the oldest of whom was a boy aged eighteen. 
Ouang said that his father had been the fourth child in a family of fourteen 
children, his elders being two brothers and a sister. The second of these 
older brothers studied to be a mandarin and became a 'gouverneur de 
district'. At that time-some eighty to ninety years before Simon's 
encounter-Ouang's paternal grandfather was poor, cultivating in all 
some fifteen mow of land, of which only half belonged to him. As the 
number of children grew, a decision was taken·to teach the sons trades 
so that they might go to town an~ add to the family's resources. Quang's 
father was the first of the sons to be apprenticed, choosing the trade of a 

1 Note the proverb: 'Three years after a family has been divided, its members 
are mere neighbours'. Scarborough, op. cit., p. 6r. 

: Op. cit. I am indebted to Miss Barbara Ward for drawing my attention to the 
significance of Simon's material. There is an English translation of this work: 
China: Its Social, Political and Religious Life, London, 1887. All references here 
are to the third French edition. 

• Ibid., p. 356. 

'Ibid., p. 247. 

c 
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carpenter. Three of his brothers followed his example. With the money 
they brought in from their labours in town the farm was enlarged, and 
they returned to work on it except for one brother who remained in 
Foochow to become a big merchant. 

When Ouang's paternal grandfather died, to be followed shortly by his 
wife, the family still kept together under one roof. There were many 
younger siblings to be looked after. Two of the sisters were already 
married; 'on ne les voyait guere qu'a l'epoque du nouvel an oil elles 
venaient, avec leurs enfants, passer trois ou quatre jours au milieu de 
nous'.1 The brother who was a mandarin held office in another province 
and was well enough off to forgo part of his inheritance rights and leave 
them in the 'communautC'. Four of the brothers who remained in the 
family house were married and between them they had nine children. The 
household at that time consisted of twenty-four souls, besides four servants 
engaged on a yearly basis, three of whom were men working in the fields 
and one a woman employed in the house. 'Tant que dura la communaute, 
nous vectimes dans une grande aisance avec les quatre-vingt meous de 
terre que nous possedions.' 2 

But when the sisters had been married off and one brother had settled 
in Foochow, things changed. The brother in Foochow wanted his share 
of the property to invest in business and the mandarin also withdrew 
his share. The seven brothers began by dividing the patrimony into eight 
equal shares, two of these shares in addition to the house being allocated 
to the oldest brother. The merchant's and mandarin's shares were bought 
by the ~th~r five brothers jointly for a sum of money to be paid in three 
years Wlth mterest. At the same time the five brothers rented some fields 
from neighb~u.rs with the intention of buying them later on. The whole 
estate was dtvtded into five parcels, one for each of the five brothers. 
New houses were built for the five new households. At the end of three 
years the land was all paid for and the division complete. 'On continua 
cependant a faire en commun les principaux travaux des cultures et des 
rec?ltes; on continua a se preter aide et assistance en toute occasion; 
mats on vecut chacun chez soi, et les produits des champs appartinrent a 
ceux auxquels ces champs avaient ete attribues et qui les cultivaient a leur 
guise.'3 The mandarin and the merchant later replaced the patrimonial 
fields they had sold to their brothers with other land they bought in the 
area. Although after division the five households consisted of forty people, 
there were only seven men to work on the fields. Ouang himself, aged 
about fifteen or sixteen, was destined for an official career and spent his 
time in study. Three yearly workers were employed. The five households 
jointly owned and used two water buffaloes. 

l Ibid., p. 261. 

• Lac. cit. 

I Ibid., p. 26J. 
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The process of division in Quang's father's generation is, then, fairly 

clear. The data on the subsequent division within his father's household 
are more sketchy. Quang said that he had twice failed in the public 
examinations, but, thanks to his father's brother's influence, he had got a 
small job in a prefectural office, intending to make a third attempt in the 
examinations. Time passed and his academic ambitions remained unful
filled. 'Me trainer comme bien d'autres dans une position infime et 
besogneuse, a la suite de mon oncle dans tous les pastes ou il etait envoye, 
me rcpugnait profondcment ... .'1 Finally he decided to stick to a farmer's 
life. He was then forty years old. His father's death encouraged him to 
come to this decision. His brothers helped him to marry off his three 
eldest daughters, whose marriage had up to then been delayed by his 
straitened circumstances. Until two years before Simon's interview with 
him, Ouang and his brothers had harmoniously worked their land in 
common although they had separate houses. About that time Ouang 
married off his second son, and the new daughter-in-law created 
trouble because she thought her husband was not being fairly treated. 
Division became necessary; the younger son was given his share of the 
common property and went off to live apart. 

Family division, as we may see from this example, might be precipitated 
by domestic conflict, but it did not necessarily lead to the creation of new 
units which were not included in some wider one. The establishment of 
new households, and therefore of new independent economic units, did 
not preclude the possibility that these households might continue to co
operate economically in some way. The religious aspect of continued 
co-operation emerges from Quang's answer to Simon's question about the 
effect of family division on the cult of the ancestors. Ouang said that a 
new household had the right to carry on independent worship, but usually 
it did not do so until one of the founders (the father or the mother) of the 
new household was dead. Until then, and beyond this time if people 
wished, everyone assembled at the house of the oldest son who, with his 
extra share of the inheritance, paid for the expenses of the festival.2 In 
time, of course, the economic and religious ties must break; presumably 
a subsequent division of households which created a new group of co
operating households disrupted the earlier group. There is clearly no 
expectation in Ouang's answer to the question on ancestor-worship that 
the cadet households would continue for very long to foregather at the 
shrine maintained in the senior household. 

The 'family' of Quang was clearly not one of simple peasants. Quang's 
father's brother was an official; he himself entertained ambitions in the 
same direction. Commercial activities, centred upon the capital of the 
province, contributed to the expansion of the farm holdings. Of Quang's 

1 Ibid., p. :zBr. 

• Ibid., PP· :z6sf. 
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four daughters, one married a merchant and another a teacher.1 Presum
ably this 'family' was affected by a national ideology which recommended 
many generations under one roof; yet in their case it is still clear that the 
tendencies inherent in an agrarian system which allocated equal rights to 
all brothers prevented the maintenance of large establishments over a 
long period of time. 

I take my second illustration from Lin Yueh-hwa's The Golden Wing, 
which deals with the affairs of two northern Fukien 'families' seen from 
a point in time some seventy years after Simon's enquiries. I examine 
the process of household division among the people associated with the 
hero of the book, Hwang Dunglin. He was the younger of two brothers. 
Still unmarried, although of an age to take a wife, he lived in one household 
with his widowed mother, his brother Dungmin, and the latter's wife and 
three small children. His two sisters were already married. The land which 
had belonged to his paternal grandfather had been divided between the 
household of which Dungmin was the head and two other households 
whose heads descended from the grandfather's two other sons. Dungmin's 
household was poor.2 

Dunglin's rise to fortune, which resulted from his business partnership 
with the husband of one of his sisters, led him finally to marry at the age 
of twenty-four.3 Although he had now established himself in business 
while his older brother remained at home to cultivate the land, the whole 
property of the household was held as a unit. Since no division had formally 
taken place, the capital and income resources of the shop which Dunglin 
operated were part and parcel of the fraternal property.4 However, the 
brothers soon decided to divide their property, and Dunglin, now with 
two small children, set up a separate hearth.s But Dungmin died within 
a year of the division and the old lady, his mother, dem~nded that the 
bereaved family be rejoined to Dunglin's.6 In the reumted household 
tension grew up between Dunglin's older nephew, who ma?aged the 
farming side of the household's pursuits, and his own sons. '!'his nephew 
began to insist on the household being divided so that he m1ght obtain a 
large share and be able to set up by himself. '[He] was of course the first
born of Dungmin, who was in turn the eldest son. In that division of a 
family the first-born had a legal right to an extra portion of the joint 
property .... Furthermore, the education of [two of Dunglin's sons] 
was proving a great drain on the family income and this frightened [the 
older nephew], who complained of it to his uncle from time to time. 
Beyond all this, [the older nephew] had grown more and more attached 

' Ibid., p. 284. 
2 Lin, op. cit., pp. I-J. 
3 Ibid., p. I I. 

4 Ibid., p. I 3· 
6 Ibid., pp. I4f . 

• Ibid., p. IS. 
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to his wife ... and their three children. He wished now to live in a smaller 
and more peaceful household.'1 

After some very hard and embittered bargaining over the partition of 
land, cash savings, and business shares, the family was finally divided. A 
deed was drawn up which began by describing family division as 'an 
event as natural as the continuous flow of water from a source or the 
spreading of branches in a tree'.~ From that time on Dunglin's household, 
although occupying the same set of buildings as that of his two nephews, 
was a distinct economic unit. Property and hearth had been divided. The 
process of division, however, did not stop at this point, for the older 
nephew, having managed to set up a household distinct from Dunglin's, 
now wished to separate from his brother. After much bickering this 
secor,d division was achieved, once again two new households continuing 
to live in the same buildings but in separate quarters.3 Although Dunglin's 
mother was still alive, there were now three households where recently 
there had been one. Dunglin had wished to keep the 'family' intact in 
accordance with what local opinion held to be praiseworthy standards. 
'But the internal conflict between the brothers, between the cousins and 
between the wives of the younger generation had made family life difficult 
on the scale he envisioned.'~ The terms of the separation between the 
two brothers led to continued conflict between them, even though they 
were now neighbours and not members of one household.5 In this conflict 
Dunglin managed to exert only a small measure of authority, but as long 
as he lived there was no total break in the relations between the several 
households.o 

In this example the contrary pull between two principles is well brought 
out. On the one hand, men like Dunglin who had personal prestige t'? 
maintain in their community wished to keep their households undivided. 
On the other hand, the continuous assertion of fraternal property rights, 
reflected in the conflict between agnates and their wives, made the main
tenance of an undivided household very difficult. The division of house
holds was in fact 'as natural as the continuous flow of water from a source 
or the spreading of branches in a tree' because the rights of brothers to 
more or less equal shares of property and the image of these rights in 
the restiveness of the wives vis-a-vis their mother-in-law and their hus
bands' sisters entailed a constant pressure against unity. 

Why do the data on China in general indicate that households of higher 
social status tended to hold together longer than households lower down 
in the social scale? Hsu has written that the fragmentation of holdings in 

I Ibid .• p. 12J. 
2 Ibid., p. 125. 

I Ibid., pp. 126-8. 

• Ibid., p. 128. 

• Ibid., pp. 16o-4. 
I Ibid., p. 164. 
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the Chinese agrarian system reduced them below the level of size for 
their most economic working, and that what really determined the fine 
division of land among the poor peasantry was the assertion in this stratum 
of the claims of the husband-wife tie against those of the tie between 
father and son. Higher up in the social scale people conformed ~ore 
closely to the ideals of their society; in these ideals the father-son relatiOn
ship was stressed and the conjugal relationship discounted.1 Among the 
poor, that is to say, the solidarity between husband and wife might manifest 
itself without hindrance; among the better-off, who strove to approximate 
in their behaviour to ideal norms, the accent was shifted to the solidarity 
between father and son, such that, whatever the intensity of the personal 
bond between spouses, it must yield before the claims of the unity of the 
large unbroken household. 

Arguments of this kind, however, appear to involve a certain circularity. 
The gentry maintained large households because they tried to behave. as 
members of their social class. The humble peasant, relieved of the necess1ty 
to strive after gentry ideals, conformed to a pattern considered suit~ble 
for the hu~ble peasantry. But why should two distinct models of behav1o~r 
~ave p~lanz~d Chinese practice in this fashion? There were many social 
!deals ~n Chma to which only the gentry sought to conform closely. In 
mourmng. customs, ancestor worship, wedding ceremonial, and the C_?n
duct of "':'1dows,. we are likely to find the ideal norms of Chinese ~oc!ety 
reflected m practice only among the higher strata. Perhaps we cannot m ge?
eral reduce to other factors this unequal distribution of conformity, but m 
the ca.se of h~usehold size we are able to point to several reasons, apart from 
the dlfferen~1al ~fficacy of norms, why the richer rural households appear 
to have mamtamed larger establishments than their poorer neighbours. 

!he first of these reasons is very simple. Richer households had more 
C~lldren than poorer households. Plural marriage occurred almost exclu
sively amo?g the better-off. Poverty postponed marriage, and sometimes 
prevented~~ altogether, while the poor were encouraged by their circum
stances t~ nd themselves of 'unwanted' children, especially girls. Some of 
these c~lldren f~und their way by adoption or sale into the households 
of the nch.2 It IS also possible that the later age of marriage apart, the 

I '!h~ Myt? ~f ~hinese Family Siz~', pp. ss6-9. See also Hsu's essay, "~'he 
Family m Chma , m R. N. Anshen, ed., The Family, Its Functions and Destmy, 
New York, 1949, pp. ??f. 

2 Female infanticide in China has no doubt been exaggerated, but it seems to 
have occurred. Curiously enough, southern Fukien appears to have been particu
lar!! notewort~y for this practice. See E. T. C. Werner, Descriptive Sociology · · · 
C~mese. Compzled and Abstracted Upon the Plan Organized by Herbert Spencer. · · • 
e~Jted by H. R. Tedder, London, 19 10, p. 38. The legal rules governing the adop
tion of boys to fill vacancies in direct lines of descent required that they be sought 
from the closest collateral agnatic lines from which sons could be spared; but in 
fact some boys wer~ brought in from other lineages, although they may have been 
related to the adoptmg fathers by non-agnatic ties. Cf. Chinese Family and Marriag• 
in Singapore, p. 6z. 
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reproductive span of the poor was limited by higher mortality, although 
I am not aware of detailed evidence which bears on this point.1 The house
holds of the rich were likely to expand their numbers in two other ways. 
Domestic servants, and sometimes hired farm labourers, lived in their 
masters' houses and came under their control. The poor lost sons who went 
off to seck their livelihood elsewhere, and some of these were taken into 
prosperous households, where there was a shortage of male heirs, as adop
ted sons-in-law whose children would assume their mothers' surnames. 

A further reason why households seem to have been larger among the 
better-off is suggested by the examples I have taken from Simon and 
Lin Yueh-hwa. Analysed carefully the units which result from family 
division are seen to be distinct households; casually regarded, especially 
in the case of Dunglin's house, what is from the inside several households 
may appear from the outside to be one household.2 In Simon's example, 
even though the several households were spatially separate, there was still 
enough common economic activity between them to make them appear 
to be one unit to some outside observer. \Ve may well suspect that the 
units which Kulp calls 'economic-families' occupying more than one 
dwelling3 were in fact groups of distinct households bound together for 
certain purposes and maintaining a common interest in a particular 
source of wealth. In Under The Ancestors' Shadow Hsu draws a distinction 
between a situation he found in \Vest Town, Yunnan, where what appeared 
to be undivided households occupying single houses were in fact internally 
segmented into several households still linked together by common 
residence and ritual, and what he says is the situation elsewhere in China, 
where once a household is divided it is divided completely.4 I suspect 
that Hsu's distinction in this matter between West Town and the re
mainder of China is too strongly drawn. Household division elsewhere in 
China may be quite clear-cut as a legal fact, but the two examples I have 
cited show that enough religious and secular co-operation might some
times have continued after division between erstwhile components of the 
same household to lead to a situation similar to that found in West Town.5 

1 Fei, 'Peasantry and Gentry', p. 10, makes the surprising assertion that 'among 
the leisure class the birth rate is low because of their degenerated physical condi
tions .... ' In fact, the rich were likely to be more fertile than the poor. Cf. F. L. K. 
Hsu, Under The Ancestors' Shadow, Chinese Culture and Personality, London, 
1949, p. 214n. 

1 Cf. Wittfogel, New Light on Chinese Society, p. 38: 'Often a larger family splits 
into smaller units but continues to share the same compound. \Vc had to draw 
attention to this situation again and again before all our assistants became alert to 
the possible pseudo-largeness of what appears superficially as one family.' 

3 See above, p. 21 . 
• P· 114. 
• In Lin Yueh-hwa's article on a northern Fukien lineage, on which I shall be 

drawing later, the Chinese term hu, which is usually translated as 'household', 
appears as precisely the label for the combination of separate households within 
one set of buildings which we have seen illustrated in The Golden Wing. 
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The significance of this fact for our present purposes is that co-operation 
between closely related households of a kind to make them seem to 
resemble one household was more likely to occur among the better-off. 
Because of he:~vy c:~pit:~l invr.-tmrnt in buildings and in agriculturrol 
cqnipment the richer households probably tended to live closer to~ether 
and co-operate more fully thnn poorer houscholdg related in a similllr 
f:~"hion. 

Another reason why brger households should have appeared among 
the rich lies in the focus of economic :~nd political power provided hy an 
influential household. Among poor peasants there was little to be lost by 
breaking away. Among the rich and the influential, it is reasonable to 
assume, possible alienation from a source of power would weigh with a 
man in his decision to press for a division of the household. It is possib~e 
that business property was a more effective centripetal force than agn
cultural property, while the important social connexions of gentry house
holds formed a fund from which people might be reluctant to remove 
themselves even to the small extent implied in their setting up separate 
households . 

. Finally we might return to Hsu's explanation and consider it from a 
d,_fferent point of view. If it was true that the bond between husband and 
wtfe was stronger among the poor than among the rich, then this f~ct 
~ay have been an aspect of a difference in the total configuration of soctal 
tics between rich and poor such that the necessity for a man of high 
status to remain enmeshed' in a wide network of relations outside his 
~onjugal family led him to invest a minimum of emotional and social 
Interest in his wife and her domestic problems. The social horizon of 
the ~umble peasant was considerably more restricted; the whole pattern 
~~ . h' s conJugal relations {llay have been shaped by the narrowness of IS 
~xtra-f~milial ties. From this angle the greater contribution to ordinary 

omesttc affairs made by the wife of a poor man and the smaller distinction 
m~de among the poor between the man's world and woman's world 
~tght be seen as part of a system in which the poor household was more 
Isolated than the rich.l 

In ~his essay, so far as kinship is concerned, I am dealing mainly with 
agnat17 organization, and I am not intending, therefore, to make a thorough 
analysis of the family. The discussion on family and household has been 
necessary in order to show the nature of the most elementary units which 
~0'?P0~ed the structure of the localized lineage. From the unit of agnates 
~vmg tn one household and the unit of agnates living in closely related 

ouseholds the hierarchy of agnatic groups mounted through various seg
mex:ts to the lineage as a whole. Before I turn to this hierarchy, however, 
I Wtsh to consider the place of women in the social units standing at the 
base of the pyramid of patrilineal groups. In what sense were women 
members of the families and households into which they had married? 

1 Cf. Max Gluckman, Custom and Conflict in Africa, Oxford, 1955, pp. 58ff., 77ff. 
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There is a Chinese proverb which says: 'A boy is born facing in; a 
girl is born facing out'. 1 In other words, from the moment she comes into 
life a girl is a potential loss to her family. Among Singapore Chinese coming 
from southern Fukien daughters arc spoken of as 'goods on which one loses'. 
Thefie statements refiect the rule that a woman left her family on marriaHe 
ancl cuntriLutccl chilclrcn to the group into which she married. Her domestic 

~Prvir(·~. her fprtility. :mrt her chid ritual attachments were transferred by 
marriage from one family to another. The conveyance of rights in a woman 
from one group to another was validated by the passage of bride-pric(:, 

Although there appears to have been some regional variation in the 
nature of the control over women exercised by those who had given 
bride-price for them, it is clear that the legal rights vested in the families 
from which women married were very few. Once married a woman 
visited her original family as a kind of guest and, at least in theory, only 
with the permission of her husband's people. After the completion of 
the marriage exchanges no property flowed by right between the married 
woman's old family and her new family. The married woman found a 
permanent place in her new home, a place \vhich, so to speak, was streng
thened first by her bearing children and second by her death; for when 
she dietl she might lie by her husband's side both in the grave and on 
the ancestral altar. 

A test of the married woman's absorption into her husband's group was 
her fate on widowhood. According to the ideals of gentry behaviour she 
did not remarry, but when, as seems to have been often the case among 
ordinary people, she chose to get or was given another husband, the 
rights over her in second marriage lay largely with her first husband's 
people. These people could not legally claim to continue their control 
over her by passing her to a brother of her late husband, because the law 
of the land incorporated a strict rule against widow inheritance2 ; although 
the inheritance of brothers' widows was certainly known, the law notwith
standing, in many parts of the country, especially among the poor.3 

1 See C. H. Plopper, Chinese Religion Seen Through the Proverb, Shanghai, I926, 
p. 99· 

1 It did so in the setting of a general prohibition on marriage with the widows of 
agnates. See Staunton, op. cit., p. I I 5· This fact is itself an important reflection of 
the extent to which, from the official point of vi~w at least, married women were 
absorbed into and identified with their husbands' groups. Note the wording, loc. 
cit., in the Ch'ing code: '\Vhoever marries a female relation beyond the fourth 
degree, or the widow of a male relation equally remote, shall be punished with IOO 
blows. Whoever marries the widow of a relation in the fourth degree, or of a 
sister's son, shall be punished with 6o blows, and one year's banishmcnt.-\Vhoever 
marries the widow of any nearer relation, shall be punished according to the law 
against incestuous conn ex ions with such persons.' Cf. Boulais, op. cit., p. 278 and 
Hoang, op. cit., pp. 55ff. 

1 Sec a note on the 'levirate' in China in The China Review, vol. X, I88I-I88z, 
p. 7I; Th~ry, op. cit., p. 39I; and M. H. van der Valk, Conservatism in Modern 
Chineu Family Law, Studia et Documenta Ad Iura Antiqui Oricntis Pertinentia, 
Volume IV, Leiden, I956, pp. 29f. 
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Thery, drawing on the compilatio? of _customs published by t~e 
Chinese government in 1930 in connex10n w1th legal reform, says that m 
some places the widow's original family were completely excluded from 
the right to dispose of her or were given second place; and in this conncxion 
he notes the dictum reported from one county in Hupeh: a woman does 
not have two families. Two counties in Fukien followed this rule. However, 
there were also places where the widow's original family arranged her 
second marriage and received the gifts, one Fukien county appearing to 
ascribe the right of the remarriage of widows to their original families. 
Yet again, in several places the consent of the widow's own people was 
required even though the late husband's people had the right to marry 
her off.l Kwangtung was, unfortunately, not covered in the survey of 
customs. The evidence from Fukien, as we have seen, is not all of one 
piece, but generally it seems to indicate that the passage of bride-price 
gave those who paid it very wide and continuous control over women.2 

The assimilation of the married woman into her husband's group was 
certainly never complete, despite the control exercised over her by this 
group. She retained her own surname through life and was ritually a part 
of he~ original family at least to the extent of mourning for her parents. 
In thls respect she demonstrated her marginality; having, unlike men, 
two sets of parents to mourn, her own and her husband's, she was a link 
between. two agnatic groups. We shall later see a reflexion of this tie in 
the relat10ns between men and their maternal kin. 

All units from the family to the lineage as a whole were agnatic in 
~-~mework_but had women attached to them. But there was an important 
I 1 erence ~n this respect between the family and higher kinship units. 
~ the famlly the activities and functions of women were as prominent as 

t ose of men. Once we look beyond domestic units the formal roles of 
wo~n disappear and their informal roles seem comparatively unimport
ant. nly when she was dead was a woman admissible, in the shape of an 
ancestral tabl t · h . 
h h e • lllto t e ancestral hall. In the government of the hneage 

s e ad no v . h d' d" mce ot er than her husban s or her son's. ·when we 
lscuss· the household and the family, therefore, we cannot fail to take 

account of th · . 
. d ki . e importance of women. When we turn our attent10n to 

Wl er nshlp units we may conveniently think of these groups as being 
composed primarily of men. 

: TMry, op. cit., pp. 37sff. 
Vander Valk 0 · ·1 · aks (p. 6r) f h , • ~·Cit., also draws on the 1930 comp1 at10n of customs. He spe 

and re 0 t t ~ outnght buying' of wives in some districts, especially in Fukien, 
entitle~o~ 50 Nan-an in Fukien that the husband, having 'paid' for his wife, was 
to inte f y c~tom to _'sell' her to another person, her own family having no right 
her r ere_. he Ch'mg code gave a widow's parents-in-law complete control of 

remarnage If h · . . , 
hu b d' f : • owever, there were no competent surv1vors m the widows 
B 5 t? 8 ~lly, her own family could exercise the right to marry her. See 

ou ru&, op. c1t., p. 273. 



4 
The Hierarchy of Agnatic Units 

Kulp isolated for Phoenix Village four types of 'family': natural, economic, 
religious, and conventional. The first, as we have seen, was the elementary 
family and the second a household or wider group with a strong economic 
unity. The religious family was 'the practical unit of ancestral worship', 
varying with the particular ancestor worshipped at a given time.1 The 
conventional family was the 'sib' as a whole. The 'sib' was divided into 
two moieties which constituted the religious families of the highest order. 
The religious family 'includes all those persons who ordinarily come 
together for ancestor worship, whether of the moieties just beneath the 
sib in rank and size, or just above or identical with the economic-groups'. 2 

It is evident that a particular elementary family might be a member of a 
series of Chinese box-like 'religious families' rising in a hierarchy. The 
picture of lineage segmentation is net, however, altogether clear. 'The 
ancestral-group is made up of a number of sex- and economic-groups. In 
fact there are cases where the sex- and economic- and ancestral-groups 
are identical. The ancestral-groups vary in size. They may stand midway 
between the sib and the economic-group, or between the sib and smaller 
ancestral groups.'3 Both economic and religious families had their heads, 
chia-chang, but the functions of the two kinds of clzia-chang were different. 
The administration of the resources owned by the economic family lay 
in the hands of its chia-clzang, who came under the supervision of the 
clzia-c/zang of the religious families or the leaders of the village. 'While 
the religious-family functions primarily for the stability of the com
munity, the economic-family provides its maintenance.'' 

Kulp's account is blurred for us because he was not interested in what 
we nowadays call lineage structure. Oddly enough, we may be almost as 
puzzled by the treatment of a Chinese lineage at the hands of an anthro
pologist aiming at great precision in structural analysis. In 1935 the late 
Professor Radcliffe-Brown visited China where, according to Lin Yueh
hwa, his lectures inspired the latter to present a treatment of his material 

1 Kulp., op. cit., pp. 145f. 

~ Ibid., p. 146. 

• Ibid., p. 145. 

'Ibid., p. 149. 
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on a northern Fukien village in terms of functional anthropology.! This 
village was 1-hsii, inhabited by people of the surname Hwang. 

'Now,' in Lin's words, 'let us take a glance at the situation as regards 
the lineage at 1-hsii. The lineage is composed of fifteen sub-lineages. 
Since each sub-lineage has a head, the lineage has fifteen heads of sub
lineages. These sub-lineage heads are not elected or appointed but come 
to their position simply as a matter of natural succession as time goes on. 
That is to say, among the male members of each sub-lineage, whoever 
ranks highest in generation ami in the same generation whoever is the 
oldest automatically becomes the head of the sub-lineage. . . . Among 
the sub-lineage heads there must be one man whose generation and age 
are superior to those of all the rest, and he is the head of the lineage .... 
However, there is one difficulty in giving priority to generation. Some
times in the highest generation the old people have died off and there 
are no middle-aged members, so that only the young arc left, and in such 
cases they may even have a boy in his 'teens or a child of seven or eight 
as ~ead of the lineage. In order to remedy this defect there is a special 
dev1ce in 1-hsii, which is to choose a village head to assist the head of 
the lineage. The choice of village head rests on age alone-generation is 
~ot a criterion; that is, the village head is the oldest male member of the 
hneage. He could be the head of the lineage as well, or the head of one of 
the s~b-lineages, but it could happen also that he was neither lineage nor 
su?-hneage head but simply an ordinary male member of the lineage. In 
this way the village head must be an old man of wide experience, shrewd 
~nd firm in the management of business, in whom the lineage members 

ave complete confidence. The head of the lineage of 1-hsii was an old 
~an of eighty-six with grey hair and beard, and he was also the village 
e~d because he was the oldest man in the village .... 

1. The difference between a lineage village and other kinds of village 
les not 1 · · f on Y In the existence of the lineage ancestral hall and the worship 
? ancestors but, which is really much more important, in the natural 
Interlocking structure which binds the family and the lineage, that is 
co~anguine_al ~elationship. 

h he fam1ly 1s the smallest and most fundamental unit of the lineage, 
::~h fa~ily having its family head. Several families rnake up a compound, 

. h With a compound head. Several compounds make up a branch, each 
w~ a branch head. Several branches make up a sub-lineage, each with 
~h ~a~: Several sub-lineages make up a lineage, which has a lineage head. 
This fIn~ of ~tructure builds up from the bottom in a very regular manner. 

e amlly IS the basic economic unit, comprising all relatives in the 

~ 'A~ Enquiry into the Chinese Lineage-Village from the Viewpoint of Anthro
pot ogy · ts this article is available only in Chinese I propose to quote translated 
dex racts rom it at considerable length. It is an extremely important source and 

cserves to b ·d 1 . I e WI e y known. I give no page references for my quotations from the 
artie e. Cf. p. vi above. 
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paternal line who share a stove and prepare food together. The oldest 
man in the highest generation is the head of the family. Families are 
counted by kitchens [literally, stoves] while compounds are counted 
according to dwellings. The same dwelling may comprise several families, 
from among which the oldest of the family heads is made the head of the 
compound. For instance, if there are three brothers in a compound, each 
of whom has set up his own family, the oldest brother becomes the head 
of the compound as a matter of course. Branches are reckoned by lines 
of descent. For example, agnatic cousins belong to a common line of 
descent from the same paternal grandfather although they may live in 
different compounds. Above the branch there are further branches, for 
example the line of descent springing from the same patrilineal great
grandfather, or from the same patrilineal great-great-grandfather, or 
from any of the agnatic ancestors up to the point of sub-lineage division; 
therefore within one sub-lineage there will be many major and minor 
lines of descent. Each sub-lineage has a head and these heads, together 
with the head of the lineage, form the ancestral hall association. These 
then arc the intermediate stages between the family and the lineage. 

'The links between the family and the lineage are approximately 
according to the pattern we have just described. Naturally the real picture 
may not conform with this in every respect. As for the number of families, 
there are one-family compounds, and in such cases the family head is also 
the head of the compound. There may be cases in which there are two 
families in one compound belonging to different branches and both heads 
of family are compound heads. The function of the head of the compound 
is to attend meetings in the ancestral hall and to be the chief worshipper 
at times of ancestral worship in the compound. Hence the influence of 
the compound head is not economic but rather political, diplomatic, and 
religious. Orders from the ancestral hall can be transmitted direct to 
each compound, through which they are transmitted in turn to each 
family. Therefore lineage members often caii this unit "family com
pound", thus indicating the close relationship between the family and 
the compound. As the head of each branch stands midway between the 
lineage and the sub-lineages, on the one hand, and the family and the 
compound, on the other hand, his position has neither the intimacy 
that comes of close kinship nor the importance of standing for the entire 
lineage. When members of the branch are still within the limits of the 
five mourning grades, on the occasion of wedding or mourning ceremonies 
communications are still sent out in the name of the head of the branch. 
However, the heads of larger branches can be in charge only of the worship 
and the sacrifices of their respective branches. From the functional point 
of view we can say approximately that the family is an economic unit, 
the compound a political and social unit, and the branch a religious and 
worshipping unit, while the heads of the lineage and the various sub
lineages, that is, the ancestral hall association, constitute a combined 
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economic, political, social, religious, educational, and military (&c.) unit.' 
Lin then proceeds to point out that, in principle, each of the units he has 

outlined has an ancestral hall. 'All halls from the sub-lineage and branch 
halls downwards, although they have special functions to fulfil, still have 
the original religious function as the most obvious one. Of course, it 
cannot be said that other functions are non-existent. For instance, a case 
of dispute between brothers should be settled first by the head of the family. 
If the decision is not accepted by either party, the case can be brought 
before the head of the compound. If again there is no settlement, the matter 
should be taken up to the head of the branch, or even to the head of the 
lineage and the ancestral hall association which can settle all kinds of 
disputes. If this fails to settle the dispute then it goes to the magistrate's 
court. However, lineage members all consider it dishonourable to bring 
an action into the official courts.' 

.No numerical information is given on the various units distinguished: 
Ltn mentions a formula, 'Five persons constitute a family, five families a 
compound, five compounds a branch, five branches a sub-lineage, and 
five ~ub-lineages a lineage,' only to dismiss it as a falsely mechanical way 
of ~Iscussing lineage structure. On the structure and functions of t~e 
farruly he writes: 'We have referred to the family as an economic unit 
comprising relatives in the paternal line, of various generations and various 
orde~s of seniority within each generation. It is a communal group, 
~h.anng t?e ~arne cooking stove, eating together, and it is often called a 
JOint family In the literature of sociology. Each family often has so many 
mow of land which formally belong to the head of the family. Somet~~es 
the head of the family retires because of his age, while still exerc1smg 
control over the administration of the family's property. Once a male 
~~mber of the family reaches the age of sixteen he has to go out and 
~h th.e l~n~, and all the produce of the land is kept in the family barn. 
1 e .Individual has no private savings and all his expenses on food, 
~ ot?rng, shelter, and travelling have to be paid for by the head of the 
Iar~uly. · · · The family is not confined in function to the economic field. 
tIS m 1 h ' f ere Y t at, because common ownership of property and the sharmg 
~ ~common life bind the family together, the economic factor is the 
u;. amental condition of family solidarity.' . . 

of h hese are ~he essential data in Lin's account wh1ch bear on the quest~on 
ow the hneage is segmented. I have translated some of his techn~cal 

t~rms unconventionally from the sinological point of view in order to fit 
fi em more easily into anthropological discourse. Tsung-tsu I render ~s 
~eage, although when we turn to The Golden Wing we see that Lm 

hu~self translates the term as 'clan'. Fang, literally 'house', is the common 
<?hinese term for a primary division of a lineage; I translate it as sub
lineage. I retain the literal meaning of chih, a branch. Hu is usually 
rende~ed as 'household', but it will clearly not bear this meaning in Li?'s 
analysis of I-hsu because it designates a unit which, although occupymg 
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one set of dwellings, is or may be subdivided into distinct kitchen and 
property-owning groups. I have, therefore, translated hu as 'compound', 
taking a leaf from the Africanist's book. (We may note that Wittfogel, in 
a passage I have quoted earlier,1 comes close to using the term 'compound' 
in the same way.) Clzia is always translated as 'family' and I have followed 
this usage. If we look at the diagram at the end of Lin's article, which is 
supposed to illustrate the interlocking groups and functions in the lineage, 
we see that he sets out the structural hierarchy in the following manner: 
individual, matrimonial group, elementary family, joint family, compound, 
small branch, large branch, sub-lineage, lineage. 

The formal analysis on which Lin insists in a large part of his article 
leads him to present a picture of a lineage which is built up in a more or 
less orderly fashion from segments of increasing genealogical span. The 
structure mounts from residential units through branches and sub
lineages to the lineage as a whole. However, just as in the case of Kulp's 
account (which Lin correctly says to be inadequate in some respects), so 
in the treatment of the Hwang lineage of I-hsu, the status of the branch 
(Kulp's religious family) is unclear. Branches may nest within branches; 
this is certain; but how many types of this unit there are and what causes 
them to be distributed in a different manner in different areas of the 
lineage are left unstated. Nevertheless, we may gather from Lin's account 
that, unless a branch coincides with a group of agnates still within the 
five mourning grades, its functional status is not strong. We can take the 
Hwang lineage of I-hsu to confirm the impression given by other material 
that the structurally important units in the Chinese localized lineage were 
the lineage as a whole and its sub-lineages, at one end of the system, and 
the family and the compound, at the other end. The intermediate units, 
the branches of varying span, might express themselves in the context of 
ancestor-worship, but they seem to have done little else. 

The shortcomings of Lin's outline of I-hsii2 lie mainly in its treatment 
of the lineage as though it were a relatively isolated segment of Chinese 
society and in its bias towards one type of organizing principle: kinship. 
I propose now to show, on the basis of another work from Lin's pen, how 
these shortcomings can be seen to be important in distorting the picture 
of the village-lineage system. In the article I have just dealt with Lin 
follows what he takes to be a Radcliffe-Brownian method of analysis. 
The article was written in 1936. Some years later Lin returned to a socio
logical treatment of a northern Fukien lineage and in so doing offered a 
rather different account. The Golden Wing, published in England in 1948, 
makes no reference to the article in Chinese. It sets out to trace the for
tunes of two 'families' in northern Fukien, one of which, the more central 
to the story, belongs to the Hwang Village. It seems to me that this Hwang 

1 See p. 29n. above. 
1 Lin says that his earlier account of 1-hsil, unpublished, ran to xso,ooo words. 

His article, which contains about xo,ooo characters, is necessarily condensed. 
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Village and I-hsii must be the same place; but even if they arc not, then 
they must have been close neighbours, for they were studied at the same 
time. Either, therefore, the two villages are one or they arc two representa
tives of a regional type. To show, as I shall attempt to do, that the two 
accounts differ in interesting respects is to comment on the effect of 
changing theoretical preoccupations on an anthropologist's analysis. The 
i~fluence of Radcliffe-Brown has evaporated from The Golderz Wirzg. 
Smce writing his article Lin had spent some time in the United States 
and had there absorbed other ideas. The theme of the article was structural 
and functional analysis; the aim of the book is to treat the ups and downs 
o~ individual and group fortunes as examples of the working of the prin
Ciple of equilibrium, a concept which is naive in its conception however 
dramatically it may be applied. Of course, The Golden Wing, as a kind of 
novel written in the pointed simplicity of Chinese style, has great charm 
and, incidentally to the story of the rise and fall of family fortunes, gives 
~ gre~t ?cal of fascinating information on life in China. But it is precise~y 
~n this Information that we find suggestions that the analysis of I-hsii IS 
Inadequate. 

I have already noted that the population of the Hwang village of The 
Golden Wing numbered 'several hundred' .1 Apart from the innkeeper's 
family, all the inhabitants of the village belonged to one 'clan' which 
traced its descent from a common founding ancestor. Dunglin, the 
~otagonist of the story, was of the eighth generation in the lineage. 2 

hen the founding ancestor had arrived from southern Fukien in the 
area now inhabited by the Hwang he had found all the land already 
~aken up, but by dint of hard work he had established himself, and his 
Tescendants came finally to enjoy almost sole occupation of the area. 
hhere Was apparently a cluster of houses in the village centre, but some of 
~e h~uses seem to have been scattered about in the agricultural land . 
. et~nce farming was the base of the economy. If there is any general 

s~gnlficance in the case of the land held by the people of Dunglin's family, 
t e occupation of the area by the Hwang lineage did not mean that they 

fawned all their land outright· they rented the surface rights in perpetuity 
rom to 1 dl , T ':"n an ords for about 40 per cent of the crop. 

1 he hneage as a whole owned a rice mill an ancestral hall, ancestral 
~n~ which was exploited to finance lineage a~cestor worship, and a tomb 

0 t e first ancestor where annual rites were carried out.3 The lineage also 
?Wned a set of musical instruments for use on special occasions.' At one 
Important wedding all the constituent families of the lineage were rep
resented.o The only other evidence of common action in the lineage is 

1 See p. 6 above. 
2 Op. cit., p. 6o. 
3 Ibid., pp. 6of. 
• Ibid., p. 68. 
• Ibid., p. 115. 
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the case in which money was collected all round to 'ransom' some of the 
village elders from the military, 1 and a case in which money was 
raised within the lineage to finance a member's education abroad. 2 

The segmentation of the lineage is obscure. Lin uses the word 'clan' for 
the descent group in its entirety and employs the word 'lineage' to label 
an unspecified division of the 'clan'. We do not know how many such 
divisions there were, how they came about, and at what levels they 
operated. 'Elders' are spoken of incidentally, but who they were and what 
they did arc not clear. Of the lineage head we are told that he was the 
highest in generation and most senior in age. None of this contradicts 
what Lin writes of 1-hsii; indeed, these data confirm some of the points 
he makes in his article; but when we turn to what can be gathered about 
the working of the lineage we receive a different impression from that 
created by the account of I-hsii. 

In this latter account we arc told only incidentally of the existence of 
a world outside the village with which it had social relations. ·what is 
striking in The Go/dw Wing is that, the import and export of brides 
quite apart, villagers were the whole time in close touch with people 
from other lineages. The boys of different villages played together. 
Outsiders came into the Hwang Village to work. Some of the landlords 
at least were not members of the lineage. Friendship on a non-kinship 
basis ramified in all directions. Moreover, the importance of matrilateral 
and affinal kinship is made manifest. Indeed the main theme of the book 
rests on the economic partnership between Dunglin and his older sister's 
husband. In all the stories of banditry, trade, political manoeuvring, and 
marriage arrangements we find friends, affines, and non-agnatic kinsmen 
playing a major role. 

The events set out in The Golden Wing do not portray a regular arrange
ment of lineage parts, with quarrels rising in an orderly fashion through 
a hierarchy of segments. It is true that much of the action of the book is 
set in towns, to which the characters go in pursuit of their business, but 
even in the purely rural milieu we find the national legal system coming 
into play at the instigation of villagers. When Dunglin had trouble with 
his late brother's son over the division of the family property, outside 
mediators were brought in, and for years the matter was not satisfactorily 
settled. The apparatus of a segmented lineage does not appear in this 
example. 

The most interesting dispute described was that between Dunglin and 
the descendants of his father's father's mother's brother, a member of 
the Ou lineage. This man had given his sister's sons permission to plant 
saplings on his own land. The trees now being fully grown, Dunglin 
wanted to cut them down to use in the building of a new house. His 
claim to the trees was physically resisted by the descendants of the loving 

D 

1 Ibid., p. 154. 
I Ibid., p. I:ZI. 
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maternal uncle, and several lawsuits followed. In this serious dispute 
between members of two neighbouring lineages, with its fines, jailings, 
and violence, no people were directly involved other than those who 
made specific claim to the trees or the land on which they stood. The 
hostile party in the Ou lineage consisted of the descendants of the kindly 
maternal uncle. At the outset of the case Dung lin on his side was supported 
by men who were descended with him from the man to whom the right 
to plant the saplings had been given; but even they withdrew their 
claims, only Dunglin and his father's brother remaining to contest the 
trees. No principle of lineage solidarity seems to have come into play. 
The groups of men from the two lineages involved in the quarrel appear 
to have been defined in relation to the property rights in question.1 

Naturally, one might argue that the facts which I have adduced from 
The Golden Wing are by their nature of a different order from the general
ized statements made in the article on I-hsli. It is clear, however, that in 
his book Lin is trying to illustrate general matters through particular 
events, and I think it is fair to see in these events a partial contradiction 
of his earlier analysis . 

. In her general survey of the Chinese lineage Miss Hu Hsien-chin deals 
wah the process of segmentation only at the higher levels. Her evidence 
shows that it was common for a lineage to be divided into a number of 
sub-lineages (fang), which traced their origin to different sons of the 
founder. 2 Miss Hu herself treats lower units of lineage structure in terms 
of the chia, which is the primary property-owning unit, and the circle of 
mourning relatives. The latter is a category of relatives defined with respect 
to a given individual so as to include, so far as agnatcs are concerned, 
the descendants of his agnatic great-great-grandfather. What Miss Hu 
refers to as the circle of mourning relatives is elsewhere in the literature 
called the wu fu, the five grades of mourning. We have seen that this 
category affects the nature of the ties between members of lower segments 
of the lineage in I-hsli. We must examine it in some detail. 

1 Ibid., pp. 26-32. 
1 Op. cit., pp. x8f. 
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Mourning Grades 

Miss Hu speaks of the circle of mourning relatives as a unit 'larger than 
the family but smaller than the tsu (lineage]' .1 She points out that, although 
it owns no property and is relatively impermanent and relatively informal 
in organization, its members have recognized obligations to one another.2 

They arc supposed to attend one another's family celebrations and funerals, 
and 'also act as negotiators and arbitrators in disputes arising between the 
individual chia. At the division of property particularly, the elders in the 
circle of mourning relatives make decisions and witness the transaction.' 3 

The wu fu was in principle a category drawn up in regard to a given 
ego; it could not, therefore, be a discrete segment of a lineage. But, while 
the term was used to define the range of agnatic kinsmen to whom a given 
individual was supposed to hold himself closely related and with whom 
he should co-operate in a number of ways, in another sense it marked 
out different classes of relatives, both agnatic and otherwise, for the 
specification of types and durations of mourning due to them; whence 
the literal meaning of the expression. This ambiguity appears to have 
given rise to some confusion. It is interesting, for example, to find two 
Chinese anthropologists debating the meaning of wu fu. 4 We shall be 
concerned later with the non-agnatic categories covered by the term when 
it is taken in its literal sense of mourning grades. 6 

An individual defined his agnatic wu fu as: his direct line of ascent to 
father's father's father's father; his direct line of descent to son's son's 
son's son; his brothers and their agnatic descendants to the third descend
ing generation; his father's brothers and their agnatic descendants to 
the level of second descending generation from ego; his father's father's 
brothers and their agnatic descendants to the level of the first descending 
generation from ego; his father's father's father's brothers and their 

1 The Common Descent Group in Chi1w, P· 17. 
• Ibid., p. 9· 
3 Ibid., p. I7. 
' See F. L. K. Hsu, 'The Problem of Incest Tabu in a North China Village', 

American Anthropologist, vol. 42, no. I, Jan.-March 1940, p. IZJ, note 6, where he 
and Fei Hsiao-tung are shown to give different senses to the term. Literally, wu 
fu means " the five mourning grades." 

• See below, pp. Iodf. 
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agnatic descendants to the level of ego's own generation; and all the sisters 
of the men included.1 

It is this patrilineal category, including agnatic third cousins and rising 
and falling four generations in the direct line of descent, which is, as it 
were, the hard core of Chinese agnation. Where marriage was permitted 
by custom brtween people of the same surname the exogamous boundary 
was drawn at the wu fu. 2 We may judge how fundamental a characteristic 
of the Chinese kinship system this limitation is by the manner in which 
not only the Kuornintang civil law but also the more recent Communist 
marriage law have entrenched the irreducible exogamous area in their 
provisions for modernizing the family law of China.3 

Within the agnatic wu fu a person dealt with his closest patrilineal 
kinsmen. They might not form a discrete segment of his community, 

1 Hsu, op. cit., p. 124, gives a diagram of the agnatic wu fu plus their wives in 
the traditional Chinese form. See also Fl!ng Han-yi (FI!ng Han-chi), The Chinese 
Kinship System, Cambridge, Mass., 1948 (reprinted from Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, vol. II, no. 2, July 1937), p. 23. 

• 2 Cf. above, p. 4• and Hsu, op. cit., p. I23. In the community described by F~i 
m Peasant Life in China we find a situation where genealogical shallowness IS 

reflected in the identification of tsu (lineage) and wu fu. The theoretical diffic~lty 
that wufu must be defined afresh for each individual is not encountered in practice. 
Fei writes (p. 84): 'According to the accepted principle, all the patrilineal descen~
ants and their wives that can be traced to a common ancestor within five kinship 
grade.s con~ider themselves as belonging to a kinship group called Tsu ... · D.ut in 
pr~ctlce th1s strict genealogical accounting is not important. Firstly, there IS no 
wntten_ document of genealogy and memory of descent is not very exact .. ·. · .s~c
ondly, If the principle were strictly observed, theoretically there would be a d1v1slon 
of Tsu for each generation. But Tsu are seldom divided for this purpose. · · · The 
Tsu Will not be sub-divided if there is no increase of members.' 

.
1 ~f. my 'Colonial Law and Chinese Society', pp. I07f. Article 983 of the I93 I 

Civil. Code laid it down that a person might not marry, among others, a collateral 
relat~ve b~ blood who was of the same generation and 'within the eighth degree. of 
rclat1o?sh1p but this provision does not apply to "piao cousins".' (Piao arc cousms 
of a dl~erent surname.) See Ching-Lin Hsia et a!. trans., The Civil Code of t~ze 
Republzc of China, Shanghai, I93I. Since degrees of relationship were computed m 
the <?ode by the Roman law system, the prohibition in this clause extended up to 
and mcluded agnatic third cousins who are of course at the limit of the wu fu. 
Article 5 of the Marriage Law of the,People's Republic of China includes a statement 
that the prohibition of marriage between collateral blood relatives within the fifth 
deg~ee of relationship shall be regulated by custom. See 'Colonial Law and Chinese 
Society', p. I 23 ; other translations of the Communist code arc to be found in Tht 
Marriage Law of the People's Republic of China, Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 
I9SO, and C,hinese Law and Custom in Hong Kong, Appendix 13, pp. 226ff. Vander 
Valk, op. Cit., p. 26, paraphrases a Communist commentary on the new law by 
Ch'en Shao-yli: in modern economic conditions the old prohibitions on marriage 
between close collaterals can hardly hold, but 'in parts of the country with backward 
economy, where persons of common descent were living closely together it would be 
left to custom to decide whether marriages collateral of relatives [sic] within the 
fifth degree would be allowed, of which the marriages of piao cousins were only 
one kind.' This is an interesting example of the extension of custom into Com
munist reform. 
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but when the members of a segment were related within the wu fu they 
were particularly intimate. \Ve may turn again to legal statements to see 
the special importance ascribed to the wu fu. The codified Ch'ing law 
expressed in a number of ways the assumption that close agnates were a 
category of particular significance. Among the ten offences singled out as 
being of 'treasonable' nature1, four are concerned with action against or 
with kinsmen. 'Parricide, is the denomination under which the murder 
of a father or mother, of an uncle, aunt, grandfather, or grandmother, is 
comprehended, and is a crime of the deepest dye; ... Impiety, is dis
coverable in every instance of disrespect or negligence towards those to 
whom we owe our being, and by whom we have been educated and pro
tected .... Discord, in families, is the breach of the legal or natural ties 
which are founded on our connexions by blood or marriage; under this 
head may be classed the crimes of killing, wounding, or maltreating any 
of those relations or connexions to whom, when deceased, the ceremony of 
mourning is legally due .... It~cest, is the cohabitation, or promiscuous 
intercourse, of persons related in any of the degrees within which marriage 
is prohibited.' 2 'Parricide' and 'impiety' concern only immediately related 
kinsmen; 'discord' and 'incest' on the other hand, are closely connected 
with the wu ju, as we may see from the wording quoted for 'discord' and, in 
the case of 'incest', from the explanation that, while the Code prohibited 
sexual relations between all agnates, 3 it regarded only the intercourse 
between close kinsmen, in particular between agnates within the mourning 
grades, as very serious.4 The Code also expresses the desirability of 
harmony within the narrow range of kin by providing that relatives 
might legitimately conceal the offences of one another (except in cases of 
high treason and rebellion), either escaping punishment altogether or 
suffering a reduced punishment according to the closeness of the relation
ship ;5 and by making it an offence generally for close kinsmen to lay even 
just accusations against one another.6 Of course, these codified rules do 
not represent for us the actual rules by which behaviour was necessarily 
regulated, but they reveal an official system of ideas in which close agnatic 
kinship was thought to set up special rights and duties standing apart 
from, and sometimes in opposition to, the rights and duties between 
man and man and between man and the state. 

1 Staunton, op. cit., p. 5: 'treasonable' offences are 'distinguished from others by 
their enormity, are always punished with the utmost rigour of the law ... being 
likewise, in each case, a direct violation of the ties by which society is maintained'. 
Cf. Boulais, op. cit., p. 28. 

2 Staunton, op cit., pp. 3f. Boulais, op. cit., pp. 29f. Boulais, p. JO, instead of 
'incest' has: 'Trouble intirieur (comme d'avoir commerce charnel avec ceux de scs 
parents pour le~quels on do it porter au moins le petit deuil; .... ).' 

1 Staunton, p. 406. Boulais, p. 686. 
' Staunton, pp. 371 f. Boulais, pp. 644£. 
• Staunton, pp. 34f. Boulais, p. 92. 
• Staunton, pp. 371£. Boulais, pp. 644f. 
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The obligations of mourning borne by a man towards his agnatic wu fu 
not only set this category of patrilineal kinsmen aside from other agnates 
but also discriminated among them in such a fashion as to show which 
were more important than others. We have seen that the imperial law 
determined the nature of certain duties and privileges in accordance 
with the types of mourning required of individuals in relation to others, 
and it was necessary for the state to lay down what the structure of mourn
ing obligations was to be. The Ch'ing Code set out five main degrees or 
grades of mourning and allocated different kinsmen to these grades. The 
diagram below represents the mourning duties of a man towards his 
agnates within the wu fu. The numeral against each person shows the 
grade of mourning due to him or her. The five grades were defined in 
terms of duration and apparel as follows: 
Grade I: 27 months; coarse hempen garments (unhemmed), hempen henddr~ss, 

grass sandals, and (in the case of mourning for parents) mourmng 
staff. 

Grade 2: (a) I year; somewhat finer hempen garments (hemmed), hempen head-
dress, shoes of grass, straw, or hemp, and mourning staff. 

(b) I year; dress as for (a) but without staff. 
(c) 5 months; dress as for (b). 
(d) 3 months; dress as for (b) and (c). 

Grade 3 : 9 months; dress of coarse cloth. 
Grade 4: 5 months; dress of fine cloth. 
Grade 5 : 3 months; dress of silky hemp.1 

In the diagram the figure 1 in brackets against paternal grandparents 
and the lineal ascendants above them indicates that ego was to mourn 
fo.r them in the first grade if he was the most senior direct descendant 
ahve. The grade 2a does not appear on the diagram; it covered mourning 
fGr father's wife other than own mother own remarried mother and own 
divor~ed mother. The grades ascribed 'to female agnates apply to them 
only If they are unmarried. 
. T~e official pattern of mourning in this fashion portrayed the diminish
Ing Intensity of relationships between agnates according to proximity. 
The. ~rades declined towards patrilineal great-great-grandfather, towards 
patnhneal ~reat-great-grandson, and towards third agnatic cousin. Yet, 
.~lthou~h .this system expressed a legal grading of responsibilities couched 
I~ the IdiOm of mourning, we know that people in the villages, at least, 
did not follow the official rules in all their elaboration. Indeed, the official 
~ules embodied one principle, mourning for juniors, which was rejected 
10 the popular system. Lin Yueh-hwa brings this out very clearly in The 
Golden Wing when he comments on the fact that a man did not wear 
mourning for his wife. Although this failure was contrary to what Lin 

1 See de Groot, The Religious System of China, vol. II, pp. 547ff., Boulais, op. cit., 
pp .. I?ff., and Hoang, Le marioge chinois, pp. Iff. of 'Annotations aux tableaux du 
deutl d'apres les lois chinoises'. I have not reproduced here all the details about 
costume. It was not to be worn in all its elaboration throughout the mourning 
period, and in practice full mourning apparel was used only during rites. 
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calls the ancient ritual, 'the present practice seems to be to enforce mourn
ing only as a duty of younger to older, juniors to seniors, or inferior to 
superior. . . .'1 Our knowledge of the behaviour of overseas Chinese 
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from Fukien and Kwangtung3 and of people in other provinces of China3 

shows that the popular system of mourning was not on all fours with the 
ideological system propounded by the Confucian state. Apart from 
ignoring the duties of seniors to juniors, popular mourning simplified 
the grades; and in doing so probably reflected an agnatic system which was 
narrower in ritual range than that envisaged by the official system. I shall 
show in a later context that mourning for agnates in other households, except 
when. these households were grouped with one's own to form an extended 
family, was likely to be on a contractual rather than a fixed basis."' The 
ritual mobilization of close agnates in mourning, therefore, defined a 
smaller core of patrilineal kinsmen than was required by the legal system. 

1 Op. cit., p. 106. 

' Sec my Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, pp. 209ff. 
" Cf. Fei, Peasant Life, p. 78; and Hsu, Under the Ancestors' Shadow; pp. 1 s8f. 
:See below, pp. 93ff. 
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The Segmentary System 

The evidence which I have so far brought forward indicates that, while the 
lineage in south-eastern China may have segmented in relation to many 
different points in its historically long career, the segment~ of particular 
structural importance were the sub-lineage, the family in one household, 
and an aggregate of such families which were closely connected in agnation. 
I call this last unit an extended family. If all its component household
families occupied one set of buildings, it corresponded to the unit in I-hsG 
for which I have proposed the name 'compound'. Ideally, there was a 
close connexion between the extended family and the wu frt such that 
individual families whose adult males were no further removed than 
agnatic third cousins constituted the most effective extended family. But 
it is clear that the actual boundaries drawn for this lower-level segment of 
the lineage varied not only between but also within lineages. The extended 
family was a unit which might be based on domestic ancestor worship, a 
common interest in certain types of property, and a political and legal 
identity such that its head, chia-chang, might give orders to those under 
him and act as a mediator between disputants who were members of the 
group. Beyond this very general formulation we cannot profitably go, 
because it is evident that the range and effectiveness of the functions of 
the extended family were determined differently in different circum
stances. 

The passage of time added to the number of generations in the sub
lineage, but, because its focal point was constant, it remained structurally 
stable. The household-family and the extended family, on the other 
hand, shifted their focal points along the continuum of the generations. 
Unlike the unilineal descent groups explored by anthropologists in non
l~terate societies, the Chinese lineage did not operate on a statio~ary 
time-scale. Not only biologically but also socially it added new generations 
to its system. The way in which genealogies were kept in the Chinese 
lineage shows that there was no attempt to maintain a constant distance 
between founder and present generation.l Families, therefore, had con
stantly to redefine themselves in relation to different recent ancestors. 

Yet, despite the fact that the various types of branches which interposed 
themselves between sub-lineages and their extended families appear to 
have been structurally of minor importance, we may certainly not dismiss 

1 See below, p. 70. 
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them from our attention without further ado. These intermediate seg
ments, as we may call them, may have had little connexion with the 
maintenance of order, but they could emerge to form a descending series 
of less and less inclusive ancestor-worshipping units. It was in theory 
possible for a lineage which had members in the twenty-fifth generation1 

to display a hierarchy of intermediate segments emerging at a dozen or 
more levels. 

These segments could not result from the domestic mode of ancestor 
worship. In this mode ancestral tablets descended by primogeniture until 
they were no more than about four generations from the man who main
tained them. When they reached this stage of remoteness they were 
destroyed or buried. Tablets kept in this fashion in domestic shrines 
could serve as ritual foci for the component units of an extended family; 
but since they came in time to be removed from the domestic shrines no 
segment higher than an extended family could find a focus in them. 
However, when a tablet, having receded about four generations from its 
chief worshipper, was taken out of the domestic shrine it could be replaced 
by another kind of tablet to be set up in an ancestral hall. When ancestor 
worship shifted from the domestic plane to that of the ancestral hall a 
different kind of social grouping could result. Ancestor-worshipping 
segments might emerge in relation to a series of halls. 

If an ancestral hall and property for its maintenance had been set up for 
forebears in every one or two generations, permanent foci would have 
existed for a large number of segments. It was apparently open to any 
man of means to tie a portion of the property he left either to the main
tenance of an ancestral hall already in existence or to the establishment 
of a new one in respect of himself or some recently dead forebear. New 
segments coming into being were physically reflected in the ramification 
of halls. De Groot tells us, for example, that when a 'clan temple' became 
overcrowded with tablets, or for some other reason no further tablets 
could be added, some members of the 'family' formed a new 'temple' of 
their own, transferring from the old 'temple' to the new the tablets of 
those of their ancestors who were recently dead. In this manner they set 
up a 'temple' which was a branch of the older one.2 Chen Han-seng writes 
of a village in Kwangtung, which had seven hundred inhabitants, all of one 
'clan', that it maintained forty or more ancestral 'temples' .3 This is a figure 
which we may take to represent a fairly high degree of segmentation. 

1 Cf. pp. 6f. above. 
2 J. J. M. de Groot, Les fltes annuellement ct!librees d Emoui (Amoy), Etude 

concernant la religion populaire des Chinois, trans. C. G. Chavannes, Annales du 
Musee Guimet, vols. 11 and 12, Paris, 1886, vol. 11, pp. 552f. See also de Groot, 
Het Kongsiwezen, p. 99, where the newly established branch is called kleine clan 
in relation to the groote clan from which it has sprung. 

a Agrarian Problems, p. 41. Cf. also a statement about 17th century Kwangtung 
that a lineage of one thousand people had several tens of ancestral halls. See Hu, 
op. cit., p. 186. 
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The emergence of intermediate segments, then, depended n~t simply 
upon ancestor worship as such but upon the endowment of spectal places 
of worship. Domestic ancestor worship extinguished ancestors, so to 
speak, once they had moved up to a position some four generations from 
the worshippers. This form of worship also invested one line of descent 
with ritual superiority by making the tablets and sometimes an ~xtra 
share of inheritance follow a primogenitary path; and this primogenttory 
structure of the domestic cult was in contrast to the principle seen at 
work in higher segments by which benefits and responsibilities were 
circulated among components of a segment on the basis of equality. Once 
an ancestral hall had been set up, the various member units of the segment 
which it expressed commonly took turns in enjoying the fruits of the 
p;operty attached to the hall and in providing the expenses of the 
ntes.1 

Ritually expressed segmentation of this order depended directly upon 
~conomic resources. Without a hall and land or other property to support 
lt, a segment could not come into being and perpetuate itself. Let us note 
Lin Yueh-hwa's statement on ancestral halls in his article on 1-hsii. 'Just 
a~ the family and the lineage rank differently, so the ancestral halls are of 
different sizes.' Lineages sub-lineages branches and compounds have 
~eir halls. 'The hall of :ach family is,' if large, c~lled a family h.all and, 
tf small, a family shrine .... This is not to say that all sub-l~neages, 
branches, compounds, and families have such halls· for the estabhshmcnt 
of a hall is related to economic conditions· thercf~re only the rich have 
halls for the sub-lineages, branches, comp~unds, and families, while the 
poor ~y even. have only an ancestral shrine for the lineage.' I ?ave 
shown tn the dtscussion on land tenure that the corporate ownershtp .of 
ancestral property was highly variable in Fukien and Kwangtung, desptte 
the generally important role ascribed to it. 

1 Something of the sam~ sort seems to operate, at least in theory, in the ~~amite 
sy~~em of ances~or worship. The huong-hoa, 'incense and fire' • is an institution by 
wf lch property IS set aside by an individual to pass by primogeniture for the upkeep 
0 .the ancestral cult. But after the fifth generation an ancestor is no longer wor-
shipped as · d" "d 1 · · con . ~ m IV! ua , and the huong-hoa property established for h1m lS -
verted mto ntual property for his descendants as a group. See LeVan Dinh, Le 
cult~ des morts ~ droit annamite (Euai historique et critique sur le Huong-Hoa), 
P~r~s, I934, especially PP· 157-9· Customary practice incorporated into the modem 
Ctvt_l Code produ~es the ~le that, after the fifth generation, the huong-hoa becomes 
famlly pro~erty: La gest1on en est confi~e, selon la d~cision de l'assembMe de la 
parent~, so1t au membre le plus Ag~. soit a tour de rOle . . . au repr~sentant de 
ch~cu_ne des branc~es, ~ charge de subvenir aux d~penses n~cessit~es par les 
prmc1pales c~l~brat1ons ntuelles'. Ibid., pp. zs8f. See also Boiiinais and A. Paulus, 
Le culte des morts dans le Celeste Empire et l'Annam, Paris, 1893, p. III· T~e 
appea~ance of ance~tral hal_ls a~ong Chinese overseas poses special problems m 
analysis. The most mterestmg mformation from South-east Asia appears in J · L. 
Vleming, Het Chineesche Zakenleven in Nederlandsch-lndie, Weltevreden, 1926, 
chap. 13, 'Familiefondsen'. See also my Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, 
pp. gof., 212-zS, 221. 
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It follows from this argument that, if one sub-lineage was richer than 
other sub-lineages, the degree of segmentation within it was likely to be 
greater. In a rich sub-lineage a man was a member, perhaps, of several 
branches, one within the other. In a poor sub-lineage a man might be a 
member of no unit between the family in the household and the sub
lineage. 'In fact there are cases,' Kulp writes, 'where the sex- and 
economic- and ancestral-groups are identical.' 1 Differences in wealth 
within a lineage produced unequal segmentation. In a system which 
knew great variations in riches and social status the horizontal divisions 
produced by these variations must to some extent have been translated 
into the vertical divisions between segments. A small segment, homo
geneous in status and resources, might grow in numbers to include both 
powerful and weak, high and low, rich and poor; when it segmented it 
showed up this differentiation by tending to segregate the privileged 
from the underprivileged. 

In such a system segments could not always stand balanced against 
other segments of like order within a more comprehensive segment. Let 
us suppose two sub-lineages A and B. A is symmetrically segmented into 
AI and A2, but in B a segment BI has emerged which is not balanced 
against any B2. This has come about because the members now forming 
BI wished to mark out their separate identity from their other agnates in 
B and, having the resources, established their own ancestral hall to bring 
their new segment into existence. The members of a potential B2, however, 
lacking status and wealth (a deficiency which promoted the establishment 
of B I), do not express their existence in a formal segment; they are, like 
their agnates in BI, members of B, but, although they are differentiated 
from the members of BI by the very existence of that segment, they are 
not poised against them as a formally constituted unit. A similar one-sided 
segmentation might occur at a later stage in BI to produce a Bia which 
is not matched by any Bib. Thus, within sub-lineage B, of three men, 
one may be a member of ancestral units Bia, BI, and B; one a member of 
units Bx and B; and one a member of B alone. If any version of this 
simplified model was realized, then there could have been no orderly 
arrangement of segments in a hierarchy. 

A B 

Al A2 

Segmentation in the south-eastern Chinese lineage appears to have been 
confined to units which remained geographically distinct either as villages, 
which was more common, or as groups of neighbouring villages. When 

1 Kulp, op. cit., p. I4S· 
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individuals or families moved away, to other villages, to the towns, or to 
overseas settlements, either they remained members of the system as it 
existed at home or they ceased to be members of a series of segments. 
That is to say, they did not set up branches which continued in some 
sense to be part of the system at home. Past connexions which were traced 
between lineages through fission might be made the basis for some sort 
of clan grouping, but there was no regular framework for the expansion 
of a segmentary system beyond the limits of a local group. The lineage 
persisted in so far as it was a localized community.1 

• 1 Except in the case of segments which formed separate but neighbouring 
VIllages, it is not clear how far segments were geographically distinct. 



7 
Social Differentiation within the Lineage 

The economic data which I have already adduced suggest that there 
were likely to be considerable differences in social status within the 
lineage. Some households held more land than others; some owned their 
land, while others rented it. There were important differences in occupa
tion between the members of one community. Social differentiation 
turned more fundamentally, however, on the unequal way in which people 
enjoyed privileges stemming from the national political system. In order 
to study this inequality we must examine how men came to hold office in 
the bureaucracy and how they acquired the education necessary for social 
advancement. 

There is mention of titled scholars in both Phoenix Village and 1-hsii, 
even though these communities were described in republican times. 
Kulp writes that the titled scholars formed a second type of village leader, 
the 'elders' forming the first type. The scholars were greatly respected 
because of the bureaucratic significance of their learning. 'The examina
tions have always been open to anyone. The successful candidate is the 
boast and pride of the village. Scholastic tradition has from early times 
been strong in the sib of Phenix Village.'1 Furthermore, the graduates 
of the new, Western-type, school system were equally accorded high 
status.2 

In Lin's article on 1-hsii we find: 'Formerly under the Ch'ing dynasty 
when official examinations were held, whenever any member of the 
lineage graduated as a chii-jen the hall was opened for worshipping and 
feasting, to do honour to the lineage ancestors for their continuing good
ness. Even to this day the private school is attached to the ancestral 
hall; there the private teacher gives instruction and younger lineage 
members study. . . .' Lin says that members of the lineage who held 
official rank or title were invited to join the ancestral hall association by 
the lineage or sub-lineage leaders; 'that is, those who held government 
office and scholars who had obtained degrees of chin-shih, chii-jen, or 
hsiu-ts'ai under the Ch'ing dynasty. Even to this day there are still some 
old-style scholars and elders left in this lineage. Recently a new class has 
gradually arisen to take the place of the old scholars and officials, viz., the 

1 Op. cit., pp. I I Of. 

I Ibid., pp. I I If. 
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graduates of modern-style schools and those who have been successful in 
industry and commerce.'1 

In Kulp's statements we have the heart of a common view of the imperial 
examination system and its bearing upon status in the village community: 
the bureaucracy recruited itself by competitive examinations which, 
because they were open to all, offered a carriere ouverte aux tale11ts to 
ordinary countrymen; office-holding was the occupation which com
manded the greatest respect in Chinese society; scholars with imperial 
degrees enjoyed very high status and exercised much influence in their 
village communities. In popular Chinese thought-and in the reflection of 
this thought in the writings of many Western observers-the examination 
system created a society with a high degree of social mobility.2 I have 
myself heard the traditional peasant view of the opportunities offered by 
the examination system from the mouths of overseas Chinese. Whatever 
the objective chances of social mobility provided by the system, there is 
no doubt that it was often thought of as an efficient mechanism of social 
promotion. The industrious peasant lad conning his books and winning 
his way into the ranks of officialdom by sheer hard work and intelligence 
may have rarely existed in reality, but he lives as an important figure in 
popular imagination. The ideal of Chinese society could not envisage so 
readily the leap symbolized by the American formula of from log cabin 
to White House, but it offered the prospect of the magistrate's bench to 
the inhabitant of the mud hut. 

Since I am not a sinologist I should not presume to dogmatize about 
the extent of social mobility in China, but, in order to establish my picture 
of the localized lineage, I must attempt to summarize what appears to be 
known on this topic at the present time. I shall consider the question of 
promotion to the ranks of officialdom and the relation between officialdom 
and the stratum of Chinese society often referred to as the gentry. 

1 In The Golden Wing Lin does not mention any old-style scholars in the village. 
He uses the term 'gentry' when speaking of a group of influential men in Kuticn 
city who combine to secure somebody's release from gaol. These gentry were a 
retired prefect now a commander of militia, a district counsellor, the chairman of 
the Kutien Merchants' Association, and a man who was the richest merchant in 
the district. Op. cit., p. I 72. 

1 The Chinese examination system long fascinated Westerners. As Miss Mason 
has pointed out, the system was of especial interest to the West in the middle of the 
nineteenth century when means of testing applicants for the civil service were being 
debated. Sec M.G. Mason, Western Concepts of China and the Chinese, IB4o-IB76, 
New York, 1939, p. 169. I cannot resist quoting from the report of the U.S. Civil 
Service Commission, 1873-4, which declared that 'with no intention of recommend
ing either the religion or the imperialism of China, we could not see why the fact 
that the most enlightened and enduring government of the Eastern world had 
required an examination as to the merits of candidates for office, should any more 
deprive the American people of that advantage, than the facts that Confucius had 
taught political morality, and the people of China had read books, used the compass, 
gunpowder, and the multiplication table, during centuries when this continent was a 
wilderness, should deprive our people of these conveniences.' Ibid., pp. 171f. 
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Wittfogel has written: 'Some "fresh blood" may have been absorbed 
from the lower strata of society by means of the examination system; but 
on the whole the ruling officialdom reproduced itself socially more or less 
from its own ranks.' 1 This is doubtless a widely acceptable view, 2 although 
its exact significance must depend upon the meaning given to the phrases 
'the lower strata of society' and 'from its own ranks'. For the most part 
the bureaucracy is seen as a specialized section of the gentry, and it is the 
gentry which is looked upon as the more or less closed area of society. 

In the writings of Fei Hsiao-tung the gentry is identified with the land
owning ruling class of China. 'The class that is here called gentry is also 
sometimes referred to as shih ta fu, "scholar-official". Actually, the gentry 
class, although closely linked with the group of scholar-officials, should be 
distinguished from it. To be born into a gentry family did not necessarily 
insure that one became a scholar or an official in traditional China.'3 In 
his introduction to Fci's book Robert Redfield says that the scholars and 
the gentry must be discussed together because the former were largely 
drawn from the latter. 'The scholars were an elite; the gentry, a social 
and economic class.'4 

Owning land, but not themselves working it; pursuing a gentlemanly 
way of life, of which classical scholarship was an important ingredient; 
forming a 'natural' category of leaders in any community in which they 
lived-these were the outstanding characteristics of the gentry. The vast 
social area which this stratum embraced was certainly far from homo
geneous in the control of power, in wealth, and in prestige on the national 
scale; but, however low its standing in the nation-wide power structure, a 
gentry 'family' was in a position of strength in its home territory.6 The 
position of the gentry was economic: drawing rents from land and furnish
ing credit to the peasantry, 6 the gentlemen exercised control over their 
social inferiors. Their position was political: not only was the gentry the 
recruiting ground for the bureaucracy, but it was the stratum from 
which men could be chosen to speak for their local community on an 
equal footing with officials appointed from the centre. 

It was this indirect relationship between landholding and political status 
which removed the Chinese imperial system from the realm of feudalism, 

1 New Light on Chinese Society, p. I 1. 

• Hsu, Under the Ancestors' Shadow, pp. sf., after accepting Wittfogel's formula
tion, still maintains a thesis, which he attempts to document, that 'fwnilies' rise and 
fall within the generally stable higher order. His argument is interesting, but I am 
concerned here only with movement between classes or strata. 

1 Fei Hsiao-tung, China's Gentry, Essays in Rural-Urban Relations, revised and 
edited by M. P. Redfield, Chicago, 1953, p. 17. 

' Ibid., p. 6. 
• For differentiation within the ranks of the gentry, see W. Eberhard, ConqueTors 

and Rulers; Social Forces in Medieval China, Leiden, 1952, pp. ixf., IJff., and 122fT. 

• On the importance of landlords as sources of credit in modern times, see Wu, 
op. cit., p. 63. 
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in spite of what is nowadays asserted by Communist analysts. Landowners 
were not aristocrats whose political status depended without intermediate 
qualifications on their economic role. Tawney, with characteristic neatness, 
has said: 'Landlord and tenant are parties to a business contract, not 
members of different classes based on privilege and subordination.'1 

Certainly, if the landlord was a gentleman, there were, to usc a Durk
heimian turn of phrase, non-contractual elements in the business contract 
such that privilege and subordination might enter, but they entered along 
the path which linked gentrydom with bureaucracy. The Chinese peasant 
was not a serf. 

It is only a superficial paradox that, when a lineage was composed both 
of peasantry and gentry, the humble peasant had access to the main source 
of prestige in his society. The members of a community consisting only 
of peasants were cut off from the honour which flowed through the gentry 
to ~heir humbler lineage fellows. Imperial graduation and office-holding, 
while conferring power on only a restricted range of those related to the 
graduate and the bureaucrat, spread their glory much further afield. It is 
clear that the poor and the humble could in some sense identify them
selves with the men of their lineage who had done great things. The 
boards recording imperial honours which hung in the main ancestral hall 
s~ed their splendour throughout the descent group. Since a particular 
hneage might span many centuries, the enjoyment of one such hon~ur 
was ~nough to afford many people the chance of being endowed wtth 
prestige . 

. Some _Western observers, failing to see how social differentiation was 
hnked With a systcm.of pervading honour, have misinterpreted what they 
saw: Not only did honours won within a lineage confer prestige, but the 
tracm_g of genealogical connexions with other lineages was a means of 
e~sunng the flow of glory along diverse agnatic channels. The Englishman 
Lmdle;y, for example, concerned to defend the leader of the T'ai-p'ing 
Rebelhon against the charge that he was of humble peasant origin, asserted 
the glory of his line. 'The genealogy of Hung-sui-tshuen's family is one 
of the most ancient in China. During ten centuries, until the era of the 
present century, they trace members of their house occupying the most 
exalted stations in the empire. So far back as the Sung dynasty, A.D. xooo, 
~an~ of the Rungs were prominent literati; from that time to the Manchoo 
mvas~on, numbers of them have been members of the Han-lin College
the highest literary rank in China.'2 By such arguments, of course, there 
could ~ave been few peasants in China who could not lay claim to similar 
connexions .. In an agnatic system with a small number of surnames, 
genealo~ Widely distributed the benefits of honours individually acquired; 
so that, m de Groot's words, 'maint Chinois appartenant a la lie du 

1 Land and Labour in Ch. 6 
2 • • zna, p. 3· 

. Lm-le [A. F. Lzndley], Ti-Ping Tien-Kwoh; The History of the Ti-Ping Revolu
tzon, London, 1866, z vols., vol. 1, p. 32. 
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peuple peut se targuer de Ia possession d'un arbre gem!alogique qui 
ferait venir l'eau a Ia bouche aux plus nobles families de l'Occident.' 1 

Because the bureaucracy was a specialized wing of the gentry class, 
upward mobility in China could be achieved either by direct entry to the 
bureaucracy from outside the ranks of the gentry or by assimilation to 
the gentry class in some other fashion. Recently an extraordinarily detailed 
study of the Chinese scholastic and official system in the nineteenth 
century has tried to answer the question of how far newcomers found 
their way into the bureaucracy and the elite of titled scholars from whom 
the bureaucracy was recruited. 2 Unfortunately, this book uses the term 
'gentry' in a manner different from that in which it has commonly been 
employed. 

The study asserts that the Chinese terms shen-shih and slzen-chir1, 
normally translated as 'gentry', were, in the last centuries of the Chinese 
empire, used to name only that stratum of Chinese society which, con
sisting exclusively of men with educational titles, furnished the bureau
cracy with its officers. Dr. Franz Michael, who introduces the study, 
tells us that we must not be misled 'by the loose way in which the term 
has been used during the republic to describe what was in the main a 
group of landlords when the gentry of the imperial time no longer 
existed' .3 He dismisses Fei's study of the Chinese gentry as an unjustified 
interpretation of the past in terms of the present.4 I suspect that the 
Chinese terminology was not so rigidly employed in Ch'ing times as 
Michael and Chang assert, but of course I am not qualified to judge the 
issue.6 Even, however, if these two scholars are right in saying that 
nineteenth-century usage was such that the words we now normally 
translate as 'gentry' designated only a class of literati, still, from a socio
logical point of view, it can be shown that, used in a restricted sense, the 
word 'gentry' must obscure certain important problems in the study of 
Chinese society.e The category of the population which Chang calls 
gentry (that is, the titled scholars) is, however, precisely that which we 
must examine in order to study the question of social mobility by means 
of scholarship and the attainment of office through scholarship. 

I Les letts . ... ' pp. 552f. 
2 Chung-li Chang, The Chinese Gentry, Studies on their Role in Ninetemth-

Century Chinese Society, Seattle, Washington, 1955. 
3 Ibid., p. xviii. 

' Ibid., p. xviii, fn. 5· 
• The character for shen means a kind of girdle worn by people of high status, 

especially officials. The terms shm-shih and shen-chin probably corresponded in 
their vagueness to much the same range as the English 'notables'. Couvreur trans
lates shen-shih as 'lcs notables et les lettr«!s'. I am indebted to Mr. 0. B. van der 
Sprenkel for advice on this matter. For the view taken in Chang's study on the 
linguistic point see note 6 to p. xviii. 

'Cf. my review of Chang's book in Pacific Affairs, val. XXIX, no. 1, March 
1956, pp. ?8ff. 

E 
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To enter the bureaucracy it was necessary either to qualify in state 
examinations, which was the 'regular' mode of acquiring the status of a 
literatus, or to buy a literary title, which was the 'irregular' mode. The 
status of Iiteratus by itself was no guarantee of office, but the acquisition 
of the status was a necessary preliminary to office-holding.1 At any time 
the number of office-holders was much smaller than the number of 
literati. While in the early part of the nineteenth century the literati, 
regular and irregular, numbered over a million, and by the later part of 
the century they had reached nearly a million and a half, there were only 
some twenty-seven thousand officials, civil and military, in the middle of 
the century.2 Since so many literati were out of office, the vast majority 
of them lived at home or were at least able to live at home if they chose. 

The need to pass state examinations or acquire literary status by pur
chase imposed a brake on mobility. The examinations were technically 
open to all men other than those belonging to a few and small disfavoured 
categories (for example, the families of slaves, servants, prostitutes, and 
ent_ertainers).3 At "some periods in the history of the state examinations 
artisans and merchants and their immediate descendants were prevented 
froi? entering,4 but this restriction docs not appear to have operated 
dunng the phase covered by Chang's study. Yet it was clearly difficult 
for, the. son of a peasant to compete on equal terms with the membe~ of 
a family' which had already established its position as an official
produ~i~g group. Candidates had to be guaranteed by literati; influe~ce, 
favounusm, and other forms of advantage weighted the system agamst 
the humble candidate. More important still, the poor man could hardly 
afford to provide his son with the classical education on the basis of 
which he would need to be examined.5 Candidates were prepared for the 
examinations either by private tutors or in private schools. It is possible 
that where schools existed on a lineage or village basis, 6 the sons of the 
peasantry, ~aving access to them, might succeed in bringing themselves 
up_ to exammation standards. In 1-hsti, Lin writes, 'Even to this day the 
P~Ivat~ school is attached to the ancestral hall; there the private teacher 
gives ~nstr~ction and the younger lineage members study. . . .' For 
Phoemx VIllage Kulp contrasts the modern situation, in which the 
severanc~ of the formal link between official appointment and education 
reduces Interest in schooling, with the old position. Phoenix Village was 

1 The complexities of the system are set out with admirable clarity by Chang at 
pp. 3-;32 of his study . 

• Ibid.' pp. II6, I J8. 
3 Ibid., p. I8J. 

• See K. A. Wittfogel and Fl!ng Chia-sheng, History of Chinese Society, Liao 
(907-II2 S), '!'ransactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series, vol. 
36, I946, Philadelphia, I949, pp. 457, 460. 

6 Chang, op. cit., pp. 1 g2 ff. 

• See above, pp. I I, 13, for lands set aside to finance education. 
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apparently outstanding in its district for producing scholars in imperial 
times, and in those days the village leaders saw to it that every boy of 
ability, rich and poor, was given the opportunity to study. 'A poor boy 
from any family might find his way to success and official position and 
thereby raise his family from the depths of penury.' 1 Up to 1911 at least 
successful scholars met in the so-called Scholars' Hall to instruct the 
boys of the village.2 The past, which Kulp had not himself observed, 
appears in his account in a distinctly rosy light, but even if it approximates 
to reality Phoenix Village cannot have been a very representative com
munity in respect of the facilities afforded to the sons of the poor.3 We 
may scarcely estimate the effective costs of a boy's education simply in 
terms of the expenses of his training; the sacrifice of his labour during 
the long years of study must have acted as a major disincentive to his 
father.' Certainly, we have little reason to conclude that any large number 
of peasant lads raised themselves to high estate by means of the imperial 
examinations.5 It is, of course, even more obvious that entry into the 
stratum of the literati by means of payment was not likely to afford much 
opportunity to the poor. 

In an analysis of 2,146 biographies of literati of the last century Chang 

1 Kulp, op. cit., p. 2.17. 

1 Ibid., p. 2.18. See ibid., pp. z16ff. for education in Phoeni.'"t Village. 

• When the New Territories were taken over, with a population of some too,ooo, 
314 forms were filled in by school teachers. Schools varied in size from 3 to 56 
pupils, with an average number of 15· ~o. The teachers were generally natives of the 
'sub-districts' in which they taught and few of them held any literary degrees. 'In 
a few instances teachers were hired by wealthy families ... .' See Report orr the New 
Territory at Hong Kong, p. 11. Chang, op. cit., p. 186, points out that there was no 
public education system, candidates for the examinations bein~ prepared by private 
tutors or in small schools. The i-hsiieh, 'charity schools maintained by the local 
gentry', were in some areas quite numerous, but there is no evidence that they 
produced many scholars who took part in the state examinations. 

'Cf. Chang, op. cit., pp. 186f. 

6 Note the cynical proverb: 'Bachelors of Arts [hsir1-ts' ai] are not the sons of 
poverty: Buddhist priests are not the sons of wealth'. Scarborough, op. cit., p. 75· 
(The proverbial expression of the optimistic view of mobility may be seen in the 
following expressions. 'Even thatched cottages yield high officials.' Ibid., p. 337· 
'Large numbers of the gentry beget sons who die of want: many an ordinary family 
yields one who becomes a courtier.' Ibid., p. 340.) Liu Hsing-t'ang, op. cit., writes 
of the Fukien lineages that, although the 'book-lamp-fields', the education lands, 
helped to produce men who would protect the interests of the lineage as a whole, 
they 'undoubtedly have in certain places been a keen weapon for exploitation in the 
hands of some powerful and aggressive families within the lineage, because very 
few poor families produce intellectuals. They limit the award of scholarships to 
only those of the rank of hriu-ts' ai or of ranks above that of hsiu-ts' ai. This is as 
much as to say that the poor are excluded. The practice of educating all the 
young of the lineage free is comparatively fair; since the poor, however, have long 
looked upon their children as productive forces, how could they let them go to 
school?' 
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concludes that 35 per cent of these men were newcomers.1 By a newcomer 
Chang means a literatus whose father or (presumably paternal) grand
father was not a literatus before him. A little reflection will show that, 
on this basis, the percentage of 35 as an index of what Chang calls social 
mobility is not very impressive. A Iiteratus whose close kinsmen other 
than father or paternal grandfather were literati would by Chang's 
definition be classed as a newcomer. However, even were we to accept 
the figure at its face value, it would still tell us not about social mobility 
in a general sense but rather about succession in a scholastic system. By 
calling the literati 'gentry', Chang has obscured the problem of the 
relationship between the literati and the wider social class within which 
they stood. 

It is clear, at any rate, that the greater part of the movement into the 
ranks of the literati from outside the gentry class must have taken place by 
me~ns of money. Not only could the peasantry not generally afford to put 
the~r sons fonvard for the examinations; it was unlikely that the upward 
social pat~ of a peasant family would follow the line of patient land 
?ccu~ulat10n and consequent enrichment. In a heavily populated and 
Intensively worked agricultural milieu it was scarcely possible for poor 
peasants to ~dvance their sons far along the road to officialdom by the 
sw~.at of theu brow and their agricultural skill. Land, in the words of 
Fel s peas.ants, breeds no land.2 On the contrary, the building up of weal~ 
to ~e~ social promotion going had to come from other kinds of economic 
activity: trade (which was not necessarily legal) and probably such less 
respe:table applications of non-agricultural skill as military activities a?d 
~andi.try (from which soldiering was not always too clearly to be dis
tmgmshed).3 Not that wealth was the unique means of rising into the 
ra~ks of the gentry; influence built up militarily or otherwise might 
ultimately promote individuals and their dependants through a system of 
patronage. 

We are, then, faced by the paradox that the gap between the two great 
respectable ?rders of Chinese society, the gentry and the peasants, was 
probably bndgeable in the main only by one of the theoretically non
r~spectable orders, the merchants. Trade was, in official theory, highly 
distasteful but th · · ld · f t t 1 the ' e contemptible busmess man cou , In ac , rave 
road to the. higher respectable order through his sons, even if he chose 
not to buy hterary status for himself. Despite the power which. they mig~t 
de':elop as men of commerce, both the ideals and economics of their 
society drew busi f · 1 · th · ness men on to convert one type o capita mto ano er · 

1 The total sample of biographies is 5 473 but the data for classifying subjects as 
newcomers or e t bl' h · ' ' Ib'd 5 a 15 ed hterati were available only in the smaller sample. 1 ., p. 214. 

2 'Peasantry and Gentry' 6 'p .. 
3 Cf. 1':1· J. Levy and Shih Kuo-heng, The Rise of the Modern Chinese Business 

Class (mimeographed), New York, 1949, p. S· 
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money went into land and sons into the examinations. By this process 
wealth could buy social status and political power; but once power was 
achieved it in turn brought wealth-a far more respectable kind of wealth, 
for it was gained in the course of bureaucratic duties. 1 To some extent 
also, the gap between those whose wealth rested upon business and those 
whose position was assured by gentry qualifications might be bridged by 
marriage between them, a fact which should remind us that the official 
prejudices of Chinese society did not lay down rigid barriers between 
the classes they presupposed. Chen Ta, discussing the position of rich 
returned emigrants in Fukien and Kwangtung in the 'thirties of this 
century and showing that they made desirable husbands, comments that 
to some extent the gentry also liked to marry their daughters to emigrants, 
especially when there was a shortage of prospective sons-in-law of good 
family living in the village. 'The motive here is the old one of creating a 
bond between the rural landed aristocracy and the rich merchant class ... .' 2 

It follows from this argument that, while at any time in any particular 
local community merchants and gentry might be clearly distinguishable in 
political status and prestige, in time individual business men might pass 
into the ltigher respectable order. This order, incorporating the literati, 
was based economically on landowning and money-lending and socially 
on landowning and a gentlemanly way of life.3 We have now to see to 
what extent the gentry were represented in the life of localized lineages 
in south-eastern China. 

We can establish first of all that the literati were generally drawn from 
the countryside as well as the towns. This fact emerges from casual 
observation of the literature, but we can put it on some sort of a numerical 
basis from the data of a modern enquiry. In China's Gentry Fei summarizes 
some of the results of an analysis made by himself and Quentin Pan of 
the origin of 915 scholars 'who passed the high-ranking imperial examina
tions (those above provincial rank)'.' Of these 915 men 52·5 per cent 
came from the 'traditional Chinese town', 41 ·16 per cent from rural 
areas, and 6 ·34 per cent from 'intermediate small towns'. Fei considers 
the question of the extent to which the fathers of these scholars had held 

I Ibid., pp. s. 12. 

1 Emigrant Communities in South China, A Study of Overseas Migration and its 
Influence on Standards of Living and Social Change, London and New York, 1939, 
p. 134· 

3 The 'gentry' of Chang's study, i.e. the literati, are said not necessarily to have 
owned land. See especially p xvii. Certainly, we must recognize that land-ownership 
by itself was not the only basis of gentry power and status, but it seems equally sure 
that land-owning provided both a conunon economic basis for gentry life and a 
general foundation for gentry prestige. 

'Op. cit., p. 132. This book does not come directly from Fei's hand and the 
period to which these figures relate is not explicitly stated. However, T. H. Shen, 
op. cit., p. 12R, cites Fei in the Ta Kung Pao, 1947, as saying that the data refer 
to the Ch'ing dynasty. 
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literary degrees. In the town sample the ratio of scholars whose fathers 
had held degrees to those whose fathers had not held degrees was 68 to 
33; while the corresponding ratio for the countryside was 64:36.1 In the 
Ch'ing dynasty, then, it seems that there was continuous rccruitm~nt o~ 
literati from the rural areas. Moreover, since many of the town htcratl 
must have had ties with the countryside despite their residence in town, 
the importance of the scholars in rural life is clear. 

In the second place we can discover that south-eastern China contri
buted a fair share to the literati of the nation. Chang estimates that in 
the pre-T'ai-p'ing period the literati and their immediate 'families' 
formed I ·I per cent of the population of Fukien and I ·8 P!'!r cent o.f t~e 
population of Kwangtung. The national percentage was I ·3, the provm~1al 
range running from o·7 (Anhwei) to 3"5 (Yunnan). The correspondmg 
series of percentages for the period after the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion was 
I ·7, I ·8, I ·g, o·6 (Szechwan), and 5 ·o (Shensi and Kansu).2 We m~y 
note tha~ b~th Fukien and Kwangtung were allotted sizeable 9-uotas. m 
the provmc1al and metropolitan examinations,3 the graduates m wh1ch 
formed nearly the whole section of the civil service to be recruited by 
the 'regular' route. Furthermore, from Zi's analysis of the first three 
chin-shih (metropolitan graduates) in the examinations held from I646 
to 1894 we can see that men from the two south-eastern provinces made 
a fair showing.' I am not sure how far one may draw firm conclusions 
from the eXtent to which men from Kwangtung and Fukien appear in 
the great American compendium of Ch'ing biographies, but I note that 

1 Fei, op. cit., p. I 33. 

. 
1 Chang, op. cit., table 32, p. r64. It is interesting to find data on a similar point 

~none of Ells~o~th Huntington's wide-ranging enquiries into human affairs: Ar~
mg the supenonty of the southern over the northern Chinese, Huntington mvestl
gates t~e provincial origins of 324 Chinese holding high office just before the I 9I I 
revolutiOn. The 324 men were all those 'graduates', other than ~anchus, Mo~go~s, 
and ~an?ermen, who appeared in the list of 'the higher metropolitan and provmc1al 
offic1als m October 1910 ... .'In Fukien and Kwangtung the ratio of these officials 
to population is shown to be above the ratio for the country as a whole. See The 
Character of Races, New York, I924, pp. I6If. 

3 Chang, op. cit., pp. I23f. 

'Etienne Zi (Siu), Pratique des examens litteraires en Chine, Vari~tt!s Sinologiques, 
no. 5, Shanghai, I894, p. 22I. The first three places were taken as follows: 

All three 
xst place znd place 3rd place places 

Total xo8 xo8 xo8 324 
Fukien 3 6 1 10 
Kwangtung 3 3 4 xo 

J2I o~ the total places went to Chinese in China proper. I I6 went to Kiangsu, 74 
to Chekiang, and 21 to Anhwei. Fukien and Kwangtung, with IO each, arc not the 
lowest, ten provinces showing fewer than IO places. The average provincial showing 
is 17 places. It is important to note that places gained in Fukien and Kwangtung 
were not concentrated in particular counties. In each province the 10 places were 
spread over six counties. Ibid., pp. 22:o.ff. 
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55 of the Soo or so individual biographical sketches deal with men born 
in the two south-eastern provinces.1 Twenty-seven of these 55 sketches 
concern men who lived in the nineteenth century.2 Two-thirds of the 27 
notables appear to have been scholar-officials of the conventional variety, 
the remainder being mainly merchants or men brought to prominence by 
the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion. 

We arc now left with the question of the distribution of the literati in 
the two provinces which concern us. They certainly came from many 
different parts of the provinces, but were they so evenly spread as to give 
each local community a representative in the prestige-laden sphere of 
Chinese society? There is no numerical answer to this. question, nor 
indeed can an answer be given on the basis of any wide survey of villages 
in the area. We have seen that both Phoenix Village in K.wangtung and 
I-hsli in Fukien boasted their imperial graduates, the former apparently 
in considerable numbers, and the general literature certainly leaves the 
impression that there must have been a wide range of local communities 
which enjoyed the privilege of numbering titled scholars. But of course, 
all this evidence is biased; for we must surely expect that it is precisely 
those communities producing scholars which, by attracting the attention 
of the outside observer or by encouraging their own members to write 
about them, find their way to our knowledge. We must, therefore, face 
the probability that an analysis of the south-eastern localized lineage 
which presupposes that it contained titled scholars is an imperfect one. A 
similar and even more intractable problem arises when we consider the 
extent to which localized lineages produced important merchants. In 
some communities the traders were, at least in agnatic terms, outsiders. 
We cannot be sure that every lineage developed a body of leaders drawn 
from the ranks of the gentry and the business men. The general treatment 
of the lineage in Fukien and Kwangtung must, therefore, be careful to 
take the possibility of variation in this matter into account.3 

We should, however, take the question of the uneven distribution of 
gentry and merchants a step further. We may not assume that, when a 
lineage boasted its powerful men with important connexions outside the 
local community, they were to be found evenly spread through the 
lineage. We have already considered the manner in which intermediate 
segmentation depended upon economic resources ;4 we must recognize 
that the class stratification of gentlemen, merchants, and peasants probably 
received a vertical expression in the relations between segments. There 

1 See A. W. Hununel, ed., Eminent Chinese of the Ch'ing Period (I644-I9I2), 
a vols., Washington, 1943. 

1 Men who died after 1912 are not included in the collection so far as individual 
sketches are concerned. 

1 Of the twenty-seven notables mentioned in the last paragraph, at least a third 
were townsmen, Canton accounting for nearly the whole of this fraction. 

'See pp. 47ff. above. 
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was a general glory emanating from those of high status in which ordinary 
members of the lineage could bask; but, viewed from the inside, the 
lineage might be a collection of small groups each of which enjoyed a 
different status on the basis of its scholarly and economic achievements. 



8 
The Distribution of Power within the Lineage 

The bureaucratic system of China sent its officers no lower than the 
county seat. The lzsien magistrate was the immediate point of contact 
between the rural population and the scholarly administrative system.l 
The magistrate was by rule not a local man, for he was not allowed to 
serve in his own province, and he was frequently moved. Nor was he sup
posed to marry the daughter of any man in his jurisdiction or to take up 
land in the area he administered. In theory at least, he was removed from 
a kinship setting in the course of his duties, for he was supposed not to 
employ relatives in connexion with his office.2 If the rules were strictly 
followed the magistrate occupied a position which encouraged bureau
cratic impartiality. Even however if the rules were not fully observed and 
the magistrate in consequence developed intimate social tics with the 
people whose affairs he administered, to the vast majority of the inhabitants 
in his county he was necessarily a remote figure. At the very least, residing 
in an area which might hold hundreds of villages and in which his yamen 
(office) might be many miles away from most of them, the magistrate was 
physically remote. In south-eastern China the gulf between the official 
and the people was made greater by a barrier of language; the inhabitants 
of Fukicn and Kwangtung spoke dialects of Chinese which were unintel
ligible to outsiders ;3 so that the magistrate in this region must have been 
in some respects in much the same position as a district officer in a 

1 Owing to irregularities in the administrative structure, the lowest unit in the 
hierarchy was in some cases not the hsien but the chou or the t'ing. Moreover, some 
posts were filled by assistant magistrates. 

• See, e.g. R. K. Douglas, Society in China, London, 1901, pp. 36ff. and 70. In 
fact, kinsmen were sometimes employed. Cf. p. 25 above. 

• The written language of China is one; the dialects of Fukien and Kwangtung 
have their special pronunciation of the written characters and their own vernacular 
words and idioms. On the number and distribution of the dialects in the region 
see R. A. D. Forrest, The Chinese Language, London, 1948, and his Appendix, 
'The Southern Dialects of Chinese', to V. Purcell, The Chinese in South-east Asia, 
London, 1951 ; and Yuen Ren Chao, 'Languages and Dialects in China', The Geo
graphical Journal, vol. CII, no. 2, August 1943· In the south-east only scholars and 
a few other people who had travelled widely knew enough Mandarin Chinese to 
enable them to converse without difficulty with the magistrate. See, e.g. W. H. 
Medhurst, A Dictionary of the Hok-keen Dialect of the Chinese Language. . 
Macao, 1832, p.v. The Hokkien dialect is spoken in Amoy and its hinterland. 
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colonial administration, lacking knowledge of local customs and requiring 
interpreters and informants to enable him to function. 

From his yamen the magistrate collected the taxes imposed by the state 
and supervised the maintenance of public order. These were his chief 
responsibilities.1 Provided enough taxes came forward and there was no 
breach of the peace of which he chose to take notice there was little 
reason for him to interfere in the government of local communities. He 
could be appealed to as a judicial person and so become involved in 
disputes within and between local communities, but the theory of govern
ment informing the system within which he worked encouraged him to 
meddle as little as possible in local affairs. In accounts of the relations 
between the bureaucracy and the local community considerable stress is 
put upon official 'do-nothingism' .2 

There were three kinds of link between the magistrate and the people 
in his care: his staff in the yamen; the petty officials located in the towns 
and vil~ages; and the local gentry. The first of these categories must be 
dealt Wlth very briefly. The advisory, secretarial, and other staff employed 
by the magistrate, nominally out of his fixed allowance, were often 
locally recruited and could afford the people of the area, therefore, some 
more or less direct contact with the administration. In fact, sometimes 
the staff, or elements of it were a fixture inherited by magistrates in turn. 
Entrenched in the yamen 'these men no doubt provided a profitable link 
between certain sections of the population and the hsien government, ~nd 
doubtless some lineages had members strategically situated in this fashwn. 

The question of the petty officials is a more complicated subject, 
because there is a conflict in the literature between theoretical and actual 
syst~ms of local administration. One finds statements that beneath the 
mag•strate the county was organized in a system of units building up 
from households to pao in multiples of ten. Thus Hsieh Pao Chao says 
~hat ten households were grouped in a pei, ten pei in a clzia, and ten chia 
10 a _Pao. (On the assumption that a household held five souls, one pao 
~ons•sted of five thousand people.) The pao was headed by a pao-clzang 
elected by the people independently of the government help or influence'. 

He was obliged to report to the magistrate all cases of 'robbery, religious 
heres~, gambling, runaways, kidnapping, counterfeiting, sale and trans
portatiOn of contraband goods, swindling, organization of secret societies, 

1 Population and land registers were kept in the yamen, while in some circum
sta~ces education and flood relief were among the magistrate's concerns. On this 
f~ ~ number of ot~er matters connected with the administra~ive ~ystem and. the 
Ch. have been gu1ded by Sybille van der Sprenkel, A Soc~alogzcal Analym of 

mebse1. Legal Institutions with Special Reference to the Clz'ing Period, I644-I9II, 
unpu Ished M.Sc.(Econ.) thesis, University of London, 1956. I am very grateful 
~0 hMrs. van der Sprenkel for permission to cite her thesis, which is the best account 

ave seen of the interaction between the official and community institutions of 
modern China. 

2 St.:e Fei Hsiao-tung, China's Gentry, chaps. 2, 3 and 4· 
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unknown and suspicious characters', and he was responsible for collecting 
census data and for checking transient residents. He organized part of 
the militia for protecting granaries and treasuries and generally for work 
against bandits. He helped in the collection of taxes. 'Standing between 
the governmental agents and the people, his duties were semi-official 
and his position the cornerstone of local government in China.'1 

The pao-chang, or ti-pao as he is more usually called, certainly existed, 
but it is less certain that he was a kind of democratic worthy presiding 
over a neat hierarchy of units in a decimal system. Imperial edicts in the 
eighteenth century enacted the pyramidal pao-c/zia system, but it is far 
from clear how, if at all, it worked. Fei says that the system was introduced 
in Fukien in 1933, owing to the spread of Communist influence, to 
supersede the local self-government measure of 1929.2 Lin mentions 
pao-chia when he writes of I-hsi.i in 1936, but all he says is that 'lineage 
members, for the purpose of common defence, banded together forming 
a pao-chia organization which raised local militia and posted sentries. 
All these matters were dealt with by the ancestral hall, which thus neces
sarily became a military headquarters and assembly point for the militia.' 
The modern, republican, version of the system was, at least in name, a 
revival. Yet what it revived was probably not implemented in Fukien 
and Kwangtung in the nineteenth century. Meadows, writing in the 
eighteen-forties, refers to the system as it was laid down in the penal code 
and then comments that it did not seem to exist, at least as far as Kwang
tung was concerned, except in the code.3 

The ti-pao may not have presided over any actual pao-chia hierarchy 
but he was an important figure in the administration. Meadows's notes 
on the ti-pao in K wangtung read realistically enough. He was a 'person 
whose powers and duties resemble those of our constables'. In the country
side his authority and responsibility covered a 'quarter or the whole of a 
town or village'.4 He was, 'in short, the chief informing officer of the 
quarter to which his authority extends, being bound to inform against 
all criminals and suspicious persons ... .' He derived his income from 
'presents from thieves, donations from householders, and fees for affixing 
his stamp to petitions'.6 The post was filled by the local householders, 
and when they were numerous the more influential among them actually 
decided who would be the ti-pao, the magistrate formally confirming 
the choice.6 'The station of a tipao in society is below that of a respectable 

1 The Government of China (I644-I9II), Baltimore, 1925, pp. 309f. 
1 Peasant Life, p. 112. 
• T. T. Meadows, Desultory Notu on the Government and People of China and 

on the Chinese Language; Illustrated with a Sketch of the Province of Kwangtung . •.• 
London, 1847, p. 120. 

' Ibid., p. 117. 
6 Ibid., p. 119. 
• Ibid., pp. 119f. 
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tradesman or a master mechanic, though his influence be more generally 
felt.' 1 

Ti-pao appointed in the villages and administrative groupings of 
villages2 were petty officials who might enjoy considerable power but 
whose status was pitched low by the very work they did. As runners of 
the bureaucracy they were in the position of men liable to incur the 
displeasure of both the rulers and the ruled. Their earnings might be 
considerable and their post coveted for this and other reasons; but in 
any differentiated community they were not among its leaders. These 
leaders were not formally incorporated into the administrative system. 
Among the leaders the members of the local gentry took their place. They 
held the prestige, the status, and the knowledge which enabled them to 
formulate and execute village policy. Enjoying a position in the national 
system of status they could speak for the village to the representatives of 
the bureaucracy from a point of vantage. In times of difficulty they, 
rather than the petty officials, negotiated with the magistrate. Literati had 
calling rights, and as gentleman to gentleman the local scholar could 
visit the magistrate to smooth· the path of settlement when bureaucratic 
demands were heavy. The wider connexions of the local gentry in the 
towns and the capitals sometimes allowed them to get pressure exerted 
on the county magistrate from above.3 Kulp writes that the scholars, 
speaking the official language and able to move among the officials, 
formed 'a working nexus between the village and the world outside with 
which the ordinary villager seldom comes into contact' .4 

The village government within which the gentry played an important 
P.art. was concerned with a wide range of activities, among which the most 
Slgmficant were defence, the maintenance of internal order, the upkeep 
of communications and water channels, and the control of common 
property. The experience and prestige of the gentry enabled them to 
perform a leading role in the conduct of village affairs. We have, then, to 

1 Ibid., p. r:zo. The first administrators of the Hong Kong New Territory found 
that the magistrate of the county of which their new district had been a part had 
under him about sixty 'runners', who maintained contact with the population at 
large, and at least two 'constables' in each village. In large villages there were five 
or six of these constables, the chief one being called Tip6, i.e. ti-pao. These men 
were appointed by the village and paid out of contributions made by the villagers 
according to landholdings. 'Their duty is to keep watch, especially at night. They 
h~ve the power of arrest, which is deputed to them by the gentry and elders of the 
village.' See Papers Laid Before the Legislative Council of Ho11g Kong r899, 'Extracts 
tom Papers Relating to the Extension of the Colony of Hong Kong', no. 9'99. p. 10. 

T~ the ~ow. status of the ti-pao see also Y. K. Leong and L. K. Tao, Village and 
wn L1je tn China, London, 1915, p. 64 . 

. 
1 Lin, speaking of 1-hsii, refers to the hsiang as a political unit comprising several 

vJ!lages. On the lack of coincidence between hsia11g, as administrative units, and the 
local network of social relations cf. Fci, Peasant Life, pp. 1 r4ff. 

3 Cf. Fei, China's Gentry, pp. Bzff. 
40p. cit., p. II:Z. 
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look into the relations between leadership springing from the genealogical 
structure of the lineage and leadership by the gentry. Both the class 
structure and the lineage system threw up leaders. How were the two types 
of political person accommodated? 

In the segmentary system, except at the household and extended 
family levels where a primogenitary bias threw weight on oldest sons, the 
principle of seniority in line of descent was rarely manifested. Sub
lineages were often numbered in order of their seniority (great, second, 
third, and so on), but their political status was not affected by this order. 
In the furnishing of leaders on a genealogical basis all segments were 
normally equal.1 

We have seen that in 1-hsii the heads of segments came to their position 
by virtue of seniority in generation and age, and that the device of a 
village head appointed on the basis of age alone prevented difficulties 
arising when the head of the lineage proved to be immature.2 The principle 
of lineage headship on the basis of generation-cum-age status appears to 
have been common, and it follows that, if all sub-lineages were of equal 
demographic composition, leadership would be likely to circulate among 
them. However, major segments of like order were not often neatly 
balanced in numbers; as Miss Hu points out,3 the richer segments of a 
lineage would tend to multiply faster than the poorer, and it is possible 
that the better-off lived longer than the worse-off. Consequently, social 
differentiation within a lineage gave the influential members more chances 
of filling positions of leadership even on a genealogical basis. 

Yet the fact that leadership could be ascribed according to kinship 
criteria, and so sometimes at least promote men who were illiterate and 
lacking in influence, must arouse our scepticism about the power exercised 
by genealogical leaders drawn from the humbler levels of the lineage. 
Miss Hu shows that leadership in lineages which were socially differ
entiated was likely to be subordinated to leadership resting on other 
principles.4 Kulp makes no bones about the importance of the scholars in 
Phoenix Village, and Lin admits them to the central governing institution 
of 1-hsii. The gentry were not likely to allow kinship rules to interfere 
with their exercise of power. 

Lin discusses the evolution of the ancestral hall association in 1-hsii. 
'Since ancestor worship was originally performed by the various branches 
of the lineage separately, the head of the lineage and the heads of the 
various sub-lineages did not constitute a compact organization. Later, 
as relationships developed between the lineage and the government and 

1 Cf. Hu, op. cit., pp. 27f. 
2 See p. 34 above. While Kulp makes great play with the notion of kinship status 

as a traditional basis for leadership, he is vague about the precise kinship qualifi
cations. Sec Kulp, op. cit., pp. 106ff. 

3 Op. cit., pp. 26f. 
I Ibid., pp. 28ff. 
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between the lineage and the neighbouring lineages, contacts were made 
and negotiations always carried out through the head of the lineage and 
the heads of the various sub-lineages. In this way the ancestral hall 
became a diplomatic centre. Furthermore, as the number of lineage 
members increased, cases were constantly arising which had to be heard
such as disagreements among all members about inheritance, violent 
conflicts, forcible seizure of property, adultery, gambling, quarrels, and 
clashes-making it necessary for the lineage elders to come forward to 
exhort, praise, reprimand, or punish. Thus the ancestral hall necessarily 
also became the court or organ of internal control for the lineage. More
over, matters such as allocating shares of taxes to be paid, the collection 
of contributions for works for the common good, the management of 
ancestral property, and the distribution of relief grain from the public 
granary, were all the concern of the ancestral hall. As a result, the hall 
inevitably became in addition an institution dealing with financial and 
economic affairs.' And for the purpose of defence a pao-chia organization 
was set up under the control of the ancestral hall. 'To sum up: the more 
the business affairs of the lineage multiplied and the functions of the 
ancestral hall increased, the more important became the positions of the 
lineage and sub-lineage leaders _and the gre~ter became their power. 

'As a result of the increase In the functwns of the ancestral hall, its 
organization became more co_mplex and strict .. T?e. heads of the lineage 
and the sub-lineages were ongmally separate md1v1duals who associated 
to carry out the sacrifices. In order to adapt themselves to circumstances 
and carry out their functions, they g~adually increased the degree of 
cohesion between them, and from th1s there arose the ancestral hall 
association, of which the leaders of the lineage, the village, and the sub
lineages were automatically members, while those of the lineage who 
held official rank or title were invited to attend by the lineage or sub
lineage leaders .... The ancestral hall association has never been regulated 
by government legislation, although in the past the government encouraged 
the organization based on the ancestral hall because of its convenience for 
the collection of revenue .... 

'The reason why the association has become an influential body is that 
the whole of the membership is drawn from the powerful elements in the 
lineage. As regards the heads of the lineage and the sub-lineages, their 
authority, experience, and reputation are enough to carry weight with 
the mass of the members; while the former officials and men of education 
because they are known for their learning and wealth, are also able t~ 
lead.'1 

1 What degree of historical reality underlies this account of the gradual central
ization of lineage affairs is obscure. We may well suspect that Lin is reciting the 
lineage's own account of its development and that this version is an ideal one. As 
the lineage in 1-hsti is described for the present, it resembles other lineages in Hu's 
survey at different periods. 
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Whatever the precise nature of its formal institutions of government, 
the Chinese lineage was so organized as to place considerable power in 
the hands of a controlling group. From one point of view the lineage 
was egalitarian: theoretically men were promoted to positions of authority 
according to kinship principles, and all members had equal claims on 
the property owned corporately by the lineage and on the ritual and 
secular services which it provided. In practice, access to power and benefits 
was unequally ascribed. An elite in the lineage wielded much of the 
power and controlled the distribution of economic and ritual privileges, 
as we shall see when we examine the management of common lands, 
the payment of land tax, and the process of ritual differentiation. 

Commenting on the nature of social differentiation within the lineage, 
I pointed out that the unequal distribution of power and status could 
serve to mark the lines dividing segments. The component units of a 
lineage, even when they were genealogically balanced, were sometimes 
unequally weighted in their riches, influence, and numbers. The oppression 
of weak segments of the lineage by strong ones emerged from statements 
made to me by Chinese in Singapore, and we may find hints of this 
phenomenon in the literature. Chen Han-seng speaks of the 'so-called 
strong branches of the clan' supplying the effective 'clan' officers.1 Both 
Phoenix Village and the Hwang Village of The Golden Wing were divided 
into two major groups. While in the former the two groups corresponded 
to the two sub-lineages of which the community was composed, there is 
no indication in the case of the Hwang Village how 'the two main groups 
of families' between which there was 'latent conflict' corresponded with 
lineage segments. 2 

How far was the formal segmentation of the lineage reconciled with the 
differences in numbers, power, and status between segments of the same 
order? This question must lead us to ask in turn about the fate of genea
logical justifications, which provided the framework for the alignment of 
the segments in the lineage, when these segments developed unevenly. 
Genealogies are usually treated by social anthropologists as statements 
about present relations between individuals and groups couched in an 
idiom which purports to deal only with the past.3 In societies which 

·know no writing there need be little discrepancy between the structure 
of present relations and the structure of relations cited by genealogies for 
the past. As the present changes the past changes in harmony with it. 
In Chinese society, however, writing enters the scene, and we may 
assume that literacy and records introduced into its past a rigidity which 
rendered it less amenable to the influence of the present. 

1 Agrarian Problems, p. 37· 
1 Lin, The Golden Wing, p. 1 53· If this village and 1-hsti were the same, the two 

factions must have divided fifteen sub-lineages between them. 
1 For a clear exposition of this point of view see L. Bohannan, 'A Genealogical 

Charter', Africa, vol. XXII, no. 4, Oct. 1952. 
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The written genealogy was clearly an important instrument in the ap
paratus of the lineage. It defined its membership. It was revised, or at 
least it was supposed to be revised, about every one or two generations 
when, by an elaborate and expensive procedure, the accumulated mar
riages, births, and deaths were added to the information already recorded. 
I assume that on the whole a genealogy which purported to set out the 
founding ancestor of a lineage and all his descendants in the male line 
was likely to be a fairly reliable statement of historical events. All or 
practically all the data it recorded were probably accurate, although it 
may well have omitted information which a complete register would have 
included. It may be that some of the facts recorded were fanciful; the 
high status given to the founder of the lineage in Phoenix Village may 
well be suspect, for example, while it is possible that a lineage rising in 
status and beginning for the first time to keep a genealogy might record 
its earlier history in an ideal fashion; but by and large people who appeared 
in the genealogy were probably given in the kinship and status positions 
they occupied in life. Those who outraged the morals of the community 
(by committing incest, for example) were likely to be left out of the 
genealogy or struck off if already recorded, while children given out of 
the lineage in adoption might not appear.1 Children who died young were 
probably also ignored.2 For the most part, however, any important 
reshaping of the genealogy to suit present requirements seems to have 
been ruled out by the care exercised to keep a scholarly check on its 
integrity. 

The same cautious acceptance cannot be extended to those parts of 
the genealogy which dealt, not with descent within the lineage, but with 
the links tying the lineage to other lineages. Here was a field in which 
alterations appear to have been acceptable on the principle that research 
into the history of the antecedents of the lineage made the record of this 
remoter past revisable. When lineages of the same surname decided to 
act together they provided a charter for their union in the upper regions 
of their genealogies.3 Hu reports an astonishing case in which one hundred 
and eighteen local groups in eastern Kwangtung with the same surname, 
having est~blished a union between them, produced a genealogy which 
was the frmt of the labour of a staff of forty-eight. One section of the gene
a~ogy gave the movements of each of the one hundred and eighteen groups 
smce the Sung dynasty, the dates at which they settled in their present 
areas, and the places from which they had come.4 Genealogical statements 

1 Cf. Hu, op. cit., p. IJS· 
2 Hu, ibid., P· 44, mentions a few cases in which high fees were charged for the 

acceptance of the registration of births (on the basis of which the genealogy was 
later revised). A .practice of this kind must have reduced the historicity of the 
genealogy by a w1de margin. I am inclined, however, to doubt the prevalence of 
such a charge. 

• Ibid., PP· 45ff. 
• Ibid., p. 42. 
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might also be produced for alliances struck up between groups of linked 
surnames,1 and even when the co-ordination of local agnatic groups was 
not sought a particular lineage might seek to prove a link with lineages of 
outstanding status. Certainly, in the genealogical information on extra
lineage ties we arc likely to find ample material to illustrate the manner in 
which the past is manipulated to justify the alignments and the interests 
of the present. 

If, however, the data concerning descent within the lineage were 
relatively unchangeable, then it might come about that the size and influ
ence of any group defined as a segment by the genealogy were out of 
step with those of the other segments of like order. Miss Hu gives a 
persuasive, if not very well documented, answer to the question which 
springs to mind. She says that since the various major segments of the 
lineage 'have a certain responsibility' in regard to ancestral rites and 
common property they must be fairly evenly balanced. The uneven 
development of segments resulting in the emergence of 'branches of 
disproportionate strength with regard to membership and financial 
ability' sometimes produced a reshuffling in the lineage after deliberation. 
The lineage of T'an in Kiangsi is given as an example. There, a process 
of uneven growth in numbers and wealth having taken place, the one 
sub-lineage (ja11g) which had outstripped all the others was divided into 
five parts (je11), while the remaining sub-lineages were grouped into two 
parts.2 In this fashion the fixed facts of the written genealogy could be 
adapted to current needs by the superimposition of a new system of 
division. 

Mrs. Bohannan, in the article which I have cited, says that a lineage 
system can perhaps survive only in a non-literate society such as the Tiv 
of Nigeria, which she is discussing, 'or, possibly, in one which avoids 
committing its constitution to paper'. 3 The Chinese system is not a lineage 
system in the sense in which Mrs. Bohannan uses the expression.4 In the 
Chinese case the principle of segmental aggregation does not pervade the 
society. Yet when in China patriliny was brought in to regulate the links 
between local communities, the genealogical justifications, as we have 
seen, were produced and varied. These justifications emerged from 
research, which was often conducted with an impressive apparatus of 
scholarship, and it therefore seems that the flexibility of purely oral 
systems may sometimes be achieved in written systems by the academic 
manipulation of evidence. The Chinese were not necessarily more con
scious of 'cheating' or 'falsifying' than Mrs. Bohannan's Tiv. 

On the other hand, it seems to have been more difficult in China to 
1 See p. 5 above. 
"Hu, op. cit., p. 19. 
3 Op. cit., p. 314. 

• She follows M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard, eds., African Political 
Systems, London, 1940, p. 6. 

F 
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adjust the genealogy to changes in the internal order of the lineage; in 
this the relative inflexibility of written genealogies is apparent. The kind 
of one-sided segmentation of which I have spoken earlier1 would in an 
oral system have reduced itself to symmetry by providing a new segment 
with the genealogical justification for considering itself co-ordinate with 
the segment from which it had emerged. Yet, if we may generalize from 
the case of the T'an lineage reported by Miss Hu, the rigidity of the 
written genealogy might sometimes be circumvented by the use of an 
alternative method of grouping. While, therefore, I am inclined to assent 
to Mrs. Bohannan's general proposition, I may suggest that the Chinese 
evidence shows ways in which the inflexibility of written records may be 
mitigated. 2 

1 See p. 49 above. 
: There is a further aspect of the Chinese s:,.stem which should be noted. Re

arrangement of the past to entail a merging of adjacent generations was excluded by 
the distinctiveness of the generation particles in personal names. The system of 
generation names was maintained and fixed by means of a written series. Further, 
in the ideographic nature of its writing the Chinese system allowed the identity of 
surnames to be apparent even when they were pronounced in different ways. 
Certainly, among overseas Chinese the identity of surnames in their written form 
has allowed agnatic organization to transcend dialect boundaries. 
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Political Power and Economic Control 

We have seen that a large area of the cultivable land in south-eastern 
China was held corporately by lineages and segments of lineages.1 There 
were two systems of operating these common lands. In one system the 
owning group acted as joint landlord, rented the land to tenants, and 
either applied the rents to group purposes or, in a few cases, divided 
them up among constituent families. In the second system the land was 
circulated among component sub-groups, the current holders being 
charged with providing the wherewithal for the rites of collective ancestor 
worship. In Phoenix Village the two systems were used in respect of 
different types of communalland,2 while the ancestral land of the Hwang 
Village circulated. 3 

When common land circulated, the rights of weak 'families' appear to 
have been relatively secure, but when it was managed centrally and 
exploited on a business basis a number of abuses seem to have arisen to 
derogate from the rights of those men remote from the locus of lineage 
power. Even if we find it difficult to accept completely the picture painted 
by Chen Han-seng of the shabby treatment meted out to peasants by 
their land-controlling kinsmen in the Kwangtung of the 'twenties, we 
should be able to agree with Miss Hu when she says that, despite the 
benefits conferred on the poor of the lineage by common property, it was 
also the cause of 'considerable tension, the more so as it may be used to 
further private interests' .4 

Chen begins his account of the malversation of lineage benefits by 
pointing out that while 'clan' heads, chiefs, and trustees were selected on 
the basis of age and generation status, their positions were 'merely 
honorary'. Real power, he asserts, was exercised by managers, treasurers, 
and chief-accountants. If men of real power were elected (by the members 
of a lineage as a whole, by sub-lineages, or by elderly members), then they 
were in fact drawn from the largest 'branches of the clan'. 'And they 
themsel~es are supposed to be "rich and reliable", "learned and rational" .'5 

1 See above, pp. 1!f. 
' See above, p. 12. 

• Loc. cit. 
'Op. cit., p. 90. 
• Agrarian Problems in Southernmost China, p. 37. 
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The total lineage income, consisting in the main of rent from fish ponds, 
houses, and land, and from interest on loans, was controlled by the lineage 
treasurer or accountant, who held what remained after the payment of 
taxes, religious and secular expenses, and various subsidies for education. 
In reality he had the free disposal of the lineage money left in his hands. 
'The common property of a clan is so manipulated as to become a modified 
form of private property. The vast sum of clan incomes, representing the 
fruit of the labor of multitudes, is quietly passing into the possession of a 
relatively few people.'l 

Chen's theme is the conversion of the peasant with genuine control 
over the property in which he shared into the dumb creature of a compli
cated machine of exploitation. He sees the decline of the 'clan' as a 
leading symptom of the social disintegration of modern China. 2 

He attributes the leakage of lineage funds into private pockets and the 
conversion ~f common property into private property to the gross economic 
changes takmg place at the time he was writing. To blacken the present 
c.hen no doubt idealizes the past, and we may well feel that, whatever 
hls assessment of the evils of the twentieth century, he is probably over
looking the fact that an unequal access to the benefits of common property 
was a permanent feature of large-scale lineage organization in China. 

The control of lineage property was one method by which those standing 
at the centre of power exercised influence on the community as a whole. 
Another method was the collection of taxes in such a way as to turn the 
governing elite of the lineage into a fiscal intermediary between the 
state and the landowner. The payment of tax was a duty which in theory 
each landowner. owed to the state through the county magistrate and his 
c?llectors, ~ut In practice the individual landowner did not always pay 
~Is ~axes direct to officials. After saying that the lineage 'facilitates taxa
tw.n by encouraging its members to pay their taxes at the times due, 
Miss !fu goes on to point out that the system 'was not without its draw
bac~s ·3 ,S·h~ !hen b.riefty cites Liu Hsiog-t'ang's material on Fukien. 

Lm ':Hites that 10 certain places the government was unable to collect 
taxes direct from ~ach family. 'Concerning taxation in Chao-an A Record 
of Customs has th1s to say: "To maintain law and order the government 
depends completely on the net revenue recorded in the register of house
holds, lands, &c. In Chao-an it is different. [Of many lineages] nobody 
knows how many thousands of mow they possess and nobody knows how 
many tens of .thousands they number. Only one or two principal families 
are recorded 10 the government register .... The family heads and the 
head collector manage the taxes in turn. There is also a 'draft register' 
called the roll of tax-payers according to which the people are taxed 

1 Ibid., p. 38. 
0 Ibid., p. 39· 
3 Op. cit., p. 57· 

• 'The Structure of Kinship Groups in Fukien.' 
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annually. In the absence of the family heads and the head collector 
someone will take up the office on the strength of his seniority. He has 
the register. It is not difficult to collect taxes family by family. Is this a 
reliable register? No. There are people who have more fields but pay less 
tax and those who have fewer fields but pay more tax. Tax is paid when 
there is no land and many who have land do not pay. The lineage pays 
tax for families which have no fields and no members, and no one quarrels. 
When they buy and sell they do it privately, because their tax is paid 
out of the common land, and the profit of the common land goes to pay 
the government. Whenever taxes are to be levied on each family, they 
collect according to the old register. They manage as though they were 
perfectly innocent and obedient and the Emperor's order has been 
obeyed without complaint." All government taxes were managed by the 
lineage. Here they used exactly the same method they learned from 
hsieh-tou [organized fights] ;1 they combined many small lineages into a 
group to avoid being molested by government officials and their sub
ordinates .... Though this situation was peculiar to Chao-an, it was a 
universal fact that the lineages could defy the local government and its 
officials.' 

Liu does not mean that the refusal of the lineage to pay taxes as the 
state would have it do necessarily implied that the poorer members of 
the lineage were exploited by the richer. He appears to see the oppression 
of the weak by the strong rather in the forced collections of money to 
finance lineage fights. 2 But we may conclude for ourselves that, gathering 
taxes as it saw fit, the lineage as represented by its leaders probably 
distributed the burden to the detriment of the weaker members. The 
lineage officers in Kwangtung who, according to Chen Han-seng, managed 
common property so much to their own advantage, often acted as the 
government's agents in the collection of land taxes from the various 
families. 3 

The possible benefit accruing to lineage members through whom 
taxes passed does not, however, exhaust the interest of the topic. There 
is a purely political side to this matter. When we look at the evidence 
afforded by the first British administrators of the New Territories of 
Hong Kong we may see that a 'confusion' of rents and taxes on land 
endowed the powerful elements in lineages with a control over lineage 
territory and members which surpassed the bounds of simple financial 
exploitation. The Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, 1900, 

reveals an interweaving of political and economic power at the village 
level. 

The report says that 'large and influential clans', whose strength rested 
not only on their numbers but also on their having members of 

1 See below, pp. Io7ff. 
• Loc. cit. 
3 Op. cit., p. 40. 
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'official rank' who kept them in touch with the magistrate and higher 
officers, often took small villages and hamlets under their protection. 
These smaller villages sometimes paid their taxes to the state through 
the protecting lineages. But most of the land claimed by lineages was 
never in fact registered with the government, so that tax was not paid on 
it.1 'The most serious matter of all, however, has been the stand taken by 
the farmers against the clans, their former landlords. The clans and 
farmers agree that the farmers are absolute owners of the soil in perpetuity, 
but have been paying money or produce to the clans for generations, 
which the clans claim to be rent payable to them. The case for the farmers 
is that the land is and always has been theirs absolutely free from rent, 
and that the amount paid by them to the clans was the Government land 
tax, which they [now] claim to pay direct to the Hong Kong Government.' 2 

It is not clear from the account to what extent the farmers were them
selves members of the lineages which claimed to be their landlords rather 
than _their tax-collectors, but the picture which emerges suggests an 
agranan system in which powerful units acted as political protectors in 
return for 'taxes' ; and we may guess that humbler members of lineages 
as well a~ outsiders availed themselves of protection in this fashion. The 
taxes wh1ch. the Chinese government failed to collect were often tribute 
to the effectiVe controllers of rural society. 

1 Op. cit., p. 20. 

; I_bid., P· 23. The Report makes it clear that a similar problem arose in the 
re ~tlons between farmers and individual landlords. What the landlords considered 
toll e rent the farmers looked upon as tax and when the British administration 
co ected t d" ' 

ax . lrectly from these farmers they regarded themselves as absolute 
owners of thetr land with no further obligations to landlords. Ibid., p. 8. 
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Ritual Differentiation 

The differences in status and power within the lineage which I have 
sketched depict a system in which those who enjoyed the greater privileges 
strove to protect them and those who were underprivileged aspired, at 
least in the long run, to the heights reached by their more successful 
kinsmen. In principle all men were equal in so far as their generation and 
age were equal. In real life equality consisted in being able legitimately 
to hope that one might overtake one's successful neighbours. Both the 
protection of privilege and the aspiration towards it were reflected in 
religious life. Those with power and status tried to retain them by building 
their houses and siting their graves according to geomantic prescriptions. 
They attempted to underline their social position by assigning themselves 
special places and roles in the performance of large-scale ancestor worship. 
The humble, on their side, prayed for riches and hoped that their virtues 
would find a reward not only in their fate after death but also in the 
increasing prosperity of their descendants. By studying the social impli
cations of geomantic burial and the stratification underlying ancestor 
worship in lineage and sub-lineage halls we can see how ritual life throws 
the differentiation of the lineage community into relief. 

No law in China restricted the burial of the dead to specified places. 
In the south-east graves were scattered over the hillsides and rises, for 
the most part in plots belonging to individual owners. Sometimes the 
dead were buried in graveyards established by lineages or segments of 
lineages. I should be foolish to assert that the evidence on the point is 
clear and consistent, but I interpret the burial customs common in 
Fukien and Kwangtung to mean that very often the common graveyards 
were set up for the poor while the rich dispersed their dead in individual 
or 'family' sites. The significance of this is that, following the dictates 
of feng-shui, geomancy, the rich strove to site their tombs wherever the 
conformation of the landscape at a particular time promised to endow the 
descendants of the dead with the blessings flowing from favourable burial. 
The geomantic suitability of a grave site could change, either because of 
a change in the landscape or as a result of a new interpretation by a 
different geomancer. Moreover, a new site needed to be chosen if an old 
one had failed to induce the prosperity hoped for and previously pre
dicted by the experts. De Groot tells us that in the neighbourhood of 
Amoy parties of men headed by a geomancer were to be seen every day 
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wandering about in the open country in search of good sites for graves.1 

The dead of the prosperous and influential did not lie compactly 
ordered in cemeteries. The coffins of the poor might be put into the large 
graveyards provided for them, but with a rise in fortune their immediate 
descendants would wish to transfer them to more propitious surroundings.2 

Changes in fortune from generation to generation and the constant 
search for geomantically induced prosperity encouraged people to disperse 
their dead. A Chinese proverb speaks of the excessive scattering of graves 
produced by the pursuit of geomantic fortune: 'In the southern moun
tains to bury the father, and in the northern mountains to bury the 
mother.' 3 

Prosperity which followed from or confirmed a well-sited burial was 
often a temptation to the less fortunate; they tried to tap the good influ
ences to their own advantage by burying their dead on or near the sites 
which had proved favourable. But the tapping of somebody else's good 
influence was a trespass, and the attempts to poach in this way and the 
resistance to the attempts involved a vivid playing-out of the rivalry 
between groups of different status.4 The literature speaks clearly of the 
quarrels and fights which were grounded in geomantic practices.6 The 
social significance of these conflicts was that in the endless pursuit of 
riches and high status, as soon as they had managed to get one foot on 
the ladder, the poor. and the humble sought to chase and overtake their 
more successful fellows; while those who had arrived tried to entrench 
their prosperity in the magical insurance of 'wind and water'. Geomancy 
was the 'cause' of dispersed burial. In Chinese theory the burial site 
determined the prosperity of the living. In reality of course the prosperity 
and aspirations of the living determined the burial site and asserted the 
status of the living against other men in their society. 

The competition for good grave sites, precisely because these places 
were not under the direct control of the central institutions of the lineage, 
reveals only a sketchy picture of social stratification. In the case of ancestor 
~orship conducted in the large halls, on the other hand, the organized 
mfluence of lineage leadership was able to show itself in a systematic 

1 The Religious System of China, vol. III, 1897, p. 1017. 
2 Ibid., p. 1376. 
3 Plopper, op. cit., p. 123. On this general question sec de Groot, op. cit., pp. 831 {., 

939, 1374ff.; J. H. Gray, China, A History of the Laws, Manners and Customs of the 
People, edited by W. G. Gregor, 2 vols., London, 1878, vol. I, p. 324; H. Don~. 
Recherches sur les superstitions en Chine. 1ere partie: Les pratiques Sllperstitieuus, 
vol. II, no. 3, Shanghai, 1912, pp. 282ff . 

. '<?C. !fu, op. cit., p. 38, where she states that there were frequent disputes 
Wtthm hneages which sprang from attempts by poorer families to inter their dead 
near the graves of their more fortunate kinsmen. See also Gray, op. cit., pp. 325( 

6 Cf. Dore, op. cit., p. 288; de Groot, op. cit., pp. 1035ff. Hsu, Under the Ar~ces
tors' Shadow, p. 48, shows for a different area how people strive to poach on one 
another's sites and compete for sites within one graveyard. 
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fashion. We need to examine two questions in order to see how social 
status received a ritual expression in this latter context. The first question 
is that of the admission and arrangement of tablets in the halls. The 
second question is the extent to which there was unequal participation in 
ancestral rites conducted in the halls. 

\Vhen a domestic ancestral tablet came to be about four generations 
removed from the living head of the household, it could then be replaced 
by a different kind of tablet to be deposited in an ancestral hall.1 If all 
the tablets of remoter ancestors had been placed in one hall shrine and 
arranged there according to their generation and seniority in birth order, 
the shrine would have represented a genealogy taking no account of any 
hierarchy other than that given by kinship principles. It is not likely that 
a highly differentiated lineage could have tolerated an egalitarian ordering 
of the symbols of the dead. 

The evidence that genealogical principles of arrangement were modified 
by the social status of the dead and their living descendants is not abun
dant; the question probably did not occur to many observers; but when 
the evidence is given it is very convincing. Miss Hu, on the basis of her 
general survey of the Chinese lineage, says that in many cases the ancestors 
received the rites on an equal footing, but she provides evidence that, 
also in many cases, tablets were ordered by their general social status 
rather than by their position in the kinship hierarchy. She cites the case 
of a lineage in Wusih which separated its tablets into three groups: the 
tablets of the first ancestor and the founders of the five sub-lineages; 
those of men who were prominent on a scholastic or official basis 'or 
through outstanding virtue'; and those of ordinary members of the 
lineage 'who had died without a blemish on their characters'. Miss Hu 
comments that the 'virtuous' might be people who excelled in filial or 
fraternal conduct but that they also included those who had made contri
butions to common funds. 2 In the case material appended to Miss Hu's 
book we find a striking example in a Kiangsi lineage which charged fifty 
ounces of silver for the admission of a tablet, only the tablets of officials 
and certain imperial graduates being allowed in without payment.3 

I cite de Groot for confirmation in general terms of the practice of 
exacting payment for the admission of tablets. In his discussion of the 
cult of the dead in south-eastern China he says that the rules of 'clan 
temples' regulated the entry of tablets by laying down whose tablets 
were to be admitted and how much money had to be paid for installing 
them. The tablets could not be accepted free of charge, for otherwise 
the temples would have been overcrowded. 'Il va du reste sans dire que 
les fondateurs de !'edifice sc dispensent eux-memes de tout payement 

1 I give a fuller exposition of this matter in the next section of this essay. 
2 Op. cit., p. 36. 
3 Ibid., p. x:z6. See also ibid., pp. 166f., 186 and 169-180 for disputes over 

payment for the installation of tablets. 
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pour !'erection de leurs tablettes familiales, et qu'ils n!servent a celles-ci 
les meilleures places.' 1 Doolittle, writing of Foochow, makes a similar 
statement.2 

The exclusion of the tablets of the non-'virtuous', or at least their 
assignment to positions of inferiority in the shrines, was only one aspect 
of ritual discrimination. The economically and politically weak in the 
lineage were in some cases not expected to attend the periodical rites 
conducted in the halls,3 and when they did attend they were given sub
ordinate roles. This form of discrimination could be easily justified: the 
scholars and the gentlemen knew best the rites and how to carry them out. 
So it came about that, while the genealogical heads of the lineage, however 
socially inept, found their place in the rites, the control of the ritual 
rested with the lineage elite.' In one of the cases from Kiangsi documented 
by Miss Hu, all men taking part in the ancestral ritual had to be men of 
edu~a~ion or over the age of sixty-five. The lineage and sub-lineage heads 
partiCipated actively in the rites only to the extent of carrying the tablets 
of the earliest ancestors from their shrine to the tables in the main meeting 
hall. When they had done this they retired, leaving the cultivated men to 
perfor~ ~he rites.5 In another Kiangsi lineage money, standing for meat, 
":as d1stnbuted to men attending the ancestral rites; but while the or
?mary share was expressed as one catty, and old men were allotted small 
l!lcr.ements, gentlemen received extra shares of between two and eight 
c~ttles ~ccording to the imperial degrees they hcld.6 Several passages in 
Lm Hsmg-t'ang's article on Fukien lineages show us that the sacrifices 
made to ancestors in the halls were made by officials and old men. Ch'en 
Shen~-shao wrote of Chao-an lineages: 'Only meritorious officials of the 
red g.lrdle class and men over 6o with grandchildren are qualified to take 
part. ll1 the sacrifices and to receive portions of the meat offered after the 
sacnfice the amou t . . h h . k , • n s varymg wit t e1r ran . 

1 Les fetes • C . 
2 • • • • P· sso. f. de Groot's Het Kongstwezen, p. 97. 

ed/d Do~httle, Social Life of the Chinese. A Daguerrotype of Daily Life in China, 
~ e an revised by P. Hood, London, 1868, p. 174. 

Cf. Hu, op. cit., pp. 36f. 
• Cf. ibid., p. 37. 
& Ibid., p. I 17. 

'Ibid., p. 126. 



II 

Ancestor Worship and Lineage Structure 

The community constituted by the localized lineage was at once a terri
torial group and a kinship group. As a village it expressed its identity in 
religious life by maintaining a temp,le to the earth god. As a group of 
agnates and their wives it fell into a series of religious units which defined 
themselves in relation to common ancestors. The lineages of Fukien and 
Kwangtung offer us the opportunity to study the social setting of ancestor 
worship in some detail,l 

Exploring the structure of the south-eastern Chinese lineage we have 
seen that household-families and extended families, at one end of the 
scale, and the lineage and sub-lineages, at the other end, defined themselves 
in terms of the cult of the ancestors. Moreover, if economic resources were 
great enough, there were probably intermediate segments between the 
sub-lineage and its extended families which centred upon ancestral halls. 
Members of households and extended families worshipped their ancestors 
in shrines which were part and parcel of domestic architecture. Special 
halls were required for worship by higher segments of the lineage. The 
existence of these halls, in some cases at least, introduced into their cult 
units a ritual discrimination between members such that .they were 
afforded an unequal access to the shrines and their associated rites. This 
provides us with a point of departure for considering the whole range of 
differences between ancestor worship conducted at the domestic level 
and ancestor worship practised by higher segments. 

There was a difference between the symbols used in the two different 
contexts of home and hall. Even if we assume for the moment that wooden 
ancestral tablets were universally to be found in peasant domestic shrines,2 

we must realize that they were of different design from those placed in 
halls. De Groot, writing of Arnoy and the area adjacent to it, says that 
the tablets used in the 'temples', as he calls them, were bigger than 
domestic tablets and as decorated as their owners could afford to make 

1 Cf. the definition of ancestor worship given in A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, Structure 
and Function in Primitive Society, London, 1952, p. 163: 'The cult group in this 
religion consists solely of persons related to one another by descent in one line from 
the same ancestor or ancestress.' 

1 De Groot, Het Kongsiwezen, p. 90, asserts that there was no dead person in 
China who did not enjoy respect in the tangible form of a tablet. 
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them.t Doolittle, describing the customs of Foochow, writes that the 
tablets used in ancestral halls were larger than the tablets of the home, 
but, in contrast to de Groot, he seems to imply that they were generally 
simpler in construction.2 

In connexion with the domestic tablets Doolittle says: 'After the third 
or the fifth generation has passed away, the tablets which represent it are 
sometimes taken away and buried in or near the graves of the persons 
they represent, to furnish room for the tablets representing the individuals 
of a less remote period, every generation furnishing two tablets.' 3 J. T. 
Addison, in his very useful survey of the general subject, states that the 
tablets kept in the home were those of 'the deceased father, grandfather, 
and great-grandfather'. The tablets of the ancestors beyond the third 
generation (or sometimes beyond the fifth) were burned in some parts 
of China and in other parts removed to an ancestral temple representing 
a group larger than the family.' 

Unless, as sometimes happened, a tablet stood for a married couple, it 
represented one individual only. Moreover, no other tablet could stand 
for the same person. The uniqueness of the representation was ensured 
by 'dotting the soul' in the tablet during the mortuary rites. When the 
tablet was made one character in the inscription was left without a dot; 
this dot was applied in red ink, preferably by a man of high status, in 
the graveside rites, an act which consecrated the tablet and established 
the unique relationship between it and the soul with which it was 
associated. 5 

Since tablets remained by right in the possession of the oldest son 
when family division took place, a domestic shrine could become the 
ritual centre for a number of agnatically related families. And, because 
the number of the generations represented in the domestic shrine was 
limited, these families were those whose heads were related to one another 
in the wu fu. 6 No segment based upon domestic ancestor worship could in 
theory exc~ed the bounds of the wu fu. From this point of view we may 
see the umqueness of the ancestral tablet as a device for encouraging 
ritual u~ity among closely connected agnates in different households. 
The device, however, did not always work, because, while no cadet family 
was allowed to own a duplicate tablet, it might set up recognized substi
tutes. De Groot puts the matter in this fashion. Younger brothers wishing 
to worship their ancestors must go to the house of their oldest brother, 

1 Les f€tes. · · , pp. ssof. Cf. Het Kongsiwezen, p. 97· 
• Op. cit., p. 167. 
3 Ibid., pp. 170f. 

• Chinese Ancestor Worship, A Study of it1 Meaning and its Relations with Christi
anity, [Shanghai] 1925, pp. 35f. 

6 See, e.g., ibid., pp. JZff. and de Groot, The Religiou1 System of China, val. I, 
pp. 21Jff. 

• See above, pp. 41ff. 



ANCESTOR WORSHIP AND LINEAGE STRUCTURE 83 

but often, when a younger brother moved to another locality, he took 
with him a large board on which were written the names on all the tablets 
left behind in the shrine kept by the senior brother.1 Doolittle offers a 
similar account, saying that on the division of the family the younger 
sons could erect a kind of tablet which differed in a number of respects 
from the original kind. This new tablet bore a sentence which showed 
that it represented or commemorated 'all the ancestors of a family of a 
certain surname. The person who erects it also, if he pleases, has recorded 
the names of his male ancestors, beginning with his father, back to three 
or five generations .... In similar manner, he may have recorded ... the 
surnames of his maternal ancestors [i.e., the wives of agnatic ancestors] ... . 
At his death this [tablet] descends to his eldest son, who has the exclusive 
right to erect the other kind of tablet to the memory of their [sic] father 
and mother, while the younger sons may each erect the general tablet to 
the memory of their father and mother, and of their more remote ancestors 
having the family surname.' 2 

I have earlier tried to show that the extent to which families in several 
households maintained unity between them on the basis of ancestor 
worship conducted at the shrine in the senior household was likely to 
vary considerably but to be in general limited. Family division led to the 
proliferation of general tablets, as we may call the secondary instruments 
described by de Groot and Doolittle, and it was before these that domestic 
rites of ancestor worship were commonly performed. Yet there is still a 
further step to be taken in the argument by which I am seeking to dis
tinguish between the ritual objects of domestic worship and those used 
in the halls. It seems to have been too often overlooked that the poor 
were probably not in the habit of keeping tablets of the classical type. 
Miss Hu says that, in default of tablets, they might write the names of 
their ancestors on strips of paper for each rite and later burn them. 3 It 
would perhaps be unfair to bring forward evidence from the practices of 
south-eastern Chinese abroad to demonstrate the rarity of wooden tablets in 
domestic shrines, but at least I may record that in poor villages I have 
passed through in the Hong Kong New Territories paper plaques were 
more conspicuous than tablets. 

But whether ancestor worship was conducted before plaques or tablets, 
rites were performed in every house. Uninftuential people had their own 
immediate forebears to care for at home even though they might be 
excluded from the rites carried out in ancestral halls. This suggests that 
it is a mistake to treat Chinese ancestor worship as though it were a 
unified and undifferentiated system of religion in which the beliefs and 
practices relevant to all parts of it were of the same order. Hall and house 
in fact represented different phases of group life and different elements 

1 Les fetes . .. , p. 19. 
2 Doolittle, op. cit., pp. 169f. 
• Op. cit., pp. 32f. 
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in the total cult. I propose now to examine three aspects of this question: 
the relations between the worshippers and the worshipped in the two 
contexts of domestic and hall shrines; the rites performed in the two 
settings; and ideas about the roles of ancestors relevant to the two different 
contexts. 

The ancestors tended in the house always included the recently dead 
who had produced or adopted children. They did not include, at least as 
individuals, those who were further removed than about four generations 
from the head of the family. Sometimes plaques were kept which bore 
general formulae embracing, in Doolittle's phrase, 'all the ancestors of a 
certain surname'. There was a tension between the principle by which 
families related within the agnatic wu fu were ritually encouraged to come 
together and the principle according to which they might legitimately 
conduct their own domestic rites as separate units. When the second 
principle was dominant a form of ancestor worship appeared which must 
elude the requirements of a strict definition of what constitutes this form 
of religion. The members of a family which individually performed rites 
before ancestors several generations distant did not link themselves by 
that act with all their agnates in other families sharing the same ances~ors. 
The ancestors in such a case had ceased to be foci for segments m a 
line~ge, and had become beings whose relations with the living stood 
outsld~ the hierarchy of agnatic units. It is obvious that a ~an wh~. was 
worshipped separately in the several households formed by h1s patnhneal 
grands~ns was the object of a devotion which did not directly r~lat~ to 
the mamtenance of kinship unity beyond the range of one fam1ly m. a 
household. At the domestic level, then, the rites of ancestor worship 
appear to have included both rites of kinship solidarity, in which ancestors 
were used as the defining foci for determinate agnatic units, and ri~es of 
what we may call memorialism in which ancestors were cared for s1mply 
as forebears and independent!; of their status as ancestors of the agnates 
0! the wo_rshippers. We normally define ancestor worship i~ terms of 
ntes of kmsh1p solidarity but in the Chinese case these ntes appear 
unaccompanied by rites of memorialism only at the level where the cult 
;noved _from the house to the hall. Once an ancestor had been placed in 
he s~nne belonging to a hall he had ceased to be an object of personal 

devotion and had become part of the ritual centre of a lineage segment. 
In a hall an ancestor was endowed with a remoter and less individualized 

personality. _It is true that particular ancestors in the halls might be singled 
out b_y s~ec1al marks. Those who had attained high honours in the state 
exammat10ns or occupied distinguished office had not only their tablets 
to commemorate them but also honorific boards on which their glory was 
set ~ut: But this was not an individualism resting on personal feelings 
an~ Intimate knowledge on the part of the worshippers. At the domestic 
shrmes, on the other hand, only the more recently dead were tended, 
and the most recent among them were cared for by people with whom 
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they had had close personal ties in life. Chinese displayed strong interest 
in their newly dead kinsmen. Intimacy was not immediately broken by 
death. The dead continued to concern themselves in the affairs of the 
living, and the living took thought for the welfare of the dead. The sur
vivors sought to provide the dead with the material comforts-housing, 
money, clothing, and food-which they continued to need in the other 
world, and in the practice of spirit-mediumship the relations of life might 
be given a realistic expression after death.1 In their turn the ancestors 
participated in the festivities of the home; they received news of important 
changes in the lives of their descendants (such as births, deaths, betrothals, 
marriages, and social advancement), gave advice on important matters 
when it was solicited, and used whatever powers they might have in the 
other world to bring benefits to those they had left on earth. When 
personal knowledge of and affection for the dead began to fade, the 
ancestors were beginning to move forward to the boundary of the domestic 
shrine. Once past the boundary their tablets were burned or buried. New 
tablets might then be made for them so that they might find a place in an 
ancestral hall; but if their descendants did not have the means or the 
influence to ensure them a new status in this way then they virtually 
ceased to exist altogether, unless their graves were remembered. 

The worship conducted in the halls took on a professional and 'classical' 
aspect which was lacking in the domestic rites. Some halls had caretakers. 
They were probably poor members lodged free in a part of the building 
in return for their services. As part of their duties they opened the shrines 
and offered incense before them on the first and fifteenth of each month. 
On the occasions of the great ancestral rites, in spring and autumn, the 
formality of the procedure was such that the services of the best educated 
and the most gentlemanly of the members were called for. 

The rites performed in the halls were conducted by and in the presence 
of men; their daughters and wives played no direct part in the proceedings. 
In the home, in contrast, it is clear that, whatever the theoretical inferiority 
of women in the sphere of ancestor worship, they occupied a central 
position in its performance. The women cared for the domestic shrines 
and probably carried out the ordinary daily rites of lighting incense. 
Certainly, if the behaviour of overseas Chinese is any guide, it was the 
women who had prime charge of the ancestors in the home, remembering 
their death-dates and praying to them in need. There was nothing in 
Chinese ancestor worship which forced individuals to communicate with 
the ancestors only through living intermediaries; any member of the 

1 Different forms of spirit-mediumship were practised among south-eastern 
Chinese. The dead were contacted mainly through female mediums who conducted 
private family seances. See de Groot, Les jete~ . .. , pp. 285ff., and The Religious 
System of China, vol. VI, pp. 1332ff. For the continuation of this system in an 
overseas settlement see A. ]. A. Elliott, Chinese Spirit-Medium Cults in Singapore, 
Monographs on' Social Anthropology, London School of Economics and Political 
Science, no. 14, London, 1955, pp. 134ff. 
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family might address them in prayer; but it is likely that the senior 
woman in the house was in practice the main routine link bc.:twecn the 
dead and the members of the family. Of course, women addressed them
selves to their husbands' ancestors, not their own; but they were perform
ing rites at shrines which would in due course house their own tablets 
and be served by their own sons and daughters-in-law. 

In the halls the ancestors were the only, or at least the chief, class of 
supernatural beings attended to. The gods were concentrated clscwhcrc.1 

At home, on the other hand, the ancestors were merely one kind of 
occupant of the shrine. They were, moreover, inferior to the gods with 
w~o-~ they shared the shrine, standing at their right. At any tim? of 
reJOICing or suffering the ancestors shared with the house gods the offcnngs 
placed before the shrine, but they were the junior members in the super
natural company. In rich households the ancestral shrine might be 
physically distinct from that of the gods, but it was not the less inferior 
for that. 

~emoter ancestors received periodical rites in the halls and, once or 
t7Jce ~ year, at their graves. The immediately dead were not merely 
c oser 10 time and interest to their descendants, but they presented more 
facets of their after-life to the attention of the living. Not only ·were they 
ser;ed a~ their shrine and at their grave, but their fate in the nether 
r~gJOns Imposed demands on their survivors. Apart from the funeral 
nte~ themselves the living must perform such rites in the post-funeral 
penod as Would ensure the comfort and success of the dead in their early 
mor~uary adventures. This phase of the care of ancestors is unintelligible 
outside the . f 

'd . context of Ch10cse eschatology, and we need there ore to 
cons• er bnefly th 'd f d h Th e I cas about life a tcr cat . 
f he conception of the fate of the dead logically required a tripartition 

0 t e ~oul, for there were three different places to which an individual 
p_rtoceeHed on death, and in each of these three places he received different 
n es. e Went · t h' bl' h d · h' h I dott' . 10 o IS grave; he was csta IS e 10 IS tablet by t c sou -
pu ~~ nte; he passed into the underworld to experience judgment, 
in ~~~t ~en~: ?nd usually rebirth. The threefold division of the soul was 
one ;'J' •c•tly reflected in the ideas expressed by Chinese, 2 although 
that :ou dou?tiess exceed the warrant of the evidence in concluding 
Pres ts~stehmatJc conception of the soul as three distinct entities was 

Then 10 t. e minds of all Chinese. 
e soul•nhab't' d 

yearly · . 1 JOg the grave was cared for uring the yearly or twice-
the liviVJsJt~ to the tombs. It was served with food and drink, of which 
the dea~g a ~0 ra~took, so that a kind of communion was set up between 
whi h h an d t?e•r surviving kinsmen. It persisted as long as the grave 

1 c _ouse It lasted or as long as kinsmen paid attention to it. The 
Doohttle, op cit 

'god of Jiteratu ·,. 'p. 1?9, mentions that he saw 'the local god of wealth' and the 
. 2 S re In spec1al apartments in an elaborate ancestral hall in Foochow. 

ee, e.g., Addison 0 . .. • . d p . 
• p. Cit., p. 34, and Boumrus an aulus, op. c1t., pp. 9ff. 
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soul which was installed in the tablet remained in the household shrine 
until it was superannuated from domestic worship; it was then either 
transferred to a new tablet to be placed in an ancestral hall or it dis
appeared from human interest. We may note that the souls of the ancestors 
who were honoured by being represented by a tablet in an ancestral hall 
manifested their superior social status by surviving longer than the souls 
of the less favoured dead. The soul which passed on death into the under
world was subjected to judgment in a number of tribunals, punished for 
its crimes on earth, and was usually reborn into the world in a form 
which depended on its merits. (Those guilty of heinous crimes on earth 
might be confined for countless ages in some fearful dungeon, while a few 
fortunate souls found their way to the Western Paradise, escaping in 
this way from the cycle of rebirth.) During its sojourn in the underworld 
the soul needed the aid of the living in the form of both the supply of 
material comforts and prayers of intercession. These services were pro
vided in the funeral and post-funeral rites.1 

It is interesting to see that the souls grouped in ancestral tablets and 
the souls passing through the underworld mirrored, albeit in different 
ways, two quite distinct foundations of Chinese society: the agnatic 
kinship system and the bureaucratic state. When tablets were distributed 
in a lineage in such a manner as to provide ritual foci for a hierarchy of 
segments, the ancestors formed a kind of pyramid which was in effect a 
model of the structure of the agnatic system. The souls in the underworld 
were judged and punished by what coloured prints show to have been 
officials and yamen servants. The money despatched by the living 
for the dead was to be applied to exercise those pecuniary pressures 
which were an accepted part of the bureaucratic process. In their 
mortuary journey the ancestors relived life in a centralized political 
system. The soul in the tablet and the soul in the underworld, there
fore, were not only remote in place; their functions and experience 
were so different that they could not be united in an undifferentiated 
entity.2 

It fell to the immediate descendants to care for the soul in the under
world, and it is in this phase of the relationship between ancestors and 
descendants that we see the most intense development of the personal ties 
between them. The duties owed by wives, children, and daughters-in-law 
were translated into the religious obligations of providing for the comfort 
and salvation of the dead. At the upper levels of the lineage system the 

1 See, e.g., ]. ]. M. de Groot, Buddhist Masses for the Dead at Amoy, Leiden, 
1885. The structure of the underworld is a complex matter made all the more 
difficult by the interweaving of Buddhist and other elements. Cf. H. Maspero, 
Melanges posthumes sur /es religions et l'lzistoire de Ia Chine, I, Les religions chinoises, 
Paris, 1950, pp. 123, 13off. 

1 For a treatment of this question in a wider setting see R. Firth, The Fate of 
the Soul, An Interpretation of Some Primitive Concepts, The Frazer Lecture 1955, 
Cambridge, 1955, p. 45· 

G 
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· h b 1 "fi d but they could not receive the solicitude ancestors mig t e g on e 
lavished upon the recently dead. . . 

The ideas which expressed the ties between the hvmg and their ancestors 
. Th 1· were clearly not uniform in Chinese society. e Iterature abounds in 

contradictory statements which, to some ~xtent at least, must reflect 
regional or class differences in the formulatiOn of ho:v t?e. dead an~ the 
living affected one another. Nor, perha~s, wer~ mdividual .Chmese 
always very clear in their own mind ~n this ~ue~t10n. Of the vill.age he 
describes in Peasant Life in China Fei s~y~: Beliefs. connected wah the 
relation of living descendants to the spmts of thcu ancestors are not 
clearly and systematically formulated among .the peop~e.' 1 ~et, in order to 
bring the ideas about the roles of ancestors mto relatiOn With the cult of 
the ancestors in large-scale lineages, r. sh~ll try to arrive at some general 
statements about certain aspects of this difficult matter. 

It is easy enouah, in the first place, to show that Chinese of all kinds 
and in all places ;aw a close connexion between the tending of ancestors 
and filial piety (hsiao).z Chinese owed their seniors a debt for the gift 
of life and for sustenance. They paid them respect and they supported 
them during life. To fail in this duty was to them to undermine one of 
the principles on which their society was based. Their duty in this regard 
~~not come to a stop when death removed their elders from among the 
hvmg. They must continue to revere and succour their forebears by 
respecting their graves and their tablets and by furnishing them with the 
nece.ssities of the after-life. Even in the more sophisticated and agnostic 
versions of the theory, in which there was no dogmatic statement about 
the real e~istence or needs of the dead, there was still a stress put upon 
th~ necess1ty for continuing after death the reverence and respect which 
chlldr~n owed to their parents. By taking the sanctions for ancestor 
~or~h1P. from classical sources some Christians in China were able to 
JUS~Ify Its practice, and by going back to the scholarly exposition by 
Chme~e of th~ function of rites a rationalist anthropologist was able to 
find his own views on the role of religion confirmed in the Chinese attitude 
to the cult of the ancestors.3 

Undoubtedly, however, in popular Chinese thought the dead were 
~omehow de~endent on the living for sustenance and support. As a result 
tt was essential that men and women leave behind them offspring, borne 
or adopted, to serve them in their mortuary needs. If people failed to 
assure for themselv~s the satisfaction of these needs they would turn into 
hungry ghosts ~o.ammg the world in search of food, a plague both to other 
~ouls and the hvmg. At set times in each month and at grand public rites 
In the seventh month the Chinese made special provision for the wandering 
hungry ghosts. 

1 Op. cit., p. JO. 

2 Cf. Addison, op. cit., pp. sof. 
1 See Radcliffe-Brown, op. cit., p. 159. 
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There is a sense in which the living were also dependent upon the dead. 
But as soon as we make this statement we enter, in Addison's phrase, 
'the arena of controversy'. Addison points out that if we were to rely 
upon the evidence of nearly all missionaries and most European and 
American authorities on China we should conclude that 'the Chinese 
believe that ancestors exercise a providential care over their descendants. 
Their spirits are powerful to work good or ill, in accordance with the 
treatment they receive. The main motive for sacrifice, therefore, is to 
obtain protection and prosperity, to secure temporal goods, and to avert 
the calamities which must ensue upon neglect.'1 

I have shown elsewhere that among Singapore Chinese ancestors may 
perhaps intervene to the benefit of their descendants, if they have the 
necessary influence in the supernatural world, but that they do not harm 
them unless, possibly, they are neglected. The ancestors are not agents of 
moral control. Moreover, in comparison with the gods, the ancestors are 
of minor importance in the conferring of blessings and favours. 2 What I 
have concluded from my experience in Singapore appears generally to 
coincide with the views of the only Chinese anthropologist to have written 
at length on the system of ideas associated with the cult of ancestors. In 
his study of West Town in Yunnan and in his generalizations about China 
as a whole, Hsu makes a series of points to establish the essential bene
volence of ancestors. They do not punish at all, he says. Their descendants 
do not offend them, 'and they never cause disasters to befall the coming 
generations' .3 In his more general treatment he sets out three 'basic 
assumptions' of Chinese ancestor worship. First, fortunes and misfortunes 
derive from ancestors in the sense that merits accumulated during the 
lifetime of ancestors influence the fate of descendants. Further, since the 
success of descendants is evidence of the virtue of ancestors, it reflects 
glory back on to them. Second, the needs of ancestors in the after-life 
must be satisfied by the living lest they turn into 'spiritual vagabonds'. 
Third, dead ancestors help their living descendants just as the latter can 
aid them in turn.4 

1 Op. cit., pp. sof. 

• Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, pp. 2:11f. 
3 Under the Ancestors' Shadow, p. 241. And cf. ibid., p. 229. 

'Americans and Chinese, pp. 231 f. I suspect that Hsu is wrong in ruling out the 
possibility that a neglected ancestor may afflict his living kinsmen. However, I 
think that he errs on the right side in countering the notion that ancestors are 
vengeful beings. I note that in Wieger's collection of Chinese stories (L. Wieger, 
Folk-lore chinois modeme, Sienhsien, 1909), there are three which show the inter
vention of the dead to help their living kin {item 99: dead husband helps his widow; 
item 100: dead father helps his son; item 209: dead man helps his agnatic cousin 
and siblings) and only one in which vengeance is taken; and in this last case (208) 
a dead concubine avenges herself on her husband's son because he robbed her of 
her inheritance. Wiegcr has fifteen other cases in which the dead take or seek 
revenge on the living but none of these is concerned with descendants. One can 
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We may consider now several aspects of the interaction between the 
living and their dead forebears. In the first place, the glory of one party 
determined that of the other. The virtues of ancestors descended to their 
offspring who could cast honour back upon their name. Secondly, by 
tending their ancestors, men encouraged them not only to continue their 
interest in their affairs but also intervene to their benefit if they were able 
to do so. Finally, there was a delayed reciprocity for the care men gave to 
their ancestors in the shape of a similar attention which they derived in 
their turn from their own descendants. As men did by their ancestors 
they would be done by by their descendants. 

The balancing of duties and privileges in the second and third forms 
of mutuality was characteristically that inherent in the relations between 
the living and the recently dead. It belonged, that is to say, to the practice 
of the cult of the ancestors at the domestic level. On. the other hand, 
the interaction between the glory of the living and that of the dead was 
a characteristic sanction for the practice of ancestor worship at the higher 
levels of the lineage. Famous and virtuous ancestors were set up in the 
halls; their tablets and their boards of honour shed their light on their 
descendants. Conversely, the successful among the living raised the status 
of their ancestors by placing their tablets in the halls. Between the living 
and the remoter forebears there were no personal relationships; these 
ancestors had no role in domestic affairs; but they were bound to the living 
in a reciprocating system of prestige.1 

I have tried to show in this excursion into ancestor worship that, just 
as the lineage was not the family writ large, so the cult of the ancestors 
as it was conducted in the higher segments of the lineage was something 
different from the worship performed in the home. At the domestic level 
people were involved with the dead whom they had known in life and 

1 I am not, however, denying that the remoter ancestors were also at times thought 
to be capable of conferring benefits on the living. In an account of 'clan' worship 
at the tombs, said to be taken from a 'native composition', we find that the 'prayer' 
offered 'beseeches the shades to descend and enjoy the sacrifice; to grant protection 
and prosperity to their descendants, that in all succeeding generations they may 
wear official caps, may enjoy riches and honors, and never become extinct, that by 
the help of the souls in hades, the departed spirits and the living on earth may be 
happy, and illustrious throughout myriads of ages.' See 'Tomb of Ancestors', The 
Chinese Repository, vol. I, no. 12, April 1833, Canton, pp. 499fl'. 

show that there was a formalized expectation of help and protection from the 
ancestors by citing prayers given in a kind of guide to domestic worship. See 'The 
Worship of Ancestors among the Chinese: a Notice of the Kia-li Tieh-shih Tsih
chi~g ... or Collection of Forms and Cards used in Family Ceremonies', The 
Clzrnese Repository, vol. XVIII, no. 7, 1849, pp. 370, 377, 378f. Note the prayer at 
the. tombs at Ch'ing-ming: 'Prostrate I pray your protection to surround and 
ass1st your. descendants, that they may be powerful and honored; let every son and 
gra~dson 1~ the house receive a happy sign, and become conspicuous over all, 
the1r fame nvaling the lustre of their ancestors. Looking up, we pray you to descend 
and accept our sacrifice.' Ibid., p. 378. 
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towards whose happiness in the other world they could make some contri
bution. Ancestor worship in the halls, on the other hand, was essentially 
a means of group action in which the power and status structure of the 
community was given a ritual expression. At all levels of the lineage the 
sentiments required by the kinship system, as Radcliffe-Brown might have 
put it, were expressed and reinforced in the course of religious acts. These 
were rites of solidarity. But in the rites conducted in the halls men were 
not equal; the solidarity which was generated bound together the unequal. 
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Voluntary Associations 

~rouping people by their agnatic positions and according to their status 
m a political and economic system which was flexible but not fluid, the 
localized lineage limited the range and nature of the relations constructed 
between individuals. Within the household co-operation was intense. 
Between agnates in the wu fu there existed, at least ideally, a readiness to 
act together for religious and economic interests and for the maintenance 
of peace and order. Men with like economic interests and following a 
similar style of life were expected to associate with one another, and this 
~as probably especially true of merchants and scholars. The relations 

etween men of unlike social position and power were partly regulated 
through the religious and other institutions which gave expression to, or 
Were at least connected with, the higher segments of the lineage. 
~ut within this framework there was clearly room for ad hoc groupings 

~ ch might both undertake special tasks not catered for in the formal 
~neage system and regulate the relations between men making a compara
!~Vely (ree choice of their companions. In other words, voluntary associa
~~~s of o?e ~ind and another mig?t appear in village life. We kno_w of 

nese hfe In the big towns and 1n the places overseas where Chmese 
:ett~ed that, in the setting of urban occupations and social alignments not 

0~~hng on traditional principles, associations-some more voluntary than 
g ers:-were built up to co-ordinate economic activity and provide the 
i r~uptngs within which social life might generally be regulated. We have 
~ormation on the multiple functions of guilds in Chinese towns,1 while 
w~· ~udies of Chinese overseas have demonstrated the high degree. to 
ci ic voluntary associations, recruiting on a number of different prmob e_s, have ordered both the local and the wider ties of the settlers. 2 

w Vtously, conditions in the localized lineage of south-eastern China 
a e~e not such that associations were likely to assume there so important 
li s ructural position, but we must be wary of thinking that, because the 
stn~age community appeared stable and bound by rules of kinship and 

a us behaviour, associations could not emerge on any considerable scale. 
W;nsee, e.g., H. B. Morse, The Gilds of China, Shanghai, 1932. Lin, The Golden 
rne 'l!h, Pp. Ioof., gives interesting information on the manifold functions of the 

rc ants' as . . . K . 
1 soctatlon m uuen. 

T'. The rnost thorough study of associations among overseas Chinese is that by 
•en, op. cit. 
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With one large class of associations we shall be concerned when we 
turn to the place of the secret societies in rural life. \Ve shall sec then that 
clandestine groupings transcended lineage boundaries and organized 
large-scale opposition to the state. Another type of association found in 
the countryside is spoken of in the New Territory at the end of the last 
century; people came together to talk over a scheme, collected funds 
which they invested in land, and applied the rents they gathered to one 
of a number of purposes-perhaps the burial of members of the group or 
the financing of a member to emigrate to California or Australia.1 

Kulp, whose book is the fullest source for the study of the topic in 
south-eastern China, lists six different associations in Phoenix Village: 
the mutual aid club, the parent burial association, the society for the 
manufacture of sugar, the irrigation club, the boxing club, and the music 
club. 2 

Of these the first is a type of money-loan association which has been 
described for many parts of China ;3 briefly, groups of people engaged 
themselves to pay sums of money at regular intervals, the collections being 
placed at the disposal of individual members in turn. The sugar
manufacturing society and the irrigation club were straightforward co
operative enterprises founded on the convergence of economic interests. 
The boxing and music clubs were, as their names imply, groupings for 
recreation. The structural significance of these associations is not altogether 
clear from Kulp's account, but he shows us that the money-loan club 
was essentially characteristic of the poor members of the lineage, the 
'rich families' refusing to grant loans 'without sufficient securities',4 and 
that in varying degrees the voluntary groupings gave individuals oppor
tunities to exercise leadership and win prestige.5 The status-making 
apparatus devised in associations overseas6 was clearly out of place in a 
village community where the class system and the power structure were 
already adequately expressed, but even there individuals were able to 
manoeuvre their positions within certain limits. 

The most interesting of the associations in Phoenix Village is the parent 
burial society, for it throws light on the divergence between certain rules 
implicit in the kinship system and the expectations of behaviour on the 
part of closely related families: Within the wu fu agnates were theoretically 
under an obligation to help one another in the rites of mourning, but 
Kulp's evidence makes it clear that the handling of the corpse and the 
recruitment of wailers in fact rested on the contractual obligations between 

1 Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, p. IS. 
• Op. cit., pp. I 88ff. 

• See, e.g., Fei, Peasant Life, pp. 267ff. and A. H. Smith, Village Life in China, 
A Study in Sociology, New York, I899, pp. I52ff. 

• Kulp, op. cit., p. I90 . 

• Ibid., pp. I93. 209, 2IJ. 
• See Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, pp. 94ff. 
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people gr~u~ed in voluntary associations. It is true, as de Gr~ot points 
out, tha~ 1n h?ea~e villages, in contrast to the towns, cleat~ r~lhed fellow 
agna~es, but It· drd so simply because of the. fact that all withtn the com
mumty were kmsmen; the principle by w~Ich helpers at a fu.neral were 
brought together was not in reality one which sprang automatically from 
closeness of agnatic relationship. . . . 

There were two parent burial associations m Phoemx Vrllage, and, 
although they are said formerly to have flo,uri~hed among th~ poorer 
pe~ple, e~~n the better-off villagers in Kulp s time had found It worth 
whrle to JOin societies of this sort.2 

The poor needed the financial aid which was a most important part of 
the funeral association, but both poor and rich alike were faced with the 
problem of rallying the requisite mourners. !he reason. for this lay in 
the great reluctance of villagers to have anythmg to do with corpses and 
to wail. A proper funeral with enough wailing to maintain status was 
therefore organized on the basis of reciprocal services within voluntary 
associations.3 Furthermore, the fact that the elaboration of funerals and 
th7 expansion of the body of mourners were indices of the status 
enJoyed by or aimed at by the bereaved family, which we know not 
only from Kulp's material but also from the general information on 
Chinese practice, assures us that mourning was not simply an institution 
s:t uniformly in motion by the rules governing behaviour between close 
kmsmen.4 

Kulp's data will not take us as far as an analysis of the limits beyond 
which people could not count on their kinsmen for the performance of 
mourning duties, but we may at least guess that when the families in 
several households formed what I have called an extended family6 they 
could rely on one another. If a family in a household was not linked with 
other such families and was part of no segment smaller than one which 
focused upon an ancestral hall, then it probably could depend on nobody 
other than its own members to behave in a kinsmanlike fashion on the 
occasion of a death. The wu fu, in other words, merely set a theoretical 
outer limit for the group within which reciprocal mourning duties on a 

1 De Groot says that in the villages of Fukien the dead were carried to their 
raves by their fellow-villagers while the coffin-bearers in the towns were coolies 

Ired by undertakers. The poor in the towns formed themselves into death benefit 
~s~c~ations with a dozen or two members to organize their funerals. See The 
Cel!giOus System of China, vol. I, pp. xg:zf., and 'De Lijkbezorging der Emoy

hmeezen', Bijdragen tot de Taal- Land- en Volkenkunde van Nederlandsch-Itzdil, 
vol. XVI, x8g:z, pp. 86f. 

• Kulp, op. cit., p. xg6 . 
• Ibid., pp. I97ff. 

• .In the towns of China and in overseas settlements the hiring of mourners and 
t~eu recruitment by means of large-scale funeral associations were devices which 
s owed up the connexion between funerals and family status very clearly. 

' See P· 46 above. 
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non-contractual basis could develop; and it was very unlikely that this 
outer limit was in fact often reached.l 

1 I am dealing here only with the question of mourners drawn from families 
related by agnation; mourners were, of course, also derived from the matrilateral, 
uterine, and affinal kin in other communities, although doubtless the extent to 
which they rallied depended upon the status of the bereaved house. I deal below, 
pp. totff. with non-agnatic mourning. 
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Relations between and across Lineages 

I have so far in this essay tried to explore the structure of the localized 
lineage and I have referred only incidentally to the relations between 
lineages and between the lineage and the state. In this section and the one 
which follows it I shall attempt to deal with the ties which bound the 
lineage to its society. 

In China as a whole villages tended markedly to exchange their women 
in marriage, but when village and lineage were identified the rule of 
exogamy made this exchange compulsory. The majority of the women 
members of the local community were at any one time outsiders in the 
sense that their original families lived elsewhere. In all societies, except 
for a very few in which what has been called the principle of comple
mentary filiation has not been used,1 important social links are set up 
between intermarrying groups. The ties springing from marriage spin 
numerous threads across the boundaries between lineages and sometimes 
link lineages as wholes in regular relations. The first question we must 
?Sk about south-eastern China is whether there were any patterns of 
Intermarriage between localized lineages. 

In recent years Chinese evidence has been adduced in theoretical 
exercises on matrilateral cross-cousin marriage, and if we were able to 
~atisfy ourselves that this form of preferential marriage was in fact current 
lfi south-eastern China we should be able to draw certain conclusions 
about the regularities in relations between lineages. Both Levi-Strauss2 

an~ Leach, 3 basing themselves so far as modern China is concerned 
ma~nl! on a paper by Hsu,' have appeared to put China among the 
soctetles which significantly practise marriage with the mother's brother's 
daughter. Surveying the field, Hsu says that, with few exceptions, in all 
parts of China of which he knows, the preferred, but not compulsory, form 

1 Cf. M. Fortes, 'The Structure of Unilineal Descent Groups', American 
Anthropologist, vol. 55, no. I, Jan.-March 1953, p. 33· 

'C. L~vi-Strauss, us structures eUmentaires de la parente, Paris, 1949, pp. 434ff. 
3 E. R. Leach, 'The Structural Implications of Matrilateral Cross-Cousin Mar

riage', Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, vol. LXXXI, 1952, pp. 36f. 

' F. L. K. Hsu, 'Observations on Cross-Cousin Marriage in China', American 
Anthropologist, vol. 47, no. 1, Jan.-March, 1945· 
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of marriage is with the mother's brother's daughter and the disfavoured 
form is with the father's sister's daughter.1 

Of two Chinese 'community' studies which have been produced since 
Hsu wrote his paper one certainly strengthens his generalization and the 
other may just possibly weaken it. M. H. Fried says of Chinese studied 
in east-central China that there is a tradition of marriage with the mother's 
brother's daughter, which is favoured, in contrast to marriage with the 
opposite kind of cross-cousin, which is disliked.2 M. C. Yang reports of 
a Shantung village that a man may marry either his father's sister's 
daughter or his mother's sister's daughter, but that these kinds of marriage 
are held to be unsatisfactory. He does not specifically mention marriage 
with the mother's brother's daughter, but he may cover it in the 
following statement: 'It is frequently observed that the relationship 
between an aunt mother-in-law and a niece daughter-in-law can be 
worse than bad. For this reason, far-sighted people disapprove marriages 
with cousins.'3 

Another source for the incidence of matrilateral cross-cousin marriage 
in China is the 1930 official compilation of customary law drawn on by 
Thery and van der Valk. These two writers mention various forms of 
cross-cousin marriage in Hupeh. In some districts of this province it was 
apparently possible to marry all non-agnatic cousins. In other districts 
cousin marriage was restricted to mother's brother's daughter and mother's 
sister's daughter. From two or three counties it was reported that matri
lateral cross-cousin marriage was practised with the accompanying 
prohibition of marriage with the father's sister's daughter.~ In other 
words, matrilateral cross-cousin marriage of the kind referred to by Hsu, 
Levi-Strauss, and Leach was an established but not universal pattern in 
Hupeh. 

For Fukien and Kwangtung the evidence rests on what Lin Yueh-hwa 
and Kulp have written. Kulp says of Phoenix Village that there was 'a 
limited sort of cross-cousin marriage' in which a man might not marry 
his patrilateral cross-cousin. He gives no clear indication of the frequency 
of cross-cousin marriage, but he nevertheless states-a fact which seems 
often to have been overlooked-that cousin marriages were second-best. 

1 Ibid., p. 84. 

2"Fabric of Chinese Society, A Study of Social Life in a Chinese County Seat, 
New York, 1953, p. 64n. 

• A Chinese Village, Taitou, Shantung Province, London, 1948, p. I 19. 

• See Thery, op. cit., p. 390; and van der Valk, op. cit., p. 28. Note that although 
piao (i.e. non-agnatic) cousins came within the general prohibition of marriages 
within the mourning grades according to imperial law, a special dispensation was 
written into the Ch'ing code in 1729 to make marriage withpiao cousins permissible. 
The Ming code had contained a similar licence. See van der Valk, op. cit., p. 27, 
and Hoang, op. cit., p. 52. 
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'Mates with no blood connexion at all may be, and theoretically are 

preferred.'1 . . . . .. 
We derive our knowledge of matnlateral cross-cousm marnage In I-hsu 

not, strangely enough, from Lin's article, but from a pa~sin.g rc~crcncc by 
Fei to Lin's unpublished monograph on the village ;2 while m sull another 
context Lin himself states that he found this form of preferential marriage 
in Fukien.3 In The Golden Wing he does not mention preferred marriages, 
but in the course of the narrative we learn of a number of proposed and 
effected matches. I have gone through the various marriages and proposals, 
finding in them no indication that marriage with the mother's brother's 
daughter was of any importance.4 Of course, data taken from a work cast 
in the form of a novel must be inconclusive, but, while I may not make a 
case simply on the genealogical material extracted from the book, I can 
at least appeal to the absence from it of any suggestion that a preferential 
form of marriage was implemented in the Hwang Village. Lin illustrates 
many important relationships and practices in village life by dramatizing 
particular instances of them; if mother's brother's daughter marriage 
were important we should expect to see it indicated in some way. 

The negative evidence I have marshalled from Kulp and Lin does not 
amount to a complete contradiction of the thesis that matrilateral cross
cousin marriage was generally a preferred type of marriage in south
eastern China. But at least I am sure in my own mind of two things: the 
preference was not universal in south-eastern China, let alone China as 

1 Op. cit., pp. 167f. It seems generally to ha\·e escaped notice that in the genealogy 
given on p. 157 of Kulp's book there appear what may be the surnames of the 
husbands of four female agnates. These women form two pairs of sisters, one pair 
being brother's children to the other. Each woman has married a man of a different 
surname. Since agnates must bear the same surname and all linked matrilateral 
cross-cousin marriages must lead into the same group of agnates, these data do not 
speak for the consistent application of the rule of mother's brother's daughter 
marriage. 

2 Fei, P~asant Life, pp. 5 If. 

• Lin Yueh-hwa, 'The Kinship System of the Lolo', Harvard Journal of Asiatic 
Studies, vol. 9, no. 2, June 1946, p. 94· 

4 I .set out here the marriages among the agnates of Hwang Dunglin, the pro
tagomst of the story. We do not know the kinship links between spouses before 
their marriage, but, as in the case of the genealogical data cited from Kulp, the 
fact that different surnames emerge means that the preferred type of marriage 
does not occur consistently. Dunglin himself marries a Cheng. His agnatic great
grandfather married an Ou; his own mother was a Pan· his brother married a Lin; 
wh!le his son's wife was a Chen. Another son was prop~sed in marriage to a Chang, 
wh1ch was the surname of the husband of one of Dunglin's sisters. Dunglin's other 
sister is married to a Wang, and his agnatic niece is betrothed to a Hsu. Finally, 
two agnates of Dunglin, his second cousin {male) and the daughter of another 
male second cousin both are married to spouses of the ~urname Ou, which was the 
surname of Dunglin's paternal great-grandmother. Of three marriages between 
Hwang and Ou, therefore, two have transferred brides from Ou to Hwang and one 
in the other direction. 



RELATIONS BETWEEN AND ACROSS LINEAGES 99 

a whole; and in the communities such as Phoenix Village and the village 
(or villages) described by Lin, where the preference may have existed, it 
was not implemented on such a scale as to produce a unilateral flow of 
brides. No system of circulating connubium could have emerged where 
women, as in the case of the Hwang and the Ou, moved in both directions. 
Yet, of course, the problem remains: why was marriage \vith the mother's 
brother's daughter said to be preferred? It is just possible to argue that, 
given the inferiority of bride-givers to bride-takers, Chinese thought of 
'the brother's daughter following the father's sister' 1 as a means of estab
lishing a fixed relationship between two agnatic groups, even though 
they rarely in fact made use of the principle. Again, a very few marriages 
in one direction between agnatic groups might have been considered 
enough to set up the desired relationship between them. 

But if we accept an argument in this form we have then to ask about the 
nature of the agnatic groups which passed brides in such a way as to 
regulate the relations between them. Leach has used the expression 'local 
descent groups' for the units which participate in connubium.2 A whole 
lineage in south-eastern China could not have been such a group, despite 
its local nature, because it is clear that the circle of men controlling the 
marriage of a particular woman was no larger than that circumscribed by, 
at most, the extended family. Were extended families and, in their absence, 
families in single households the operative units in the rare cases in which 
women were passed according to the pattern of matrilateral cross-cousin 
marriage? Or, ignoring the criterion of the control over the marriages of 
women, can we say that some large segment of a localized lineage consti
tuted a unit for the purpose of the stabilizing transfer of brides? The 
evidence is not very helpful, but, if The Golden Wi11g may be squeezed 
once again to yield up suggestions, then the fact that there appear to 
have been a net flow of brides from Ou to Hwang and a quarrel over trees 
which brought a large group of Hwang into conflict with a large group of 
Ou3 may indicate that the people involved on both sides formed groups 
whose interrelations were in some sense controlled by the marriages 
between them.4 I can scarcely say that, with the data now available to us, 
I can settle the question of the significance in south-eastern China of the 
stated preference for marriage with the mother's brother's daughter, but 

1 Cf. Th~ry. op. cit., p. 390 and Hsu, op. cit., p. 84. 

• Leach, op. cit., p. :z4. 

3 See above, pp. 39f. 

~ I have pointed out (see p. 40 above) that the quarrel involved only the men in 
Hwang who had direct claims on the trees and only the men in Ou who descended 
from the man who had bestowed rights on his sister's sons in Hwang. One could 
perhaps argue that the quarrel produced this alignment not simply because the two 
opposing groups were based on the inheritance of rights in land and trees but 
rather because the groups they formed on the basis of these rights were also 
defined in terms of the marriages between them. 
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at least the structural issues put by Levi-Strauss and Leach show where 
we must look if more material is provided in the future.l . . 

Whatever else may be in doubt, the low incidence of marnage With the 
mother's brother's daughter in Fukien and Kwangt~ng seems ~cry 

b bl All that we know points to a situation in which the marnage pro a e. . d" · 
connexions of a particular localized lineage were cast m ~an~ JrectiO_ns. 
It is possible that different segments of a lineage specialized m marryi_ng 
members of particular segments of other lineages, and the class _stratifi
cation of the local community must have aided preferences of this order 
when segments occupied different points on the scale_ of stratification. 
Through its multifarious marriage links with other hneages both the 
lineage as a whole and the families within it were significantly tied to 
units lying outside the local community.2 • • • 

From the point of view of the family we can show the 1mphcat10ns of 
exogamy by considering the legal and ritual ties created by the movement 
of a woman from her original family to that of her husband. I have already 
discussed in the context of the family and the household the extent to 
which married women were incorporated into their husbands' families 
and alienated from the families which produced and reared them.3 To a 
high degree a married woman was legally locked within her husband's 
gates. Her own family had no clearly defined right to interfere in her 
affairs once she had gone out in marriage, although, as I have shown, 
there were places where, once she became a widow, certain privileges 
might be vested in her family of origin. The relations set up by marriage 
between the parents of the spouses were marked by a formality which 
helped to protect the wife's parents, who were inferior; the rule of no 
intervention in one another's concerns avoided situations in which the 
relatively low status of the wife's people might expose them to intolerable 
~mbarr~sment. Reading the literature on China in general one gains the 
1mpress10n that when unhappy wives ran home their parents were usually 
concerned to get them back to their husbands before unpleasantness was 
generated. We may certainly not conclude that Chinese wives were 
completely abandoned by their own families, but it is clear that the 
institutional control exercised by these families over their married 
daughters was very small. 

1 In their book, Marriage, Authority and Final Causes A Study of Unilateral 
Cross-Cousin Marriage, Glencoe, Illinois, 1955, G. C. Hom~ns and D. M. Schneider 
a~tack the problem of matrilateral cross-cousin marriage from a different point of 
v1ew. They relate the preference for this marriage to a state of affairs in which 
a~lthority !s exercised over a man by his father and indulgence is displayed towards 
h1m by h1s mother's brother. The conditions of Chinese society more or less fit 
th~ir sch~me, ?ut the hypothesis will hardly explain why the preference is not 
umform m Chma, nor does it claim to be able to account for a wide divergence 
between the ideal preference and the poverty of statistical appearance. 

• I refer again to this topic at p. 112 below. 

• See pp. 3off. above. 
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I have pointed out that the married woman's incomplete alienation 
from her old home was ritually expressed in her mourning duties. Once 
married a woman ceased to mourn for her parents as though she was a 
daughter in their house, but she had mourning obligations towards them 
nevertheless. \Vhat these duties were in official theory we can see set out 
in the Ch'ing Code. If we compare the following diagram 'A', which shows 
the mourning due from a married woman to her agnates, with the diagram 
on p. 45 above (which is generally valid for an unmarried daughter as well 
as for a son, married or unmarried), we shall see that marriage signifi
cantly reduces a woman's status vis-a-vis her own people.1 

2d 0: A 2d 

2oo \ 2< 

2bo = 2b 5 5 

3 5 5 

4 

3 5 
DIAGRAM 'A' 

On the other hand, the married woman mourns for her husband's 
agnates in grades which are in many respects closer to those applicable in 
the case of an unmarried daughter, as diagram 'B' illustrates.2 

While the married woman mourns for her own agnates, they in turn 
have mourning responsibilities towards her. Diagram 'c' shows how 
a man mourns for his married female agnates and certain of their 
children.3 If his daughter, sister, paternal aunt, agnatic great-aunt, 
agnatic cousin, agnatic great-uncle's daughter, and agnatic second cousin 
are each married into a different lineage, as is at least theoretically possible, 
then ego is committed by the mourning rules to a ritual tie with the mem
bers of a large number of communities. Moreover, his ritual links with 

1 See de Groot, The Religiou1 System of China, vol. II, p. s66, and Hoang, op. 
cit., Tableaux du deuil, Table III. 

1 De Groot, op. cit., p. s6s, and Hoang, op. cit., loc. cit., Table II. 
• De Groot, op. cit., p. 564. 
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DIAGRAM 'c' 
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the communities into which his daughter, sister, and father's sister have 
married are stronger than others by virtue of the obligation imposed on 
him to mourn for the children of these women. 

The official mourning grades show us in this fashion a ritualized 
structure of relations based on the ties set up by marriage. There remains 
one further aspect of this structure to be commented upon. Men and 
women are obliged to mourn for certain of their mother's agnates and for 
the children of mother's sisters, as diagram 'n' shows.1 It should be 
noted that the extension of grade five to cover father's sister's daughter, 
mother's brother's daughter, and mother's sister's daughter brings these 
three cousins theoretically within the range of prohibited marriage.2 

40=l!J.4 

4 4 

Ego 50 5 50 5 
DIAGRAM 'o' 

I have shown already that the popular system of mourning by no means 
followed the official system in all its complexity,3 but, although we know 
little of the actual rules by which mourning was conducted by south-eastern 
Chinese in their villages, we can be sure that certain matrilateral, uterine, 
and affinal ties were expressed at least on the occasion of funerals. Lin 
Yueh-hwa describes a funeral in The Golden Wing at which the five 
mourning grades were represented. The dead woman's son and daughters
in-law mourned in the first grade, as did her adopted grandson, because he 
took the place of his late father who had been the oldest son. Lin says 

. that ordinarily this grandson would have mourned in the second grade. 
The other three grades (respectively requiring nine months', five months', 
and three months' ob.servance) were represented by what Lin calls the 
'collateral kinsmen, the kinswomen and the relatives belonging to other 
clans'.' In another context in his book Lin says something of the people 
who arrived to mourn for the death of Dunglin's mother, whose surname 
was Pan. Her only surviving daughter came, as did 'all the daughters 

1 Ibid., Joe. cit., and Hoang, op. cit., loc. cit., Table V. 
2 But see above, p. 97n. 
3 See above, pp. 44f. 
• Op. cit., p. 106. 

H 
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married out of the family .. · .'1 The old lady's original lineage sent seven 
women and four men, all descended from her father, and each representing 
'one of the present families of the .Pan co~nexions'. Lin notes that of 
these eleven people from the P.an_ hnea.ge s1x had never seen the dead 
woman 'and had as yet no associatiOn With the Hwang family'.2 

Marriage opened up for any family possibilities of social contact with 
people in other communities when it did. not alre?dy rest upon a pr~vious 
set of such relations created by an earher marnage. From the pomt of 
view of the individual man in a lineage the pivot of his relations with his 
mother's kin was his maternal uncle. We should expect on anthropological 
first principles that a patrilineal system such as that found in China 
would bring the mother's brother into a special relationship with his 
sister's son, and the evidence we have in general confirms this expectation. 
Although no property rights flowed through married women from the 
group in which they were born to the sons which they contributed to 
another group, a mother's brother might, by virtue of the affection in 
which he held his uterine nephews, make them gifts. Such avuncular 
indulgence formed the basis of the quarrel over trees between the Hwang 
and the Ou.3 At a man's wedding his maternal uncle occupied a seat of 
honour, presumably symbolizing the continuing interest maintained by a 
woman's kin in her descendants. In disputes between brothers over 
inheritance a mother's brother was at least a potential mediator.4 As far 
as I can understand the evidence from south-eastern China, the relations 
between a woman's brothers and her sons were likely to be characterized 
by affection, although no licensed familiarity could arise between the two 
classes of men in a society which consistently maintained a barrier of 
respect between the generations.6 

The ties between men in different lineages were channelled to a great 
extent through the marriages linking them together. Whatever the formal 
limitations on the contacts between a married woman and her original 
family, she visited them from time to time and took her. children with her. 

1 Ibid .• p. I JO. 

2 Ibid., p. IJI. 

• See p. 39 above. 
• See Lin, The Golden Wing, p. 123. 

• Fei, Peasant Life, pp. 86f., gives a good outline of the role of the mother's 
brother in a different area of China. The maternal uncle there is the guest of 
honour at the child's first-month ceremony and chooses a name for him. He 
a~compa~ies him on his first journey to school. He makes him a valuable gift on 
hts marnage. The sister's son can run to his mother's brother when he is in need. 
The mother's brother acts as his nephew's protector when his father is harsh. The 
maternal uncle is the 'formal judge' in the division of family property. I note, 
however, that Fried, op. cit., p. 95, instances the relation with the mother's brother 
as one of the ties which are not institutionalized. No doubt the avuncular role in 
China varies with the intensity of the relations maintained within agnatic groups, 
a?d we should expect that south-eastern China would provide a clear picture of the 
kmdly mother's brother standing over against the disciplinary father. 



RELATIONS BETWEEN AND ACROSS LINEAGES 105 

Men were brought into touch with matrilateral kinsmen and affines, and 
the relations set up on these bases could clearly serve as important founda
tions for political and economic activity. Mothers' brothers might, for 
example, exert their influence in bureaucratic affairs on behalf of their 
sisters' sons, while men linked by a marriage might choose to co-operate 
in business. The partnership between Hwang Dunglin and his sister's 
husband, in The Golden Wing, is a dramatic example of the potential 
importance of the ties of affinity. 

The strands of marriage criss-crossing lineages linked individuals and 
families in different lineages. It is possible, as I have argued, that particu
lar segments of lineages were tied in more or less permanent relations 
with one another. There is also a sense in which marriage expressed the 
relationships between lineages as wholes. Connubium between two 
lineages rested on a state of affairs in which, whatever the differences and 
quarrels between them, large-scale violence had not broken out. If conflict 
of this kind arose the new relationship of extreme hostility was expressed 
in a rupture of connubium. An oath was sworn before the ancestors that 
women would no longer be exchanged with a lineage which had become 
an outright enemy. Of course, the oath notwithstanding, connubium 
might later be resumed, but at any particular time extreme enmity and 
intermarriage were held to be inconsistent. It is at this point that we 
move over to consider the relations of hostility and dominance through 
which the lineages in one locality seemed to have formed a system. 

The Chinese of Kwangtung and Fukien were notorious for their 
turbulence. In part this reputation rested on their opposition to the 
state; trying to collect taxes and suppress seditious organizations the 
government often found itself face to face with people whose bellicosity 
earned them a name for barbarism. But the distaste with which officialdom 
often looked upon the villagers of the south-east was also caused by the 
frequency and intensity with which local groups took up arms against 
one another. 

Violence often characterized the relations between groups, but it was 
not necessarily confined to the relations between lineages. Sometimes 
alignments within lineages developed an intensity of opposition which 
resulted in open conflict.l It is clear, on the other hand, that the tensions 
generated between opposed groups within one lineage played only a 
minor part in the general scene of violence. Lineages appear often to 
have been arranged in sections which sought to dominate and undermine 
their rivals; the Hwang Village, for example, was split into two opposing 
groups between which there was friction ;2 but open and organized vio
lence between groups of this kind was rare. Politically and ritually the 
lineage was a centralized unit within which the peace could usually be 
kept. 

1 Cf. Hu, op. cit., p. 92. 
2 Lin, The Golden Wing, p. 153· 
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Open hostility between lineages could exist when they were linked by 
agnation or by the ties of marriage and matrilateral and uterine kinship. 
In 1899 British administrators in the New Territory noted that a state of 
feud had long existed between two villages whose inhabitants were patri
lineally descended from a common ancestor; many people had been 
killed in the course of the hostilities, and in one of the villages there was 
a temple to the memory of those who had fallen. 1 I have seen evidence 
that in the same area a similar hostile relation exists at the present day 
between localized lineages bound by common agnatic descent. It is of 
course possible that organized hostility regulated the relations between 
lineages which were linked neither by agnation nor marriage; a breach of 
connubium between two lineages maintained over a long period might 
be responsible for such a state of affairs; but it seems unlikely that, in a 
situation in which the marriage net was probably cast very widely, the 
contacts between lineages were ever independent of either patrilineal 
descent or the ties resulting from marriage. Hostility, in other words, was 
generally an aspect of kinship and affinity. 

I have already referred to the warlike architecture often found in the 
villages of south-eastern China and cited observations made on the inter
village fights in one part of Kwangtung.2 There is evidence that both 
Kwangtung and Fukien were scenes of constant fighting between local 
communities. 'At the southern part of Fuh-Keen Province, two families 
or, as that word (in Chinese) denotes in its most extensive sense, TW~ 
CLANS, in the Spring of the year [r8r7], fell out in consequence of some 
verbal altercation.' The Tsae and the Wang fought each other until eight 
men had been killed and forty of the houses belonging to the Tsae burned, 
'The Police seized a number of the parties; but so bitter was their ani
mosity that the WANG again attacked the other party, and killed several 
which obliged the government to call in the aid of the military.'3 At thi~ 
sa~e period the Viceroy of Fukien sent the Emperor a long report in 
whtch he described the 'disturbed and ungovernable state of that province. 
arising from the cruel, fierce, and quarrelsome dispositions and habits of 
the people, who form themselves into armed clans; who fight together 
a:'ld oppose the ordinary police by force ... .'4 The official view of th~ 
sttuation in Kwangtung was no better. 'The governor of Canton issued a 
proclamation against clans in 1828, in which he says, it is the custom for 
large clans to seize the best lands and most useful streams for irrigation 
at the expense of the smaller clans, whose women they also insult. A littl~ 
later, the judge puts forward an edict to the same effect. "The Canton 
people," he says, "pay no attention to the control of the laws. In the 

1 Papers Laid Before the Legislative Council of Hong Kong, I899, 'Extracts ... '', 
no. 9199, p. 6. 

2 See above, p. 8. 

• The Indo-Chinese Gleaner, Malacca, vol. I, no. 3, Feb. 1818, p. 45· 
'The Indo-Chinese Gleaner, vol. II, no. 18, Oct. 1821, p. 229. 
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conduct of affairs they delight in litigation, and have no regard for the 
preservation of life. In pursuance of the feuds of the halls of their ancestors, 
they proceed to collect together a multitude of their own clan's people, 
and seizing spears, swords, and other weapons, they fight together and 
kill people" .'1 

References to fighting between 'clans' and villages in the south-east are 
also to be found for the middle and later parts of the nineteenth century.2 

Miss Hu cites evidence of organized violence in both Fukien and Kwang
tung,3 and in the data she brings forward and the other material available 
we can discern patterns of events which show us that the hostilities which 
took place were not random acts of violence haphazardly conducted. 

The fights did not of course amount to war, because the units engaged 
in combat were scarcely independent political units; always potentially 
and sometimes in reality the state was ready to put a stop to the proceed
ings. But the fights resembled war in the organization of troops and in the 
manner in which peace was negotiated or enforced by a victor. The 
lineages which fought one another were in a state of feud; but the acts of 
feud might be isolated attacks by small numbers on small numbers in a 
hit-and-run fashion as well as the pitched battles involving small armies 
which more readily suggest warfare. 

Much of Liu Hsing-t'ang's article on kinship groups in Fukien is taken 
up with hsieh-tou, fighting, and from his historical account we can gather 
a fair idea of the organizational questions connected with it. It is interesting 
to see that the prefectures of Chang-chou and Ch'iian-chou were perhaps 
the most notorious for their belligerence, because it was from these areas 
that Fukienesc migration overseas was heaviest; but the practice of 
organized violence is shown to have been general in the province. Liu 
quotes extensively from Ch'en Sheng-shao's A Record of Customs, and 
from this work we can obtain a vivid picture of the situation, at least 
from the official point of view. 

Ch'en writes of Chao-an: 'If there is a fight it is due to gain. To be of 
one mind, one strength, each member of the lineage must pay a share of 
the expenses. This is called "man and mow money". What is this "man 
and mouJ money"? How much should each man pay and how much 
should be paid for each mow? There arc those who draw up the budget, 

1 'Notices of Modern China ... •, The Chinese Repository•, vol. IV, no. 12, April 
1836, p. s66. On 'clan feuds' at this time see also ibid., pp. s64ff. and 'Cianship 
nmong the Chinese ... ', The Chirzese Repository, vol. IV, no. 9, Jan. 1836, pp. 4 I rff. 

2 See, e.g., T. T. Meadows, The Chinese and Their RebellioiiS, London, r8s6, 
p. 47n.; R. H. Conwell, Why and Hot~J. Why the Chi11ele Emigrate . .. , Boston, 
r 871, p. 86; S. \Veils Williams, The Middle Kingdom, 2 vols., London, dl83, vol. I, 
pp. 484f. Conwell, loc. cit., refers, as do other writers, to the 'clan' fights as n 
source of forced emigrants; prisoners taken were sometimes sold off for export 
overseas. Sec also \V. H. Medhurst, China: Its State and Prospects . .. , London, 
r84o, pp. 523f. 

3 Op. cit., pp. 92ff. 
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gather the large sums, collect the small payments, record the income, 
and record the expenditure; each man has his job and all is in order 
without any confusion. Then is this quite fair? No. If money is collected 
according to the number of mow of land, the rich pay more and the poor 
pay less. Even if the poor pay a little it is still unfair. Many families of 
eight persons are desperately poor; pawning or selling their things they 
cannot raise enough money. It will not be enough even if they borrow; 
they have to sell their children. Women and children will weep, holding 
on to one another. Those who come to collect this forced subscription 
are hectoring and cruel men; glaring angrily and baring their teeth they 
will not wait a second. The people of Chang-chou and Ch'i.ian-chou have 
dared to refuse to pay taxes to the government, but they dare not refuse 
to pay this money; they are not afraid of government officials, but they 
are afraid of these tyrannical bullies. Explosives and weapons come from 
this money; food for those who take part and other official expenses 
come from it; the compensation to be paid to the relatives of those killed 
comes from it. When those shameless rascals hear of an impending fight 
they jump at the opportunity. The degenerate heads of certain families 
also take the opportunity of enriching themselves. Those wicked young 
men of the lineage, without land and wives and children, are glad of such 
things; they come out when there is gain and disappear when there is 
danger. All the time the good members of the lineage who have families 
must suffer the worst. When there is one fight the rich lose their riches; 
after the second fight the rich become the poor; after the third fight the 
poor become paupers and they perish.' 

Liu notes an imperial edict recorded in the Ch'i.ian-chou Gazetteer: 
'We have heard that the character of the people of Chang-chou and 
Ch'i.ian-chou is arrogant and quarrelsome. The large lineages there, 
~ecause of their superiority in numbers, oppress the poor and weak 
hneages. Often for a trifle they will gather their members together and 
engage in fighting against others ... .' 

Violence occurred as a result of the activities of sworn brotherhoods 
and bands of thugs in some areas, but in the countryside, Liu comments, 
the fighting usually took place between lineages. Fighting was often on a 
large scale, with several tens of people killed at each encounter. 'Some 
bred a hatred that was to last for many generations. After an encounter, 
when one side was defeated, they might agree to a truce through the good 
offices of government officials and eminent members of neutral lineages. 
But the defeated would not rest long. A trifle would again set off a full
scale conflict.' 

Liu discusses the various casus belli. In most cases he sees the exploita
tion of the weak lineages by the strong as the root of the trouble. Some
times fighting broke out during religious festivals. Ch'en Sheng-shao 
mentions disputes over the boundaries between fields and graveyards and 
quarrels over the use of lineage lands. Fighting broke out not only when 
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the interests of a whole lineage were at stake but also when one of its 
members was attacked, for he would be supported by his fellows. 

Fighting could lead to alliances which spread the area of violence. In 
Chao-an, Ch'en says, powerful lineages united many weak lineages with 
them to form strong units. On the boundary between Fukien and Kwang
tung conflict sometimes broke out which produced a confrontation of 
provincial parties. 'There were fierce clashes and prisoners were taken.' 
The news spread. 'Huge crowds gathered, blocking various passes. 
People made their hedges dense with bamboo, and all the roads were 
blocked with people moving away and carrying their possessions. The 
wicked, availing themselves of the confusion, burned down houses and 
robbed them of their household goods. Weeping was heard throughout 
the countryside and fire lit up the sky. They fought and the dead covered 
the fields.' 

Miss Hu adds to Liu's material on Fukien from other sources. She says 
of one area that when each side in a fight had lost about the same number 
of men they separated, each side taking away its dead and its prisoners. 
To drive home the truth that lineages were more concerned to settle 
their quarrels in their own way than have the government interfere, she 
cites the case of a lineage which was in dispute with a community of 
mixed surnames over water supply. They agreed between them not to 
bring the case before the magistrate lest he cause them greater harm than 
they could do to themselves by fighting. And Miss Hu says, perhaps 
ironically, in this case only a few men were killed.1 

Across the border in Kwangtung the organization of fights seems to 
have followed similar lines. An eighteenth-century memorial significantly 
enough traces the large-scale violence to the accumulation of wealth 
brought about in large and powerful lineages by the investment of profits 
from ancestral lands. This wealth led the rich and the numerous to oppress 
the poor and few. If one lineage took on another whose strength was so 
near its own as to leave the issue of the struggle in some doubt, then its 
members were summoned to the ancestral hall where they were assured 
that the wounded would be amply rewarded, the dead honoured with 
ancestral tablets to be placed in the hall, and the widows and children 
given land for their support. The income from the ancestral lands was to 
be drawn upon for these rewards. If any of the opposing lineage was to 
be killed and individual men of the home lineage were prepared to take 
responsibility for the homicides on their own shoulders vis-a-vis the 
government, then these substitute 'criminals' and their dependants were 
to be treated as though their death had occurred as a direct result of the 
fighting.2 

This last device for making good to the state the deaths inflicted on 
the enemy is mentioned by other writers. The author of 'Clanship among 

1 Hu, op. cit., p. 93· 
• Ibid .• pp. I86f. 
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the Chinese .. .'in The Chinese Repository of January 1836, after expound
ing the general theme of lineage conflict in the neighbourhood of Canton, 
goes on to say that where the villages were close together and no natural 
boundary protected one against the other, 'the management of feuds is 
reduced to a system, and the hostile families are ready armed with spears 
or bludgeons to enter these not always bloodless broils. Where the hostile 
parties live within a short distance, and carry on their labors and pursuits, 
each under the eyes of the other, occasions cannot long be wanting to call 
forth their cherished hatred. If one turns away the water-course from his 
enemy's little field to his own, and is too strong or obstinate to make 
reparation or be compelled to do justice, then not unfrequently the signal
gong sounds, the two parties marshal their hostile forces, and the whole of 
two villages are arrayed against each other in conflict. When numbers 
and advantages are equal, the quarrel lasts for two or three days, each 
party in turn pursuing and pursued. But when the contest ends, all parties 
return to their business as before. It sometimes, however, happens that 
death is the consequence to one or more persons, and the result has been 
known of four people actually killed and more than twenty wounded in 
one affray. When such is the case, it is the general interest to hush up the 
matter, and the murders are not reported to government. But if complaint 
is made and an investigation becomes inevitable, the case is by no means 
hopeless for the guilty, as might be expected where the laws against 
murder are so strict as in China. 

'In each of the villages in the vicinity of Canton and Whampoa, where 
these feuds are so common, a curious provision has obtained by custom 
to meet such exigencies. "A band of devoted men" is there found, and a 
list of them kept, who have voluntarily offered themselves to assume such 
crimes and to take their chance for life. When complaint is made, therefore, 
so many of the first on this list as are necessary come forward, confess 
themselves the perpetrators of the slaughter, and surrender to the govern
ment.' Sometimes these men managed to get themselves acquitted, 
sometimes they were executed, but more usually they. were transported 
or fined. 'The compensation which tempts to the formation of the devoted 
band, is security for the maintenance of their families in the case of 
suffering capital punishment, and a reward in lands or money, sometimes 
to the amount of S3oo. This sum is raised by the voluntary imposition of 
taxes on the inhabitants of that village; and these taxes, said our informant, 
are no small burden to the poor, who can neither avoid nor easily pay 
them.'1 

Now it is of course true that most of the accounts we have of these 
bloody affrays come from a disapproving officialdom whose members, 
while they sometimes sought to conceal the unrest in their jurisdiction, 
at other times no doubt exaggerated the unruliness of their charges in 
order to justify their own helplessness. We may certainly not conclude 

1 Op. cit., pp. 412f. 
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that the whole of south-eastern China was all the time in a state of armed 
belligerence. Yet the evidence undoubtedly suggests that the system of 
relationships between localized lineages in Fukien and Kwangtung rested 
on a readiness to settle differences between them as much by recourse to 
violence as by appeal to the legal machinery of the state. Moreover, 
although the details are by no means clear, it seems that there were 
general expectations on the part of the belligerents about the course a 
particular fight was likely to take and the time and casualties it could fairly 
be thought to demand. At least when the parties were more or less equally 
matched, a single engagement was an attempt to keep the balance of an 
account stretching back over a long series of engagements. 

However, some of the fights took place between parties which were not 
equally matched, and in this kind of violence we see the exercise of force 
by the powerful community on the weak. Liu Hsing-t'ang finds 'feudalist' 
exploitation less in the oppression of the poor by the rich in the same 
lineage than in the subjection of the poor lineage by the rich lineage. 
And clearly there is some substance in his view of the matter.1 In several 
parts of Kwangtung and Fukien, even if the phenomenon was not general, 
poor families, groups of families, or groups amounting to lineages were 
brought within the political and economic control of their more powerful 
neighbours. It is often difficult to see whether the subjection was of 
lineage to lineage or of individual family in one community to individual 
family in another community. Chen Han-seng refers to hereditary tenants 
in parts of K wangtung who were known, in his term, as servile families. 
These 'families' regarded the 'clans' which kept them as their masters 
and, apart from farming the land they held in tenancy, gave unpaid ser
vice as labourers, servants, and watchmen.2 

Liu quotes Ch'cn Sheng-shao as saying that in Chao-an the cultivated 
1 Liu apparently wrote as a Marxist. The more orthodox Chinese Marxist view 

seems to be that the lineage was a means by which the rich oppressed the poor 
among their own agnates. At least, this view emerges from Mao Tse-tung's account 
of his enquiries into the peasant movement in Hunan in the late 'twenties. He says 
that in China a man was 'usually subjected to the domination of three systems of 
authority': the state government, 'the system of the clan (clan authority), ranging 
from the central and branch ancestral temples to the head of the household', and 
'the system of gods and spirits'. These three systems together with the authority 
of men over women were 'the four great cords that have bound the Chinese people 
and particularly the peasants'. Where the peasants organized themselves, 'the clan 
elders and administrators of the temple funds no longer dare oppress members of 
the clan or embezzle the funds'. The 'bad clan elders and administrators' had been 
overthrown, while the 'ancestral templt;' no longer dared inflict 'cruel corporal and 
capital punishments like "beating", "drowning", and "burying alive".' The 
exclusion of women and peasants from the 'ancestral temple' became impossible, 
and at one place 'the poor peasants, not admitted to the banquets in the temples, 
swarmed in and ate and drank their fill, while the frightened local bullies, bad 
gentry and gentlemen in long gowns all took to their heels'. Mao Tse-tung, Selected 
Works of Mao Tse-tung, Volume One, London, 1954, pp. 45f. 

" Agrarian Problems, pp. 57f. 
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fields of a small lineage situated near those of a large lineage had to be 
looked after by some member of the latter community or they would 
not be safe from depredation. One-thirteenth to one-tenth of the harvest 
had to be paid for this protection. Liu goes on: 'First, members of a small 
lineage had to be careful to humour the others. If there happened to be 
the slightest carelessness they would be vilified. They had not the power 
to defend themselves and there was no guarantee for their personal 
safety. Second, there was no guarantee for their property, which might 
be encroached upon or plundered. There was no other way to appease 
the powerful lineage than to give them one-thirteenth to one-tenth of 
their produce. Otherwise they could not exist. This brought servant 
lineages into being, and there was tribute to pay.' In a later context, 
however, Liu points out that the tribute paid in this fashion was not passed 
from one lineage to another but from a weak family of one lineage to a 
particular dominant member of a large lineage. 

Again, the Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, 1900, speaks of 
the centuries old fights between 'clans' and the common practice of 
combining groups of villages for offensive and defensive purposes ;1 and 
mentions that small villages or hamlets often placed themselves under the 
protection of 'large and influential clans' to which they referred all their 
complaints and looked for assistance if they were attacked, robbed, or 
involved in lawsuits. Sometimes the smaller villages paid their land tax 
through the influentiallineages.2 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the dominance of some lineages 
by others is the kinship ties between them; but on this question the litera
ture I have read is silent. Did the powerful assert their status by taking 
wives or 'concubines' from the groups over which they sought to maintain 
control? Were servile families and inferior lineages always of different 
surnames from their masters? If agnation was usually absent from the tie 
between the dominant and the dominated groups then perhaps this was 
precisely the kind of situation in which a regular transfer of brides in one 
direction was most likely to be found. One can imagine a system in which 
the powerful group, while both giving their women to and taking women 
from other groups of equal status, contracted a series of marriages of ~e 
mother's brother's daughter variety with their subordinate groups wh1ch 
pu_t ~hese latter groups, as it were, doubly in the role of the inferior. But 
this ~s the purest speculation. 

Mlss Hu has pointed, however, to one type of situation in which the 
weakne~s of small lineages did not necessarily prompt them to see.k 
protectwn through marriage, for she has shown how certain of the alh
ances based on linked surnames might be effected between the strong and 
the weak. At least, her example of the weak lineages of Hu and Yiian in 
Kwangtung joining 'with the widespread tsu of Ch'en' on the basis of 

1 Op. cit., p. 4· 
2 Ibid., p. zo. 
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their common descent from the Emperor Shun1 may indicate an alliance 
of this kind. On the other hand, rather than ally themselves either by 
marriage or agnation to strong communities, the weak might band to
gether on the basis of linked surnames to confront their enemies. Miss Hu 
instances the lineages surnamed Chang, Kuan, Liu, and Chao in Kwang
tung which organized common ancestral halls by virtue of descent traced 
from the four heroes of the Three Kingdoms, and by this means were 
able to withstand their more powerful neighbours.2 

The far-flung tracing of agnatic descent, either through one or several 
linked surnames, and the wide casting of the net of marriage are aspects 
of the local system of south-east China which obviously pose another set 
of questions we cannot answer at the present. With how many other local 
communities was a particular lineage linked and over what geographical 
area did the social relations of individuals spread? Clearly, the widespread 
relations of marriage and no-marriage, sometimes defined by elaborate 
genealogies which covered a vast range of territory, were not likely to 
have come into being unless in fact the relations between lineages as such 
and between individual members in different lineages were effectively set 
within a very broad framework. But the dimensions of this framework 
remain obscure. At this point I may refer again to the fact that there 
appear to have been one or two local exceptions to the rule forbidding 
marriages between all bearers of one surname ;3 it is possible that in such 
unusual cases, in which the exogamous boundary was drawn at the 
localized lineage, marriage was called in to regulate the alliances between 
agnatically related lineages when the fact of agnation by itself was con
sidered insufficient for this purpose. But, once more, in default of fuller 
information we cannot push the analysis further. 

1 Op. cit., p. 5 I. 
2 Ibid., p. 94· 
• See p. 4 above. 



The Lineage vis-a-vis the State 

Some lineages, as we have seen, numbered among their members men 
who were actually or potentially officers in the bureaucracy. Across this 
bridge between lineage and state there passed a flow of influence which 
at once favoured the position of the lineage in its dealings with the govern
ment and secured the position of the gentry within the lineage in the face 
of their humbler agnates. But whether or not there were gentlemen in 
the lineage, the structure and ideology of government in China encouraged 
the exercise of local autonomy in the sense that, provided enough taxes 
Were delivered up and violence and sedition were not apparent, the local 
community was expected to look after its own affairs. The low ratio of 
bureaucrats to population would have made it a virtual impossibility for 
the state to intervene effectively in a wide range of local affairs, even if 
the theory of government had promoted such an intervention. In fact, 
bureaucrats were discouraged from meddling in the life of the com
munities in their charge. 

The construction of the legal system shows us clearly enough how, with 
~e ~upport of the state, a localized lineage was normally the largest unit 
~tthm which disputes between its members were settled. The ti-pao was 
tn theory charged with the duty of reporting certain serious offences 
co~itted in his community, but neither he nor the county magistrate 
w~s hkely to be eager to draw attention to events which by their very 
ext~t~nce demonstrated a breach of the harmony for which individual 
poht.tcal persons were held responsible. In his judicial capacity the county 
~agtst~ate constituted the lowest court in the official legal system, but 
t e evtdence shows us that only special cases which started in local 
co~munities actually found their way to his hearing. 1 

d n the first place, the procedure in the official courts was burdensome 
;~ dangerous, the method of conducting a trial being calculated to 
~ghten off the innocent as well as the guilty. Indeed, the unpleasantness 

0 bcourt procedure was well attuned to the official view that litigation waa 
:e ~d thmg an? ought to be discoura~e~ .. Mrs. van der Sprenkel c~t~s the 
h P Y of th~ K ang-hsi Emperor to cntlctsm of the courts: good cttlzens, 
be says, Wtll refer their differences to some elder of their community; 

ut as for those 'who are troublesome, obstinate, and quarrelsome, let 
f 1 As_ I have alreadv indicated, I owe a great debt to Mrs. S. van der Sprenkel 
or guidance on the icgal system. 
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them be ruined in the law-courts-that is the justice that is due to them'.1 

In the second place, lineages were eager to guard their internal quarrels 
from the gaze of the world outside, and in attempting to keep their own 
peace in their own way they were abetted by a judicial system which, 
while in theory it might treat the individual at law on the merits of his 
case, in practice would normally be willing to accept the opinions of his 
influential lineage fellows against him in his suit. In this fashion the 
magistrate's court was a mechanism which the lineage could use as a 
sanction against its recalcitrant members, either by invoking its direful 
judgment in an extreme case or by withholding its own support from a 
member who, against its wishes, went to law. 

'The lineage' was in this sense, of course, its political arm, a central 
body of men consisting of elders and influential individuals. Doubtless, 
the constitution of this body differed from community to community, 
but whenever a lineage was differentiated to the extent of numbering 
well-to-do merchants and gentry these men provided a locus of authority 
which accommodated, if it did not supplant, the authority of lineage and 
sub-lineage elders. The framework of political and judicial action being 
shaped to a central governing body within the lineage, it was not likely 
that quarrels and disputes would rise in an orderly fashion through the 
hierarchy of segments2 or that private mediation would always success
fully prevent important differences from finding their way to the apex of 
the system.3 Moreover, the political function of the lineage's central body 
impelled it to take cognizance of offences such as violence and filial 
impiety which were regarded as infractions of public morality. The 
sanctions which lineage courts could bring to bear against offenders 
ranged from fines and corporal punishment to the stripping away of 
individual rights and privileges in the lineage; such sanctions could be 
enforced and entail serious consequences for the status of delinquents. 

As we have seen illustrated in Lin's The Golden Wi11g for the modern 
period, disputes might be brought to an official court of law.4 But we may 
suppose that disputes between parties belonging to the same lineage were less 
likely to gain a public hearing in this way than those between individuals 
or groups drawn from different lineages. However, in all kinds of cases 
the courts of the state were likely to be unpleasant to both sides to a dis
pute, and we may guess that the balancing of rights and duties between 

1 The source is T. R. Jernigan, China in Law and Commerce, New York, 1905, 
pp. 191f. 

1 Cf. above, p. 39· 

3 Miss Hu in her general survey says that 'official' trials by lineage heads were 
rare, mainly because of the intervention of 'unofficial arbitrators'. Hu, op. cit., 
p. 59· I suspect that the 'arbitrators' were themselves spokesmen for the lineage as 
a whole and that their success rested largely on the lineage authority which stood 
behind them. 

• See above, pp. 39f. 
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members of different lineages was as much an aspect of their armed 
hostility or their concerted alliance as it was an aspect of a formal legal 

system. . . . 
The magistrate, who was of course both admmtstrator and Judge, had 

militia at his disposal to enforce the law; but this official arm was applied 
less to the support of individual or group claims to justice than to the 
control of outbreaks of violence directed against the state as such. From 
the very beginning of the Ch'ing dynasty in the seventeenth century the 
inhabitants of the provinces of Fukien and Kwangtung had shown them
selves particularly resistant to the new central authority, and throughout 
their rule the Manchus had cause to be wary of the systematic opposition 
which manifested itself in the south-east. The turbulence for which this 
region was notorious arose not only from recurrent inter-lineage fights 
but also from the rebellious acts by which, from time to time, men of 
Kwangtung and Fukien sought to overthrow the dynasty occupying the 
throne. 1 

Over a long period of Chinese history rebellion was associated in fact 
or was thought by officialdom to be associated with certain forms of 
religious practice and organization. There was of course in China no 
established church with fixed dogmas against which the deviance of 
heretics could be measured; but there was, nevertheless, in the ideology 
of Confucianism a body of religious beliefs which were looked upon as 
expressing the ideal view of man in society and of society in nature. 
These beliefs in effect constituted a kind of official religion, which was 
ritually supported by imperial acts of worship and the maintenance of a 
system of Confucian temples at which administrators in office were 
obliged to attend. Embodying a national and bureaucratic view of society 
and its needs, the official religion was the religion of China par excellence; 
but neither its beliefs nor its practitioners were exempt from the influence 
of other religious elements. Taoism and Buddhism, whatever the view 
which might be taken of them officially from time to time, contributed 
to the ideas of men high in Chinese society and were freely drawn upon 
for the services of their priests. The institutions of these two religions 
were subjected to certain limitations by the state, while their ideas, prac
tices, and clergy might often be the butts of purist Confucian criticism. 
Yet, although in a certain sense Taoism and Buddhism were unorthodox, 
they were a normal and expected part of the Chinese religious scene.2 

1 A further source of trouble in Kwangtung was the conflict between local 
Cantonese (Punti} and Hakka. The so-called Hakka-Punti war took place in the 
186os. • 

1 Anybody who has read in the vast literature on the subject will know that 
brief statements on the constitution of Chinese religion are very difficult to ·draw 
up. In characterizing the 'official religion' and its relations to other systems I have 
been largely guided by M. Granet, La reli"gi"on des Chi"noi.<, znd edn., Paris, 1951, 
especially chaps. III and IV. See also 'L'Esprit de Ia religion chinoise' in his 
Etudes sociologi"ques sur Ia Chine, Paris, 1953. 
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It was otherwise with the religious movements and groupings lying 
outside the tolerated institutions of Buddhism and Taoism. Despite the 
fact that its religious conceptions were often those of Buddhism and 
Taoism, sectarian religion failed to enjoy the benefit of governmental 
indifference. Heterodoxy was seen as a political threat to the authority 
of the state and accordingly persecuted. Whether or not officialdom 
was always justified in thinking that sectarian activity was aimed at its 
subversion, a sign that heterodox practice was afoot was likely to lead 
to official acts of repression. We know that much blood was shed in the 
putting down of religious groups which aroused the animosity of the 
state. 

In Fukien and Kwangtung the government fought its main campaign 
of r(!pression against secret societies the professed aims of which were the 
overthrow of the Ch"ing dynasty, but it also engaged in rooting out 
religious sects whose o&tensible purposes at least were not directly con
cerned with political defiance. Indeed, we may say that clandestine 
activity in the south-cast ranged itself along a continuum from quietist 
and contemplative sects at one end to violently anti-government societies 
at the other; but all such bodies found themselves in the displeasure of 
officialdom. 

The secret societies, both because of their dramatic political importance 
and as a result of their export to European-controlled territories, have 
left a considerable literary trace behind them. The more strictly religious 
organizations, however, are poorly documented. J. J. M. de Groot, who 
strove hard to collect material on all aspects of Chinese religion during 
his stay in Fukien in the late nineteenth century, was able to make contact 
with heterodox sects only in consequence of an accident; he had heard of 
the existence of three sects in the south-eastern part of the province, but 
it was only in z887, when the Prefect of Ch'iian-chou issued an order for 
their eradication, that material came into his hands. One of the sectarians 
confided certain documents to him for safekeeping.1 

The three sects fell into two groups, both of them tracing their origin 
to the same founder and both pursuing salvation; but in their practices 
they differed. The founding patriarch had been born into the world (in 
Shantung) to show suffering humanity the path to salvation. He found 
himself at first persecuted by the government but finally received honours 
from the Emperor for, among other things, defeating a Tibetan theologian 
in disputation. He died in z647.2 The Sien-t'ien sect was essentially non
ritualist and domestic, small groups of one sex only congregating in their 
homes to practise a religion leading individuals to Nirvana. Their members 

1 Sectarianism and Religious Persecutio11 in China, A Page in the History of 
Religions, Verhandelingen der Koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen te 
Amsterdam, Mdeeling Letterkunde, New Series, Part IV, nos. 1 and :z, Amsterdam, 
vol. I 1903, vol. II 1904 (pagination continuous), pp. 17off. 

1 Ibid., pp. 18off. 
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seem to have been drawn mainly from the well-to-do and the notable.l 
The Lung-hwa sect, of which the third sect was a branch, formed 'vege
tarian halls' in private houses and practised an elaborate ritual. It incor
porated a hierarchy of dignitaries, each higher rank representing 'a higher 
stage on the road to salvation'. By initiation men and women were changed 
into Devas.2 

De Groot protests, and is perhaps correct in protesting, that sects of 
this kind were not connected with anti-dynastic activity. 3 Yet it was 
probably true of the Fukien sects, as it was true generally of cognate and 
similar sects in China at large, that their messianic and salvationist 
elements implicitly rejected orthodox principles of social organization and 
could serve as rallying points for men and women who were in some way 
dissatisfied with the society about them." Of the precise nature of this 
dissatisfaction it is difficult to get a clear picture, nor can we see whether 
the Fukien sects were especially associated with town life and particular 
social layers of the population. De Groot's slender data will not take us 
far towards an analysis of this kind. On the other hand, what we know 
ab~ut the interplay of religious and rebellious activity in south-eastern 
Chma in modern times indicates that it was the organizations of the secret 
society type which commanded the largest followings and produced the 
greatest and most widespread upheavals in both town and countryside. 

In the West we are inclined to think at once of the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion 
wh~n we turn our minds to the great disturbances of the peace in the 
Chma of the nineteenth century. Although most of his following was 
later ~o come from people outside his native province, the leader of the 
rebelhon.was a Kwangtung Hakka whose background in society and i~eas 
was precisely that which concerns us in a study of south-eastern Chma. 
Yet,. although the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion was the most successful rising of 
1~ time and came near to unseating the Ch'ing dynasty a couple of genera
~:~~s before it fii_tally fell from po~er,. it in fact l.ay askew fr?m th~ main 
a of sec.ret society activity. Despite Its conventional name .1t was m ~act 

revo.lut!Onary movement which sought to remake Chmese society 
accord1n t · · · d'd g o new principles.5 The secret societies, m contrast, 1 not 

'Ibid 
• Ib·d·· Pp. 185ff. 
• lb~d., Pp. 197ff. 
• I ., p. :zs:z. 

On the Wh· · 1· · · Ch" . I see, for e lte Lotus and other cland~stme re 1g10~s sec~s m . ~na m gener? 
Modern ~~~pie, de Groot, op. cit., pass1m; Chan Wmg-~s1t, Relzgwus Trends .'n 
Relr·g· . na, New York 1953 pp. 156ff.; K. W. Re1chelt, trans. J. Tethe, 

ron rn CJ · • • L ·• • secret .nnese Garment, London, 1951, pp. 165ff.; B. Favre, es socretes 
es en Chrn 0 · · · · · 11 p · 8ff sSe . e, ngrne-rdle histonque--ntuatron actue e, ans, 1933, pp. 7 . 

and s~ ~sleTally G. E. Taylor, 'The Taiping Rebellion: Its Economic Background 
no 6 JcJa heory•, The Chinese Social and Political Science Review, vol. XVI, 
H · ' danU. 1?33; Teng Ssu-)ii New Light on the History of the Taiping Rebellion, 

arvar nJve . p , . . ) d v· y h Sh" rs,ty ress, Cambndge, Mass., 1950 (muneographed ; an mcent 
C~~c un~ . Ih, 'Interpretations of the Taiping Tien-Kuo by Non-communist 

mese nters', The Far Eastern Quarterly, vol. X, no. 3, 195 I. 
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manifest themselves in a unique outburst, were ideologically rebellious in 
the sense that they proclaimed their aim to be the restoration of the Ming 
dynasty to the throne, and never succeeded in establishing a thorough
going alternative government over a wide area. 

In the south-east the secret society scene was dominated by the organi
zations usually known collectively as the Heaven and Earth League or 
the Triad Society. This group of societies is definable by its standardized 
ritual, of which we have a number of records. Alongside the Triad there 
were probably other secret societies ritually distinct, but the concentra
tion of the literature on the Triad apparently reflects the supreme position 
which this group of organizations enjoycd.1 Of the origin of the Triad we 
know very little, and while it is possible that it came into being before 
the Ch'ing dynasty, its activities arc recorded only well after the time indi
cated by its motto 'Overthrow Ch'ing, restore Ming'. In the myth-history 
of the Triad, which plays a major role in its initiation ritual, the founding 
of the society is traced to events taking place during the early years 
of the Ch'ing dynasty, when the monks belonging to a monastery in 
north Fukien were treacherously turned upon after they had rendered 
help in battle to the ruling emperor. The five monks who survived 
the destruction of the monastery set up the anti-Manchu organization 
founding five lodges in Fukien, Kwangtung, Yunnan, Hukwang {that 
is, Hunan and Hupeh), and Chekiang. Certainly Fukicn and Kwang
tung appear to have been the centre of Triad activities. When the 
censor of Hukwang memorialized the emperor in 1841 he reported 

1 The English words league, brotherhood, and so on, which appear in the 
various names for the Triad are all translations of one Chinese word, lmi, which 
bears the general meaning of an association. The main sources on which I have 
drawn for data on the secret societies in Fukien and Kwangtung are as follows: 
T. ]. Newbold and General Wilson, 'The Chinese Triad Society of the Tien-ti
huih', Joumal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and lrelar.d, vol. VI, 
1841; G. Schlegel, Thian Ti Hwui, The Hung League or Heaven-Earth-League, 
Batavia, 1866; W. A. Pickering, 'Chinese Secret Societies', Joumal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, Straits Branch, Part I, no. 1, r8;8 and Part II, no. 3, 1879; C. 
Gutzlaff, 'On the Secret Triad Society of China, chiefly from Papers belonging to 
the Society found at Hong Kong', Joumal of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol. VIII, 
1846; 'Oath Taken by Members of the Triad Society and Notices of its Origin', 
The Chinese Repository, vol. XVIII, no. 6, 1849; [A. \Vylie] 'Secret Societies in 
China', Shanglzae Almanac for 1854 atzd 1Vliscellany, Shanghai, 1853; \V. Stanton, 
The Triad Society or Heaven atzd Earth Associatiotz, Hong Kong, 1900 (reprint of 
articles in Chitza Review, vols. X.."'{ I and XXII); G. Hughes, 'The Small Knife 
Rebels (An Unpublished Chapter of Amoy History)', The China Review, vol. I, 
no. 4, r87z/3; S. Couling, The Etzcyclopaedia Sinica, Shanghai, 1917; H. M. 
Cordier, Les societes secretes chinoises, Paris, r888; ]. S. M. Ward and W. G. 
Stirling, The Hung Society or the Society of Heave~~ and Earth, vol. I, London, 
1925; ]. S. M. \Yard, The Hung Society . .. , vols. II and III, London, 1926; 
P. Pelliot, 'The Hung Society' (Compte-rendu of Ward and Stirling, The Hung 
Society), T'oung Pao, vol. X..XV, Leiden, 1928; de Groot, op. cit.; Favre, op. cit.; 
J. Hutson, 'Chinese Secret Societies', The China Journal, vol. IX, nos. 4, 5 and 6, 
Shanghai, 1928. 
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the head lodge of the Triad to be in Fukien and the second in 
Kwangtung.1 

It may be that the organization of the Triad into five provincial lodges 
was purely notional and ritual. All we know for a certainty is that from 
the end of the eighteenth century onwards Triad groups made their 
opposition to the state felt. The first Triad rebellion seems to have 
broken out in 1787 in Formosa, and from that date until 1856 there were 
uprisings attributed to the Triad in Formosa, Kiangsi, Kwangtung, 
Kwangsi, and Fukien. After the end of the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion, during 
which Triad groups brought off their greatest coups, secret society activity 
of an open kind seems to have waned, and it appears just possible that, 
if the various Triad groups were co-ordinated, the centre of their organi
zation had by this time shifted out of China itself to Singapore, where a 
Chinese settlement composed of emigrants from Fukien and Kwangtung 
conducted its own affairs independently of the British administration and 
by means of Triad lodges. 2 However, the decline of Triad rebelliousness 
in the later part of the nineteenth century by no means evidences a falling 
~way in its membership and influence. The British found Triad groups 
1n the piece of Kwangtung they took over at the end of the century,3 
and there is little doubt that the inhabitants of Kwangtung and Fukien 
continued their secret society organization into recent times." 

Triad groups must have been widely spread through the south-east, and, 
at least in the heyday of their power, able to call upon large numbers of 

1 Wylie, op. cit. Note also the language of the Ch'ing penal code in the AppendiJC 
on Rebellion and Renunciation of Allegiance in Staunton, op. cit., pp. 546ff. 'AU 
persons who, without being related or connected by intermarriage, establish 11 

brotherhood or other association among themselves, by the ceremonial of tasting 
blood, and burning incense, shall be guilty of an intent to commit the crime of 
rbebellion. : .. T~e punishment ~f the brothe.rhood associated by the initiation with 
loo~, Whtch extsts in the provmce of Fo-kien, shall be conformable to the afore

~enttoned regulations .... All those vagabonds and di90rderly persons who have 
~en known to assemble together, and to commit robberies, and other acts of 

VIolence, under the particular designation of "Tien-tee-whee", or "The Association 
~f He~ven and Earth'', shall, immediately after seizure and conviction, suffer death 
. Y betng beheaded ... .'See also Wylie, op. cit., who says that in 1810 a clause was 
Inserted in the penal code stating that 'the lawless banditti of Fuk-kien and Kwang
tung are forming plots and have resuscitated the ... Teen te hwuy . .. .' 

2 ~.f. H. A. Giles, Freemasonry in China, Amoy, 188o, p. 27. On the various Triad. 
~rt~tngs in China see de Groot, op. cit., pp. 34off.; Couling, op. cit., p. 572; and. 
T ~he, op. cit. Stanton op. cit., pp. 10ff., has similar data, but, in addition, lists 

rtad incidents in Kw;ngtung in 1886 and 1892. 
1 See Report on the New Territory at Hong Kong, 1900, p. 13. 

f • The Hung League, which is anotl).er name for the Triad, ramified to all parts 
0 the World in which Chinese from the south-east settled. A world congress of 
the League is said to have been held in Shanghai in July 1946 at which a decision 
;as taken to organize the Hung League Democratic Party. See C. Glick and Hong 

heng-hwa, Swords of Silence, Chinese Secret Societies--Past and Present, New 
York, 1947, p. 261. 
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followers. In the turbulent time of the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion in the middle 
of the last century Triad forces took and held for some months the 
cities of Shanghai and Amoy, and captured some smaller cities near 
Canton. 

We have now to ask what the relation was between secret society grouping 
and the kind of lineage organization existing in the area where the Triad 
flourished. In a famous work which, for all its sinological shortcomings, 
continues to impress students of Chinese society, Max Weber asserted: 
'To the present day, a considerable proportion of all politically dangerous 
"secret societies" has consisted of sibs.' Weber based his generalization 
on slender evidence, confusing the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion and its relation to 
the village of its leader with secret societies.1 In fact, the evidence suggests 
that secret society not only cut across lineage organization but also tended 
to mark the line dividing the rich and influential from the poor and weak 
in differentiated lineages. 

Teng Ssu-yii writes of the secret societies 'representing rural poverty
stricken peasants and urban unemployed workers and scoundrels'. 2 His 
characterization may be overdrawn, but it at least has the merit of showing 
us that some sort of solidarity was expressed in Triad activity which did 
not chime with the solidarity of lineages standing opposed to one another. 
It is true that European observers sometimes thought the secret societies 
to involve a very wide span of the class structure. Writing in the 184o's, 
for example, two such observers stressed the inclusiveness of Triad 
membership. 'It is known,' one of them said, 'that the Society includes 
among its members persons in almost every rank of official and private 
life throughout the provinces ... .'3 The other asserted: 'All classes are 
permitted to join; and amongst the Triad Society, there are at present 
mandarins of low degree, police runners, soldiers, merchants, brothel
keepers, gamblers, and needy characters of every description. . . .'' 
Moreover, it is clear that there were troubled times when gentlemen 
did not hold themselves aloof from the rebelliousness to which by ideology 

1 The Religion of China, Confucianism and Taoism, trans. and ed. H. H. Gerth, 
Glencoe, Illinois, 1951, p. 86. A number of earlier writers were under the impres
sion that there was a close association between the Rebellion and the Triad, but, 
although the secret societies may have paved the way for the Rebellion and some 
Triad groups been in touch with the army of the Heavenly Kingdom, there was no 
formal co-ordination of their activities. Ritually and ideologically the Rebellion 
and the Triad were distinct and opposed. For a summary of the evidence on this 
point see Teng Ssu-yii, op. cit., pp. 26ff. 

'~ Ibid., p. 28. 
1 'Oath Taken by Members of the Triad Society ... .', p. 36. 
'Gutzlaff, op. cit., p. 364. Cf. Stanton's version of one of the Triad initiation 

oaths, p. 62: 'After entering the Hung doors, whether industrious labourers, diligent 
students, scholars, farmers, mechanics, merchants, physicians, diviners, astrologers, 
geomancers, physiognomists, actors, singers, executioners, lictors, Confucianists, 
Buddhists, or Taoists, you must not get drunk and by fighting and riotous conduct 
cause trouble.' 
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and interest they were normally hostile.1 I do not say, therefore, that the 
data are unambiguous, but I think on balance it is right to conclude that 
the secret societies were essentially movements which, while they may 
have found some of their leaders among members of officialdom and the 
gentry, expressed an opposition to the state characteristic of the poor 
and the peasantry. 

In the account of the so-called Small Knife Rebels' attack on Amoy in 
1853 we certainly can see the class elements involved. This secret society, 
which was a branch of or connected with the Triad, was established in 
Amoy, some five years before the attack, by a Singapore Chinese who was 
a comprador in the service of Jardine, Matheson and Co. Alarmed at the 
rapid growth of the society, the provincial government sought to put it 
down. Tan, the founder, was arrested and tortured to death. The leader
ship now passed to a man of low extraction who managed to bring over 
to his side a merchant, 'once possessed of great wealth', who was being 
squeezed by officialdom. Some two thousand members of the society 
rose under their new leader in his native village and marched to Amoy. 
There they found eight thousand fellow members under a council of six 
men, three of whom were Singapore Chinese. This army succeeded in 
taking over and holding Amoy against the government for several months. 
Apart from their prominence in the supreme leadership of the uprising, 
Singapore Chinese were found also among the holders of subordinate 
positions, and we know enough about overseas Chinese at this period to 
say that these Singapore leaders could hardly have ranked as gentlemen.2 
Furthrmore, the general support enjoyed by the Amoy rising appears to 
have rested on the common people.s 

1 Wylie, op. cit., says that troops and officials concerned in the suppression of 
the Yao rising in I8JI were found to be connected with the Triad, and that in the 
Triad capture of Shanghai most of the government officials seem to have been 
similarly connected. During the crisis in imperial affairs from the time of the T'ai
p'ing Rebellion onwards some of the literati shifted their allegiance back and forth 
between government and rebels. Cf. Chang Chung-li, op. cit., p. 70. For what 
seems a greatly exaggerated picture of secret society influence in high places see 
P. d'Enjoy, 'Associations, congregations Lt socictcs secretes chinoises', Bulletins et 
M.!moires de Ia Societe d'Antlzropo/ogie de Paris, Series V, vol. V, I904. 

'This summary of the 1853 Amoy rising is based on Hughes, op. cit. Note that 
the attack on and capture of Shanghai in the same year seems to have been con
nected with the same type of secret society (Hsiao Tao Hui) and to have displayed 
a prominence of men from the south-eastern provinces. See Hummel, ed., op. cit., 
vol. I, pp. I I Sf. (The leader of the Hsiao Tao Hui in the Shanghai adventure was a 
Kwangtungese who had been for a time an interpreter to Western merchants. The 
role of the comprador element in the uprisings of this period and the significance 
of class changes in urban society for an understanding of the whole question of 
resistance to government are important matters which, however, lie outside my 
present enquiry.) Stanton, op. cit., p. I6, speaks of Shanghai as having been taken 
in the first place by men from Fukien and Kwangtung. 

1 Lin-le (Lindley), op. cit., vol. I, p. I66, says that the rebels were greatly 
supported by the ordinary people from the surrounding villages, but 'the wealthy 
classes remained aloof from both contending parties .... ' 
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Opposition to the state and the ties across kin groups entailed by this 
alignment are evidenced very clearly for us in the oaths which formed 
part of the ritual of Triad initiation. By this initiation unrelated men 
were turned ritually into brothers, and becoming brothers in this fashion 
they then assumed in respect of one another many of the obligations of 
agnatic kinship. Perhaps the most striking of the consequences of member
ship was the inability to marry or have sexual relations with the widow of 
a fellow member ;1 the widow of a ritual brother, like the widow of a true 
agnate, was traditionally forbidden. 2 The incest rules applicable to agnates 
appear generally to have been invoked to control the relations between 
members and the daughters of their fellows, 3 the bar clearly being an 
aspect of the solidarity ideally required of men bound in ritual brother
hood. 

The Triad initiation, of which we have several versions, must have 
been a highly dramatic performance calculated, by means of its religious 
acts, to impress upon new members the nature of the step they had 
taken.' There has been considerable speculation on the meaning of the 
various parts and symbols of the ritual,5 but perhaps Sun Yat-sen, whose 
contact with it was highly professional, comes closest to seizing its essential 
character when he says that the 'initiation ceremony of the Hung League 
was cast in the form of a play .... By means of a play, deeds of injustice 
could be portrayed and a sense of revenge could be aroused' .s Now it 
was not likely that such a religious performance, heterodox and seditious, 
would attract men whose gentry status, quite apart from their personal 
feelings, directed their ideas and their political interests towards the 

1 See Ward and Stirling, op. cit., p. 67, and Stanton, op. cit., p. 64. 
1 See above, p. 3 I. 

1 See Stanton, op. cit., p. 61: 'After entering the Hung doors, your brethren's 
parents become your parents, and your brethren's wives and daughters become your 
sisters-in-law and nieces'. See also ibid., p. 67: 'He who commits adultery with a 
brother's wife, or fornication with a brother's daughter, shall be put to death 
without mercy'. The sisters of fellow-members are not mentioned, and it is clear 
that there was no attempt to extend widely the agnatic prohibitions. In Stanton's 
version of the Thirty-Six Oaths the last one reads: 'After entering the Hung doors, 
you must not marry, commit adultery with or kidnap and sell deceased brothers' 
widows, so that, in after days, your children and grandchildren may marry with 
theirs according to propriety, and be fortunate, prosperous, and ever rich and 
honourable, with prosperous children and grandchildren to succeed them'. Ibid., 
p. 64. 

'These versions set out the ritual but are not necessarily accounts of what 
actually ever took place. However, we have two eye-witness accounts of initiation 
among overseas Chinese in the Straits Settlements in the nineteenth century. See 
the description given by Abdullah Munshi (Raffles's Malay teacher) of the rites he 
saw in the r8zo's: A. H. Hill, 'The Hikayat Abdullah, An Annotated Translation', 
Journal of the Malayan Branch Royal Asiatic Society, vol. XXVIII, part 3, pp. 184ff. 
Pickering saw an initiation in the Straits in the r87os; op. cit., Part II. 

6 See especially Ward and Stirling, op. cit. 
1 Quoted in Glick and Hong, op. cit., p. 55· 
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maintenance of the official systems of beliefs and authority. The secret 
societies were not only a challenge to the security of Manchu rule but 
also, by drawing on the general fund of forbidden religion, constituted. a 
threat to the religious ideology officially, if not personally, embodied m 
members of the gentry class. 

Important as the religious elements may have been in the secret 
societies, they seem to have provided them less with a driving force than 
a solemn apparatus for sanctifying rebellion. It may well be that the fact 
that we have records of the ritual of initiation only is a mark of the 
secondary importance played by religion in secret society activity. The 
sects on the other hand approached the sociological model of the deviant 
religious movement, even though what they deviated from was less than 
a highly organized church with a clear-cut body of doctrine. They were 
gro_ups of freely adhering devotees concentrating on problems of salvation 
wh1ch the pursuit of ordinary religious practices was inadequate to tackle. 
Leadership in both secret societies and clandestine sects must not only 
hav.e cut across the group lines drawn by the conventional structure of 
soc1ety but also have thrown up individuals whose spiritual or political 
qualities overrode the principles of authority enshrined in the agnatic 
:'-lld _class systems. If sects and 'lodges' of the secret societies were found 
10 highly differentiated lineages we may suspect that they gave expression 
to_ t~e latent opposition of the common people to the representatives 
Within their communities of the centralized government. 

In south-eastern China, therefore, there would appear to have been 
~0 alignments of conflict which cut across each other. In some contexts 
lne~ges were ranged against lineages; in other contexts lineages, or class 

sections of them, were united in their common hostility to the state. It 
:rnay be that the disturbances in Fukien and Kwangtung in the nineteenth 
cent~ry Were less productive of general chaos than they might have been 
~reclsely because this twofold alignment of conflict prevented Ia guerre 
, outrance in either direction. John Scarth, whose observations on the 
e:archy' of northern Kwangtung in the x8sos I referred to early in this 
cl ay,_1 comments: 'Strange as it may appear, this desperate state of 
fr::;lsh anarchy has proved to be the sole safety of this part of C?ina 
to Worse anarchy at the hands of the rebels. The people were so g1ven 

.f~:rrelli~g that they would not agree. to fight,'2 
th P~ov~nces of Kwangtung and Fuk1en were remarkable in China for 

ree th1 1 1 1' · · · 1' d Sec ngs: arge-sca e meage orgamzauon, mter- meage fights an 
ret so . . . W ' 

me Cletles of the Tnad type. e may well suspect that these pheno-
co na Were not randomly associated, but that in fact they were functionally 

nnected All' · h f h · · · lances agamst t e state ormed by t e secret soc1et1es 
counterbal d . . d 1. . . 

h ance the oppos1t10n generate between meage commun1t1es 
w en aanat' . . . d . h . h this 

b'' 1c organiZatiOn was carne to a hig p1tc . To test 
1 See above, p. 8. 
1 Op. cit., pp. s:zf. 
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hypothesis we should need to look in detail at the way in which both large
scale lineages and 'lodges' of the Triad were distributed through the two 
provinces. If we could establish that these two types of organization 
flourished together we should be much nearer an understanding of the 
importance of the Triad in the south-east. 

The violent opposition to other lineages and to the state was merely a 
phase of the system by which a particular lineage was bound to its society. 
By acts of hostility it could from time to time assert its independence in 
a world where in fact it could enjoy no lasting independence. It needed 
the women from other lineages and, in the last resort, whatever its trucu
lence, it was tied to the state. It is precisely in the ambivalence towards 
the state that we see the crucial position of those lineage members who 
were also members of the gentry. They could act to moderate and restrain 
open hostility; they could mediate and soften the demands for taxes and 
reprisals made by the state upon their communities; they could bring the 
prestige of the bureaucratic system into their lineages and yet strengthen 
them against the system. The differentiated lineage was not autonomous, 
not simply because it was part of a centralized polity, but also because 
actual and potential agents of bureaucratic control were incorporated into 
its community. The ideas and authority represented by the lineage gentry 
might be resisted, but the gentry were at the same time sources of general 
benefit. Acts of defiance by the lineage directed against the state in one 
sense weakened the lineage gentry; yet in another sense these acts en
hanced their strength, for the protection which they could afford had in 
the long run to be called into play. 



Discussion 

It would be as well if, having by now set out a number of facts about 
lineage organization in Fukien and Kwangtung, I repeated the warning I 
gave in the Preface to this essay. Many of these facts are drawn 
from sources which describe only a very few localized lineages; and in 
the vast area covered by the term 'south-eastern China' they may possibly 
be unusual. Only a much more ambitious piece of research than I have 
undertaken will be able to show the extent to which the composite picture 
I have put together corresponds to something we might fairly call repre
sentative and typical. On the other hand, since my purpose has not been 
merely to detail a collection of interesting facts but rather to come to 
some general conclusions about the nature of rural society in Fukien and 
Kwangtung, I propose to put caution aside and try to make some sugges
tions which may serve partly to explain what we appear now to know 
and partly to provide lines for further study. The usefulness of armchair 
anthropology lies not simply in its collation of existing knowledge but also 
in its questioning and its forward-looking suggestions. 

Slender as the data are, they furnish in the first place an hypothesis on 
the interconnexions between social differentiation and the scale of the 
localized lineage. It seems on the whole that the larger lineages were the 
more highly differentiated internally in terms of social status. Now, 
this is not merely to say that as a lineage grew in numbers its members 
were likely to differentiate themselves progressively; what probably 
happened in essence was that social differentiation and growth in numbers 
were constantly reinforcing each other. Increasing differentiation in 
status brought benefits to the lineage as a whole which provided incentives 
for people to stay within it. Growth in membership created the possibility 
of ~dding to the corporate resources which furnished the basis for further 
social promotion. 

It h~s been pointed out that the higher rates of tenancy in the rice areas 
of Chtna may be due in part to higher productivity.1 Where people 
produced a surplus they invested in more land, a commodity attractive of 
course not only for its security but also for its prestige. Agricultural 
conditions in the south-east seem to have favoured a form of this process. 
Invested surplus deriving from a generally fertile terrain concentrated 

1 Cf. Buck, Land Utilization in China, p. 196. 
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land-ownership in a relatively small number of hands, while the growth 
of the treaty ports in the nineteenth century tended to accentuate the 
process by bringing urban capital into the rural area. In modem times 
only some third of the farming households of Fukien and Kwangtung 
owned all the land they worked; in the Canton delta some 85 per cent 
of the farmers were said to be tenants.1 As Fei and Chang rightly argue 
in their Yunnan study,z there is no simple and direct relationship between 
the productivity of the soil and the concentration of land-ownership, 
but at least the south-eastern rice economy appears to have been one in 
which the possibility of creating and investing surpluses in land was well 
realized. 

Yet the high rate of tenancy in the south-east is not, for the present 
argument, the crucial fact. Landlordism by itself would not explain why 
large lineage communities held together. The essential feature of land 
tenure in Fukien and Kwangtung was the important role ascribed to the 
corporate holdings of lineages and their segments. When the landlord was 
often the agnatic group of which the tenant was a member, and when 
being a member of such a group meant having a prior right to tenancy, the 
poorer people had every reason to stay in the community rather than go 
to try their luck elsewhere. In other words, the surplus economy of the 
region, mediated by the institution of collective ownership, created a fund 
of property which tended to keep lineage members at home. When 
corporate land was either rented out to members of the corporation or 
circulated for use among them, the privilege proved a centripetal force. 

The benefits derived from corporate property were not, as we have seen, 
equally distributed. The elite of a lineage, exercising its power, probably 
pocketed more than its fair share. Yet the humble member of a lineage 
owning large corporate resources was still in a better posit~on than his 
analogue in a poor lineage, for he had greater security, greater prestige 
vis-a-vis the outside world, and at least the hope that in time he and his 
descendants might make their way closer to the central position from which 
benefits were controlled. We thus have the economic facet of the paradox 
by which the contrast between high and low status reinforced the integrity 
of the lineage. It may be true that in the popular sense the poor were 
exploited by the rich; but even as they were exploited they enjoyed 
privileges important enough to make their continued residence worth-while. 

Not all lineages owned corporate property and some had little. Perhaps 
they were unfavourably situated from an agricultural point of view and 
could never produce important surpluses. Perhaps even when the sur
pluses were produced the first step in the reciprocating system was, for 
some reason beyond our knowledge, never taken, so that increasing popu
lation and increasing corporate property were not set going in a series of 

1 Tawney, Land and Laborlr in China, p. 37· 
1 Fei Hsiao-tung and Chang Chih-i, Earthbound China, A Study of Rural 

Economy in Yunnan, London, 1949, pp. 6f., 305f. 
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mutually promoting events. The small, relatively undifferentiated lineage 
was one characterized not only by an absence of rich people but also by a 
lack of lineage property. 

In the period we have been examining there could have been little new 
land to take up, except in the hilly area which in any case was not of great 
value for cultivation. If men in poor lineages sought their livelihood 
elsewhere they must have emigrated to the towns or overseas, married 
without dignity into better-off households in other villages, gone to work 
as labourers in other communities, or perhaps managed in some cases to 
rent land elsewhere. Except possibly from overseas remittances, capital 
was not likely to flow back into a poor lineage in any considerable quantity. 
A lineage with corporate resources large enough to keep its members in 
the village might, of course, stimulate the growth of its population to 
the point where increasing numbers outpaced the accumulation of common 
property; there was presumably some optimum size beyond which bene
fits decreased to the point of promoting emigration. Yet of course a rich 
lineage was one which did not rely solely on agriculture for its investable 
income, and population pressure on the land would not necessarily limit 
its ability to provide attractive benefits. Trading, usury, and bureaucratic 
office were sources of money which could reinforce the position of a lineage 
by bringing capital into the system from outside. It is important to dis
tinguish between the improbability of the poor members of such a lineage 
making much headway in accumulating wealth, and the possibility that 
the lineage as a whole grew richer through the activities of its elite. Land, 
as far as the latter-day poor peasant was concerned, may have bred no 
land, but a corporate holding of land and other property by his lineage 
gave him an advantage over the member of a lineage without such common 
re~ources. Indeed, we should say that what is really important in classi
fymg lineages for the· purpose of this argument is not the average level 
of wealth as measured by the resources controlled by individual house
holds, but the total sum of corporate property from which these households 
actually or potentially drew benefit. 

In order to explain why some lineages rather than others managed to 
hold their members together I have adduced the.factor of common prop
erty. We may well wonder why rich individuals should place their wealth 
at the disposal of their lineage or one of its segments instead of leaving it 
to be enjoyed exclusively by their immediate descendants. Chen Han-seng 
assur~s us that the 'sense of family responsibility' is such in China, and 
espec1all~ Kwangtung, that while 'the individual family likes to enjoy 
the prestige of a big land owner, it considers it just as important to streng
then the economic status of the main stem of the family, that is the clan, 
as to bolster up the security of the direct descendants'.1 Doubtless part of 
the answer to our question is to be found in some such statement as this. 
There is an initial assumption in the system that the lineage as a whole 

1 Agrarian P1·oblems, p. JO. 
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must be protected and provided for, and that those who are rich are 
morally right to divert from their sons a portion of property which will 
serve the community. But I do not think that this explanation by itself 
takes us far enough. In the discussion on ancestor worship I pointed out 
the intimate connexion between the endowment of ancestral halls and 
lineage segmentation: a new segment came into being when property was 
set aside to finance a hall for it. At the same time I argued that lineage 
segmentation in this fashion was an aspect also of social differentiation, 
in the sense that any section of a segment which wished to mark a new 
identity for itself on the basis of its superior status vis-a-vis other sections 
could turn itself into a sub-segment by establishing a hall. Property vested 
in the new genealogical unit and added to the fund in succeeding genera
tions was, therefore, not so much directed to the support of the 'clan' as 
to the maintenance of what, in the first place, was a small unit in the 
'clan'. As time went on, of course, the numbers of people deriving benefit 
from the property might grow, and a later observer might conclude that 
the common property was intended to bolster up a very large segment of 
the lineage; in fact, from the point of view of those who established or 
donated property to the fund, the benefits were to go to their immediate 
agnates and not to a large section of the community. If men added to the 
property held by the lineage or its sub-lineages they were doubtless 
doing what Chen had in mind; they were strengthening a major group in 
their society. If they endowed segments lower in the hierarchy they were 
more concerned with their own status and that of the restricted range of 
agnates with whom they identified themselves closely. 

The argument that in the south-east the existence of large-scale localized 
lineages partly depended upon the maintenance of corporate property and 
that this property was probably made possible at an earlier stage of 
settlement by the relatively high productivity of the land, is one which 
may have a bearing on the more general problem of the uneven distri
bution of large localized lineages in China. Fukien and Kwangtung 
especially and, to a considerable extent, central China displayed a system 
in which villages tended to be composed of the members of single lineages. 
Elsewhere in the country there was no marked incidence of the large-scale 

.single-lineage community. Naturally, there may have been at work a very 
complicated set of factors to produce this distribution, but we should 
perhaps consider as important among them the possibility of accumulating 
corporate property on the basis of an agricultural economy in a favourable 
milieu. Large-scale localized lineages by no means appear throughout 
the rice-growing areas of China, but it may be that the cultivation of 
rice was one of the conditions predisposing local communities of agnates 
to build themselves into large settlements. Of course, measured against 
the other sources of wealth drawn upon during the history of a successful 
localized lineage, the surplus from agriculture may seem unimpressive; all 
I am suggesting is that it may have been the surplus accumulated in a 
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highly productive rice economy in the first place which helped to set 
going the system of corporate property which in tum promoted the 
development of large agnatic communities. 

The benefits to be derived from membership of a differentiated lineage 
in the south-east were not, of course, only economic. Carried to its full 
extent differentiation in status created and retained within the community 
men whose social position as scholars and bureaucrats conferred prestige 
and power upon their lineage as a whole. Not only, therefore, could the 
lineage accumulate tangible property in which the humbler men shared to 
some extent, but it might also build up a collective reputation for learning 
and gentility which was in fact based on the activities of very few members 
~ut which spread its light over all the others. Seen from the outside a 
hneage was a corporate group which, at least in certain circumstances, 
was taken to be undifferentiated. Facing his glorious agnates the poor 
tenant farmer deferred and was humble; facing the outer world he might 
~tand as a member of a group endowed with general prestige and general 
mfluence. In a lineage which contained only poor farmers and small 
trade · d' 'd . rs an m 1v1 ual was humble not only in his own right but also by 
VIr~~ of the meagreness of the status of the lineage as a whole. . 

1 ere were legal and political benefits to be derived from remainmg a 
.0~.1Y. member of a powerful lineage. In theory the state dealt with its 
10 Iv~dual citizens or their closest kin, but in practice it treated them as 
medm ers of organized local communities. If in the conduct of lawsuits 
an admi · t · . 

I ms rative and fiscal matters the hneagc could be spoken for by 
gent emen th h . l . h h • . en t e peasant enjoyed a protectiOn and advantage w uc 

e wbas not hkely to want to forgo. As long as the administrative system 
was orne b h 
re . Y a small corps of officers who had runners rather t an 

presentative · h . · d 
its offi . 1 s In t e VIllages, and as long as the bureaucracy recrmte 
betw Cia s from a class well established in the countryside, the relations 

een mag· t . . h memb Is rate and village leadership were more profitable to t e 
ers of stro l' f . or c ng meages than to those 0 weak lineages. 
ourse the · d · fl · l memb f re Were losses as well as gams to the poor an unm uent1a 
er o a h' hl . 

centre f Ig .Y differentiated lineage. Because he stood away from the 
of the 0 power h1s benefits tended to be residual and his effective control 
propertpr?perty. of which he was a nominal owner was slight. The very 
wealth ~;~ ~hieh he had rights might be used to increase the perso~al 
had bee at~s of those already in power; land, for example, wh1ch 

n set aside t fi . . h . . l school th o nance education mig t m practice serve on y to 
property ~ s~ns of the lineage elite, while the income from common 
mi ht t ' t by subterfuge and through a system of ritual preferences, 
th g .0 a afrge extent find its way into the pockets of the influential. Yet 

e umty o the 1· ·d d d · 1 
h h Ineage vis-a-vis the outs1 e worl reste precise y on 

t e strengt whi h h' 
b 1. 1 fi c t Is concentration of power promoted. It was better 

to e a Itt e sh in b' 1. 1 fi h · 11 d Th d a Ig pond than a Itt e s In a sma pon . 
c a vantages of being a member of a strong lineage lay not only in 
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the dealings with the state but also in the relations with other lineages. 
We have seen that organized violence between lineages appears to have 
been recurrent. It was clearly better to remain within a community 
which had the advantage of manpower and economic resources for weapons 
and fortification. The small and weak lineages could hold their own only 
by banding together or placing themselves for a price under the protection 
of strong neighbours. 

I have spoken earlier of drawing a composite picture of the lineage in 
Fukien and Kwangtung, but in fact the trend of the present argument 
suggests that, in order to seize the totality of rural society in these two 
provinces, we require not a single picture but a variety of pictures. If we 
had more and better data we might be able to give a number of examples 
of localized lineages arranged on a scale from least to most differentiated 
in social status. As it is, we can express this range of variation only by 
means of models of the polar opposites of the scale. Let us attempt to 
set out the characteristics of two extreme types, A and Z, of the south
eastern Chinese lineage. In contrasting them we shall see how wide the 
variation might be and how, knowing a few facts about a particular real 
lineage, we could guess at where to place it along the continuum from 
A to Z. 

Lineage type A is small in numbers, with a population of two or three 
hundred souls. Apart from one or two small shopkeepers and a few 
craftsmen, its members are cultivators of small pieces of land which they 
own outright or rent from ·external landlords. Their general level of 
income is low. They own no common property except for a plot of land 
which is the grave site of the founding ancestor. Any increase in the 
pressure of population on resources leads either to a failure to marry and 
have children or to migration in search of work, petty trade, a berth in a 
strange village as a married-in son-in-law, or membership in the army or 
a bandit gang. In order to protect itself from the assaults and insults 
of other lineages and to mediate its contacts with the state it places itself 
under the dominance of a strong lineage; for this protection its pays in 
services or 'taxes'. Apart from domestic ancestor worship, which is con
ducted before the simplest of instruments, and annual rites at the tomb 
of the founder of lineage, there is no ancestral cult. There is no recorded 
genealogy, individual men being placed in the system merely by their 
generation (which is indicated by their personal names) and their ascrip
tion to one or other of the sub-lineages which trace their origin from the 
sons of the founder. No genealogical unit stands between the sub-lineage 
and the household, nor is there any tendency for groups of closely related 
households to co-operate economically and ritually. Headship of the sub
lineages and the lineage passes to the oldest men in the senior generation 
of these units, no other formal leaders being recognized. Disputes are 
brought before sub-lineage and lineage heads, but when they cannot be 
resolved a gentleman from the protecting community is brought in to 
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try to reach a settlement. In this model of type A only the last statement 
is pure guesswork; the other statements are based, at most at one remove, 
on facts set out in the main body of this essay. 

Lineage type Z numbers two or three thousand people, among whom 
there are retired bureaucrats, the families of bureaucrats in office, and 
gentlemen aspiring to officialdom. There are also some well-to-do mer
chants, a proportion of small traders and craftsmen, and a mass of cultiva
tors, the greater part of whom work land held in the name of the lineage 
or its various segments. The majority of the members of the lineage are 
poor, but the lineage as a whole is corporately rich in land, ancestral 
halls, and such other items of property as rice mills. Men tend to stay 
within the community, and even if they go out of it in order to take office 
or engage in business they leave their families behind, return when they 
are ~ld<:r, and send money back. There is a hierarchy of ancestral halls, 
but It Is not symmetrical; that is to say, some sub-lineages are more 
segmented in respect of halls than other sub-lineages, while some branches 
of one sub-lineage are more segmented in the same fashion than other 
bran~hes. This asymmetry corresponds to an uneven distribution through 
the hnea~e of men of high status and wealth. The written genealogy 
~lays an ~mportant part in the system, both linking the lineage to other 
hnea~es 1n connexions which bring prestige and useful alliances, and 
showmg the membership of property-owning segments. Regular rites 
of ancestor worship in the halls express the existence of particular seg
ments, and at the same time, by segregating tablets and discriminating 
am~ng the worshippers, underline the status differences in the community. 
-!'>-s 10 type A, genealogical headmen are appointed, but here their position 
Is oversha?owed by that of the gentry (if they are not themselves gentry) 
wh? constitute, with help from the richer merchants, a central government 
of hneage affairs. Despite the existence of a hierarchy of segments, disputes 
tend to be referred to mediators drawn from the lineage elite, while in 
extreme. cases the elite and the genealogical heads may sit as a court in 
formal Judgment. The statements in this model of type Z will clearly 
be recognized as the facts to which the greater part of this essay has clung. 

I have spoken of A and z as models. Neither is a statement of an 
· ~~rage of all the lineages of one type which I have been able to examine. 

e~ are rather summaries of characteristics which I imagine we should 
~ndhif we Were able to study extreme cases. They are explanatory models 
1~ t e sen~e that, by implication, they show the interconnexions between 
e e~ents; In A smallness of scale and a rudimentary genealogical segmen
t~tiOn g~ ~vith a low level of corporate property and a lack of social 
differentiation, while in z the complementary correlations are shown. 
Now these polar models may never have had their analogues in reality, 
but t_h~y express what we may assume would have happened if certain 
conditiOns h~d been taken to extremes. It may be that if we built a kind 
of compromise model M, which was intermediate in characteristics to A 
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and Z, we should in fact be closer to general historical reality; but by 
beginning with A and Z, as sharply delineated contrasts, instead of some 
more 'realistic' model, M, we are able, I think, more clearly to set up a 
mental framework within which we may accommodate the stretch of 
reality when we come to know it from a whole series of concrete cases. 

A and Z are constructs standing above some cruder appreciation of 
reality-or rather they would be if we had a better knowledge of reality. 
Because this essay is based on slender material, it can be fairly urged 
against me that the constructs are more works of imagination than abstrac
tions from real life. But I think that even if we had at our disposal a body 
of good historical and field material on south-east China, the method I 
have used here would still be justified and useful at some stage. A vast 
compendium of documents on, say, fifty localized lineages in Fuk.ien and 
K wangtung would need to be digested into simplified statements before 
we could grasp its significance. To make an average picture of the data 
might obscure the interrelations between the crucial elements involved. 
Certainly, the lineages of south-eastern China were not all of one kind 
and were ranged in scale and morphology along some sort of continuum. 
Models such as A and Z should help us grasp the nature and implications 
of the continuum. I admit the possibility that the more facts we come to 
know the greater may be our reluctance to build and use simple models 
such as I have constructed here, and as a result this essay may have 
justified itself by a queer reversal of procedure: it may explain much 
because it knows so little. But in the long run anthropologists will have to 
get more and more accustomed to making and manipulating models 
which from one point of view do extreme violence to the richness of the 
material they collect. I 

I turn now to the more general question of the way in which the study 
of the south-eastern Chinese lineage fits into the anthropological theory 
of unilineal kinship organization. Although at long last the investigation 
of non-unilineal kinship systems seems to be coming to the fore in an
thropological writing, it is still true to say that the best descriptive and 
analytical work on kinship has been done along the line laid down for us 
by Morgan's preoccupation with the gens. We have now at any rate a 
body of propositions concerning unilineal kinship which make it compara
tively easy for the student of a particular unilineal system to relate his 
findings to the general fund of ideas on the subject.2 

1 I may refer the non-anthropological reader to the following recent discussions 
by anthropologists on models: S. F. Nadel, The Theory of Social Structure, London, 
1957, pp. 147-152; R. Firth, 'Social Organization and Social Change', .Journal of 
the Royal Anth1opological Institute, vol. 84, 1954, pp. 6ff.; E. R. Leach, Political 
Systems of Highland Burma, London, 1954, pp. 4f., 283ff.; C. L~vi-Strauss, 
'Social Structure' in A. L. Kroeber, ed., Anthropology Today, Chicago, 1953, 
PP· 525ff. 

1 The most lucid and comprehensive exposition of these ideas is to be found in 
Fortes, 'The Structure of Unilineal Descent Groups'. 
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The most obvious characteristic of a thoroughgoing unilineal system of 
kinship is the continuity it ensures between the past and the present. A 
structure which perpetuates itself by recruitment through one line allows 
each new member to repeat, as it were, the role of his predecessors, and all 
living members to think of themselves as being part and parcel of a distinct 
group which includes their forebears back to its foundation. A lineage, as 
a corporate unit of society, may-as it in fact often docs-work on a 
conceptually fixed time scale, or it may, like the Chinese lineage, incor
porate biological generations in a constantly unfolding series of genea
logical generations. In either case past and present participate together in 
a discrete and continuous unit. The ancestors worshipped by the Chinese 
in their halls were more than mere figures of history; they were the 
religious correlates of a social structure achieving permanence through 
time. If men remained in their lineage they continued to be associated 
with the sacred and secular objects which, however they may have been 
modified in fact by the passage of the years, still provided what seemed to 
be an unbroken link with the source from which the lineage flowed. 
Flesh and blood themselves entered into the perpetual corporation which 
was transmitted from generation to generation. . 

Maintaining itself by strict rules of patrilineal descent and patnlocal 
marriage---Qf which the married-in son-in-law system was not a breach 
but an adjustment-the lineage in Fukien and Kwangtung exchanged 
wom~n W!th other lineages in such a fashion as to lose nearly all cont~ol 
o~er Its Sisters and daughters in order to gain nearly full contr?l of Its 
Wives and daughters-in-law. Thus, to take up a matter recently d1scu~~ed 
by Leach, 1 the Chinese lineage was one in which the strength of lts patnh~y 
~as to be. gauged by the relinquishment of its female:: agnates ?nd Its 
mcorporat10n of the women married into it. Having few ntual and virtually 
no economic ties with her own agnates, 2 the married woman was forced 
to cast her interests fully within the group of which she was a member 
by ~rri~ge. One of the consequences of this identification, as I_ have 
earher tncd to show, was that the tensions inherent in the allocation of 
property rights among men was reflected in the standardized abuse of 
women as disrupters of the family peace. Family peace in reality depended 
fundamentally on the suppression of the potential conflict between a 
man and his father and brothers, but his wife, as a relatively new member 
of the group, could the most readily be accused of mischief-making, and 
doubtless she may often have merited some of the blame cast upon her 
because of her attempts to secure the interests of her husband and her 

1 E. R. Leach, 'Aspects of Bridewealth and Marriage Stability Among the 
Kach~n and Lakher', Man, vol. LVII, April 1957, art. 59· 

• Lm, The Golden Wing, pp. 13of. mentions two cases in which married women 
made inheritance claims on their original families. As the events occurred in the 
republican period the women presumably had in theory a legal right. I know of no 
evidence to suggest that by custom married women had claims on their parental 
estates. 
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own children against those of other members of the family. The total 
configuration of stress in a patrilineal complex and the burden borne in 
it by women are exemplified by the Chinese case.1 

The integration of married women into their husbands' groups is 
evidenced by their fate on widowhood. Although, as I have shown, the 
data are not absolutely uniform, the widow appears generally to have 
been treated so much as a member of the group that if she chose to 
remarry she was disposed of to another lineage, her own agnates having 
comparatively little voice in the matter. There was officially no question 
of widow inheritance within the group, because the legal rules regulating 
the sexual conduct between kinsfolk provided strong sanctions against 
congress with the women married into the group, even when they had 
become widows. In theory at any rate, the women brought into the 
group were assimilated to the status of female members; as sexual objects 
they were available to their husbands only, so that while their fertility was 
a contribution to the group into which they had married it could not be 
continued after the lifetime of their spouses. Indeed, chaste widowhood 
was so much an ideal that memorial arches were put up to mark the 
distinction of women who had lived up to it. Further, the rules of the 
secret societies show us that the prohibition of sexual relations with the 
widows of agnates was carried over to stress the bond between ritual 
brothers. We are used to thinking of levirate and widow inheritance as 
accompaniments of agnatic systems, but the Chinese material suggests 
that the very intensity of the incorporation of a married woman may lead 
to her sexuality being confined so exclusively to one man in the group 
that after his death she must pass into yet another group before her sexual 
life may be continued. It might be argued that the prohibition of widow 
inheritance was an aspect of the individuation of simple families within 
the wider kinship group, but this view is countered by the fact that it 
was precisely among the poorest people, who formed an area of society 
where one would have assumed such an individuation to have been carried 
furthest, that the prohibition was most often ignored. 

The conflict over property was given its specific form by the system of 
equal inheritance among brothers, an equality which was modified only 
by what seems to have been an optional rule that the oldest of them 
might get an extra share in recognition of his duty to maintain the domestic 
ancestral cult. The systems of inheritance and succession were egalitarian, 
genealogical headship passing by age and generation and not by seniority 
in line of descent. Since there was no effective primogeniture, as there has 
been in other Far Eastern agnatic systems,2 the ascription of high status 
and authority to men on a non-kinship basis did not conflict with any 

1 Cf. Gluckman, op. cit., pp. s6-6o, and Fortes, op. cit., pp. 37f. 
1 See, e.g., Eisuke Zensho, 'The Famil}' System in Korea', and Kizaemon 

Ariga, 'Introduction to the Family System in Japan, China and Korea', in Trans
actions of the Third World Congress of Sociology, vol. IV, London, 1956. 
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privilege vested in a particular segment. In this sense the Chinese lineage 
was well able to accommodate a class structure cutting across the genea
logical system. But the question is sometimes raised of the degree to 
which a lineage can tolerate social differentiation and remain an effective 
group; so that we should look more closely at the cohabitation of kinship 
and class principles of social division in the lineages of Fukien and 
Kwangtung. 

In his exposition of the character and correlates of unilineal descent 
groups, Fortes points out that 'it seems that corporate descent groups can 
exist only in more or less homogeneous societies'. And he goes on, having 
commented on the unsatisfactory state of our understanding of the vague 
concept 'homogeneous society', to suggest that what we might mean by 
it is a society in which any person can be replaced by any other person of 
the same category without the substitution leading to change in the social 
structure.1 By a person, of course, he means an individual considered 
only in respect of his social position or role, so that the interchangeable 
persons in a homogeneous society are, for example, fathers, brothers, 
headmen, priests and so on, as such. Fortes tentatively suggests that 'any 
two persons of the same category have the same body of custom
ary usages and beliefs' and that 'with respect to their achievable life 
histories, in a homogeneous society all men are brothers and all women 
sisters' .2 

It seems to me that this definition catches only one aspect of the concept 
of homogeneity as we apply it to society. When we speak of a heterogeneous 
society we normally have in mind not only that like persons entertain 
unlike ideas and behave in unlike ways, but also that there is a scatter 
of persons wide enough to exclude many individuals from being many of 
these persons. Fortes seems to imply that homogeneity is measured by 
the degree of variance in the performance of roles which are universal or 
near-universal for all members of one sex. But a heterogeneous society is 
one in which there are important roles (such as those of business man, 
bureaucrat, sailor, actor, and so on) which are open to only a few indi
viduals. In other words, we must treat heterogeneity in terms of social 
differentiation. 

Yet however we define the category 'homogeneous societies' we can 
scarcely say that China falls within its scope. Since the heterogeneity of 
Chinese society can be shown to have operated within many localized 
lineages, and since these lineages survived as corporate groups over long 
periods of time, we must ask what conditions made this survival possible. 

One of the factors at work seems to have been the absence of seniority 
in line of descent to which I referred earlier. When, as we have seen, a 
small group of agnates had attained in wealth and status a position which 
they wished to assert against their more remotely related agnates, they 

1 Fortes, op. cit., p. 36. 
1 Loc. cit. 
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could differentiate themselves ritually by setting up a new ancestor
worshipping unit endowed with its fund of property. The system thus 
allowed small segments of high status to be scattered through the lineage. 
There was no entrenched segment whose superiority could be challenged 
by ritual expressions of high status on the part of inferior co-ordinate 
segments. Class differences could thus be accommodated, at least ritually, 
by the system of genealogical segmentation. It would be interesting to 
know how matters went in Korean society, for example, where a main 
line of descent was marked out within the lineage; class differences there 
could not have found so ready a genealogical expression. 

In a sense the south-eastern Chinese lineage worked better the more it 
was internally differentiated in social status, as model Z suggests. That is 
to say, so far from weakening the system, heterogeneity actually streng
thened it. When power was concentrated in the hands of an elite and 
genealogical authority and status were kept finnly in the background, the 
lineage could more effectively hold its members together and fortify them 
against their neighbours and the state. Fortes says that in centralized 
societies with corporate lineages, such as Ashanti and Yoruba, the central 
political structure was unstable, and he goes on to generalize that 'the 
more centralized the political system the greater the tendency seems to be 
for the corporate strength of descent groups to be reduced or for such cor
porate groups to be nonexistent'.1 The Chinese political system was 
centralized and yet allowed a great measure of autonomy to local com
munities. Of course, if the state relinquished its control of individuals as 
citizens and treated them politically and legally as members of corporate 
lineages even while maintaining the fiction of a centralized polity, then 
Fortes's contention is supported. When the lineage was strong the state 
was weak. Perhaps, indeed, the state often effectively counted for little in 
the countryside of the south-eastern provinces, and the lineages were 
powerful in harmony with this weakness. But even so, lineage and state 
were by no means out of touch with each other. The state made its presence 
felt strongly enough for people to want to oppose it, while some of the 
lineages and the bureaucracy had common members in the scholar
officials produced in differentiated communities. We might say that, just 
because they were partly independent of the central authority and at the 
same time closely tied to it through their elites, differentiated lineages 
developed their corporate functions to a high pitch. 

It could be argued that in proportion as the lineage increased its 
corporate character, it diminished its character as an agnatic system. To 
stand against the state the lineage needed strong men; to promote these 
men to positions of power in the lineage, genealogical principles of 
recruitment had to be pushed aside. The result was, we might say, that 
the internal affairs of the lineage ceased to be regulated, at least in part, 
by the genealogical structure of the community. However highly developed 

1 Fortes, op. cit., p. 26. 
K• 
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in response to prosperity, its segmentation became less relevant to the 
maintenance of internal order. 

Undoubtedly one of the keys to the viability of the south-eastern 
Chinese lineage lies in the interlocking of lineage elites and the national 
bureaucracy. Since the effective leaders of the differentiated lineage were 
neither appointed by nor under the oroers of the magistrate, and since if 
they were themselves scholars they could confront the magistrate on an 
equal footing, the will of the state could be resisted without a breach of 
administrative duty. Unless he was prepared to bring in the militia, the 
magistrate could only deal and treat with a recalcitrant lineage; he could 
not command it. By preventing a bureaucrat from serving in his own 
province the system attempted to avoid nepotism and corruption; but by 
allowing lineage leadership to take on a strong bureaucratic colouring 
without imposing any bureaucratic checks upon it, the state weakened its 
control of the lineage, however much it may have suffused its leadership 
with the correct ideology. With the gentry as buffer, the differentiated 
lineage could oppose itself to the state and yet maintain its standing in 
official eyes. We may well wonder what changes took place when the 
bureaucracy ceased to recruit itself in the traditional manner, and the 
relationship between the magistrate and lineage leadership was in conse
quence modified. 

~he_ purest form of unilineal descent group is to be found in a society 
which Is a segmentary system in its totality, for where there is no specialized 
institution of government the whole of political life can be expressed in 
teri?~ of the relations between segments of varying span. As soon as 
pohucal centralism appears, lineages are engaged in relations which are 
supported by values and sanctions from outside. ·when individuals within 
~ine~ge~ are called upon to be agents or officers of external political 
InStitutions they become subject to the constraints of more than one 
system.I In the Chinese case men were not officers of the state in their 
own c~mmunities, but if they were bureaucrats living at home or were 
?therwise closely identified with the bureaucratic profession and its 
Ideolog~, th~y enjoyed a status which rested on principles other than 
those given In the lineage organization as such. Weber seems to have 
suppose_d that the lineage ('the strictly patriarchal sib') faced the bureau
cracy Without conceding the force of the educated official's position. 'The 
strongest counterweight to officials educated in literature was a-literate 
old age per se. No matter how many examinations the official had passed, 
he ~a_d to obey unconditionally the completely uneducated elder in the 
traditiOnally fixed affairs of the sib.' 2 In fact, of course, if the official 

1 Cf .. ':-· A. F~lle~s, Bantrl Bureaucracy, A Study of Integration and Conflict in 
th~ Polztrcal lnstr!utrons of an East African People, Cambridge, n.d., pp. 16f., 227. 

Weber, op. Cit., pp. 95f. Since I have for the second time cited Weber only to 
dis~ute what he says I should refer to a recent sinological appraisal of his work on 
Chma: 0. B. van der Sprenkel, 'Chinese Religion', British Joumal of Sociology, 
vol. V, no. J, Sept. 1954. 



DISCUSSION 139 
deferred to lineage leaders, then these men were likely to be gentlemen 
rather than country bumpkins making a stand for their customary rights. 
The gentleman and the 'completely uneducated sib elder' might be 
members of one lineage, and any suggestion that 'a-literate old age per se' 
could prevail over gentrydom seems very wide of the mark. 1 Once we 
begin to think of the way in which the class structure of China could 
penetrate the local community, we see how strikingly the differentiated 
lineage adjusted its internal arrangements to take account of the positions 
of power and status based on the wider political system. 

Fallers discusses in an African setting the difficulties experienced by 
men who are at once members of lineages and of a state apparatus. He 
propounds the general hypothesis: 'The co-existence in a society of 
corporate lineages with political institutions of the state type makes for 
strain and instability' .2 By strain he means the conflict within and between 
individuals, and by instability he means a failure in the working of the 
institutions.3 Now, to some extent there must have been what Fallers 
calls strain in the minds and relations of men who, while being members 
of localized lineages in south-eastern China, were also called upon in their 
capacity as gentlemen to support the actions and values of the bureaucracy. 
Conflict of loyalties there must have been on occasion, as when the gentry 
shared the hostility of their lineage against the lineages with which it 
was in feud and yet found it difficult to countenance violence. But the 
strain to which they were subjected was not that imposed on a man by 
the performance in his own community of a clearly formulated political 
duty. In their own communities the literati were never in office, and in 
this single fact we can see the success with which the Chinese political 
system encouraged men to seek bureaucratic employment and yet left 
them to enjoy the full fruits of their high status at horne. A literatus could 
use unhindered all his influence on behalf of his lineage; doing so he 
could meet the expectations of his agnates and reinforce his position 
among them. 

The inst~bility of which Fallers writes can be seen in the Chinese case 
when the state was unable to combat sedition and inter-lineage affrays. 
Large-scale lineage organization, anti-state activity, and feuding between 
lineages seem to have been three phenomena associated in the south-cast 
as they were nowhere else in China. When lineages were localized and 
highly corporate, they appear to have developed a bellicosity towards the 
outside world which was a denial of the bureaucratic peace pursued by 
the centralized government. In this sense lineage organization and the 
state system were in conflict. Rebellion and feud were a constant challenge 
to a government which, by feeding influence back into at least some lineages 

1 Weber, op. cit., p. 135: 'Within the sib, however, the authority of old age was 
a strong counterweight ..• .' to the influence of the literati. 

° Fallers, op. cit., p. 17. 
1 Ibid., p. 227. 
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by its method of recruiting officials, seems only to have succeeded in 
strengthening the corporate and resistant qualities of its obstreperous 
charges. 

Even though China was not 'a more or less homogeneous society' it 
produced large-scale corporate lineages. But up to what point of increasing 
social differentiation could they survive? In the People's Republic, we 
might assume, the radical reshaping of government together with legislated 
changes in land tenure will have put an end to a system which bent social 
inequality to the service of resisting central authority. In the Hong Kong 
New Territories, on the other hand, we still have the opportunity of 
observing how far lineage organization can stand up to the encroachments 
of an industrial economy and an administrative system which is both 
more intensive and less geared to the support of social differentiation 
along traditional lines. It is appropriate that I end by referring to the 
observations which have yet to be made, because in writing this essay I 
have allowed myself a high ratio of guesswork to facts, and I ought to 
leave the reader with the conviction that, if there is anything in what I 
say, _it s~ould be put to the test of thorough research. By a combination 
of hts~oncal research and sociological field work, sinologues and anthro
p~lo?tsts should be able to bring the south-eastern Chinese lineage fully 
wtthtn the framework of modern political and kinship studies. 
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