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Abstract  The temple community is an important concept in Suzhou and 
Songjiang folk religion since the Ming and Qing dynasties. The two major types 
of temple communities were those surrounding a Tudi Temple (Temple of the 
god of land), those encircling a Chenghuang Temple (Temple of the City God), 
and a Mount Tai Temple. Their existence has different meanings. The 
organizational systems and varying kinds of religious activities were distinct to 
the different temple communities. However, the division of temple communities 
is closely related to local administrative divisions. It is worth noticing that temple 
communities compete and conflict with each other for regional development 
resources and the benefits of relevant groups. This study of temple communities 
contributes to our overall understanding of communities of faith in villages. 
 
Keywords  Ming and Qing dynasties, Suzhou and Songjiang areas, folk 
religion, temple community 
 
摘要  庙界是明清以来苏松民间信仰中的一个重要概念，在该地区主要存在有围绕

土地庙形成的庙界和围绕城隍庙、东岳庙等市镇庙宇形成的庙界，两类庙界的存在

有着不同的意义，而在不同的庙界内部均有相应的组织与各类信仰活动。庙界的划

分则往往与地方行政区划有关。值得注意的是，在庙界之间，由于地域开发的先后、

相关群体的利益驱动等原因，还存在相互间的竞争与冲突，对此加以考察将有助于

我们更全面地了解乡村信仰共同体的面貌。 

 

关键词  明清，苏松地区，民间信仰，庙界 
 
Professor Hamashima Atsutoshi has studied folk beliefs in Jiangnan area since 
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the Ming and Qing dynasties with regards to two aspects: time and space. The 
term “temple community,” an important concept he delineated first, has 
broadened our understanding of folk beliefs especially in Jiangnan during the 
Ming and Qing dynasties. 

In his book The Belief in Zongguan, Hamashima wrote that there were strong ties 
between the Tudi Temple (the temple offering sacrifices to the local gods of the land) 
and settlement patterns of administrative villages such as Loutang Town in Jiading 
County, Zhujiajiao Town and Liantang Town in Qingpu County, and Shuanglin 
Town in Huzhou City. He also believed that the differences lay in the distribution 
density of Tudi Temples in “the higher and lower rural areas,” especially in the 
former ones. The division of the temple communities is on the basis of tu. However, 
by the end of the Ming Dynasty, a custom called jieqianliang 解钱粮 (Give money 
and food) was born out of the development of economic markets. It further formed 
the Host Temple and Lower Temple between Chenghuang Temple in town and Tudi 
Temple in the countryside. According to Hamashima, living space in towns, 
centered by temples and gods, including sacrifices and entertainment, creates 
opportunities to investigate “villagers’ social similarities” in the traditional China.1 

Hamashima undoubtedly conducted important initial research on temple 
communities and jieqianliang in Jiangnan during the Ming and Qing dynasties. 
However, his resulting explanations should be explored further to answer such 
questions as: (1) “Should it be temple community in single form or temple 
communities in plural form?” (2) “Are there different types of temple 
communities?” (3) “Is there an obvious difference in the relations of the 
distribution of temples and settlement pattern between the higher and the lower 
rural areas?” (4) “Is the temple community a conjectural concept or connected 
closely to the real world?” (5) “How do the different temple communities relate 
to each other?” and (6) “Can the phenomenon jieqianliang be explained further?” 
Based on professor Hamashima’s relevant research, this author intends to discuss 
more in depth the temple community in Jiangnan since the Ming and Qing 
dynasties especially in Suzhou and Songjiang areas.2  

1  Temple communities and activities around Tudi Temples 

The so-called “temple community” is a concept fallen in the category of 
                                                   
1 See Hamashima, the related contents in 4th and 5th chapters. In addition, Wu Tao discussed 
the multi-relations between village and town temples in Suzhou in the Qing Dynasty from the 
aspect of the relationship between rural and urban areas. Moreover, concerning the views of 
Hamashima, he pointed that it was insufficient to “simply use the dominating and the 
dominated to summarize the constitution of social groups on folk faith.” See Wu Tao, 2004. 
2 Its range is roughly equivalent to today’s Shanghai and Suzhou and the districts and counties 
administrated by them. 
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geography. However, the centre of temple community is originally the Tudi 
Temple, which has a historically close relationship with lishe 里社. The book 
Shuowen jiezi (Origins of Chinese characters) defines the word she 社 as 
boundaries of lands, doing sacrifices within. The book Zhouli (Rites of the Zhou 
Dynasty) said that 25 households constitute a she. We can see that, from the 
beginning, the concept of she is related to geography, not genealogy. The mark of 
she is first a cluster of thatch applied with blood, then evolves into a so-called 
“she tree.” No matter whether represented by thatch or a tree, the word stands for 
the possession of land, i.e., lands that are delimited by ditches, trees or stone 
monuments. Therefore, the existence of she is not only a kind of imagination and 
belief, but also relates to the possession of lands.  

At the beginning of the Ming Dynasty, Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang set up two 
systems—lijia and lishe—to consolidate his control over the countryside. The 
historical records describe the lijia system in the Ming Dynasty as follows: 

 
In Hongwu 14 (1381), the emperor promulgated the edict to civilians to 
compile the Huangce 黄册. It considered a hundred and ten households as one 
li. Ten households with the most grain contribution were promoted as zhang 
长, while the others composed ten jia 甲, each of which included about ten 
persons. Every year a head of a li 里 and a head of a jia were selected in 
charge of all the things. The arrangement was ordered in accordance with the 
quantities of their grain contribution. Ten years was considered as a cycle. 
Fang 坊 was named for the district of urban areas, while xiang 乡 was for 
suburbs.3 
 
Accompanied with the lijia 里甲 system, the emperor set up lishe system at 

the same time in the beginning of the Ming Dynasty. According to the records in 
Ming huidian (Collected institutes of the Ming Dynasty): 

 
A hundred households in one li should establish an altar, for all the villagers, 
with no exception, and must offer sacrifice to the spirit of all grains and soil, 
praying for rain and good harvests. One family a year should work as a head to 
clean the altar in turn. When two she met every spring and autumn, the head 
should prepare the sacrificial offering in advance and gather people to the altar 
to sacrifice the next day. One sheep, one pig, wine, fruits, and candles should 
be prepared for each sacrifice. At the end of the sacrifice, all the people should 
drink together, while the head should read the oath to restrain the strong and 
support the weak. The details are as follows: “All the villagers should be 
disciplined and abide by the law, but not bully the weak. Any violator should 

                                                   
3 Zhang Tingyu, Vol. 77, “Shihuo yi · Hukou” (Food 1 · Households). 
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be punished by all the others first, and then sent to the offices of local 
government. If the poor could not support the family, others should help them. 
If they still could not afford it, the association should not allow him to join in. 
If someone needs help with a marriage or a funeral, others should give him a 
hand. If someone does not obey the whole and always break the law or commit 
crimes, the association also should not accept him.” When the oath had been 
read, all the young and the old should sit in order and leave contentedly 
showing respect to the gods, in order to make the countryside harmonious and 
to enhance customs.4 

 

Here, we must notice that the establishment of these two systems combines 
regional folk beliefs with the grass-root system of village organization. From 
then on, though the system undergoes some changes, this blending of faith and 
village hierarchy continues. 

Zheng Zhenman has studied this concept of lishe in Fujian Province. He 
argued that lishe in Fujian began to evolve into or to be combined with the god 
temple since the middle of the Ming Dynasty.5 A similar situation appeared in 
Jiangnan. Historical materials indicate that lishe, established at the beginning of 
the Ming Dynasty, was discarded soon after in Suzhou and Songjiang areas. For 
example, the lishe altar based on the Hongwu system in Changshu County 
“disappeared gradually” during the reign of Emperor Hongzhi.6 In Taicang, all 
the lishe altars likewise faded away during the reign of Emperor Jiajing in the 
Ming Dynasty.7 

In the Qing Dynasty, almost all the lishe altars had disappeared completely, 
“Secular should be looked as the trifling matter.”8 “The lishe altars just appeared 
in the Ming Dynasty, and have faded away now.”9 

                                                   
4 Ming huidian (Wangli), Vol. 94, “Li 52: Lishe” (Chapter 52 in Ministry of Rites: Lishe). 
5 Zheng Zhenman, 2004. 
6 Changshu xianzhi (Hongzhi), Vol. 1, “Tanwei” (Altar). 
7 Gu Xueting, Vol. 18, “Tudi” (Records on land). 
8 Huang Tingjian, Vol. 3, “Lishe” (Records on lishe). 
9 Yangshe baocheng zhigao (Guangxu), Vol. 13, “Tanmiao” (Altar). However, the most notable 
thing is that lishe system was stressed again in the early age of Jiajing of the Ming Dynasty, 
which can be proved by many stone inscriptions, seen by the author personally, set in Suzhou 
in Jiajing 5 (1526), MingQing yilai Suzhou shehuishi beikeji (Stone inscriptions on social 
history in Suzhou since Ming and Qing dynasties), for instance, indexed one named 
“Changzhou xian jiu du ershi tu lishe bei” (Lishe stele of the 20th tu 图 in the 9th du 都 in 
Changzhou County, No. 495), set in Feb. 1526, its inscriptions emphasized the lishe system in 
Hongwu. On the stele, some words were lost, but it still clearly represented the actual situation 
at that time. Such measures can be taken connecting to the high frequency of destroying illegal 
temples at the beginning of Jiajing’s reign, that is, both aimed at rectifying the local customs. 
However, such restatement became just words on paper, but not in action exactly. Readers can 
consult Wang Jian, 2007.  
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Investigating the reasons for the disappearance of the lishe system, we find 
that they merged with Tudishen (God of land). The “establishment of an altar 
instead of a house” is substituted for idolatry. We can see in Qingjialu (Customs 
of Suzhou) by Gu Lu, that “the gods of grain and soil in the middle of Wu area 
were always given some famous names in old ages. Moreover, their statues, were 
sacrificed, whose names respectively are Ren Yansheng, Jiang Ziwen, Zhang Han 
and Wang Xun.”10 Surrounding these Tudi Temples, a temple community was 
formed in the countryside and included all kinds of sacrificial organizations and 
behaviors. 

1.1  The sacrificial organization and behaviors inside natural villages 

Fei Xiaotong introduced the circumstances surrounding god sacrificing in Jiang 
Village, in Wujiang County, in his book Jiangcun jingji (Economy of the Jiang 
Village). Some regional groups offered sacrifices to the Liumengjiang (Dasher 
Liu). About 30 households constitute a duan 段. In Jiang Village, there were 11 
duan in total and each had its own idol, Liumengjiang. A representative in every 
family in the same duan gathered every lunar January and August, and they 
welcomed the god to one of their families who had to prepare a grand banquet to 
enshrine and worship the god. Moreover, they had to invite a troupe to thank the 
god.11  

Also during the Republic of China, there were some villages in the east and 
south of Mount Qionglong in Shanrenqiao, Wu County, according to the 
conventions, held a meeting called the “Meeting in Qionglong area” every 7 
years. All together, there were 40 villages, more than 1 000 households, divided 
into 70 duan. Half of them were within Mudu region and the rest in their own 
region.12 From the above we can guess that the most basic unit of faith duan, 
was comprised of more than 10 households. 

However, according to the folklorist Ou Yue, who investigated the Wushe 
district, there were some similar organizations called she, based on the village 
system and composed of about 10 families. The number of the households in a 
she would not be more than 15 or less than 8. In forming a she, the family name 
of each was not very important. If the village was of large scale, the households 
would be divided into several she according to the layout of the villages and the 
geographical distribution of the households. Any family was a member of a she. 
The leader of a she was responsible for the year’s routine worship, which was 
called zuoshe 做社. They would arrange these activities once or twice a year. If 

                                                   
10 Gu Lu. 
11 Fei Xiaotong, 98–99. 
12 Wang Jieren and Zhu Mengyue eds., 35. 
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they had a good harvest, they would do it twice, in spring and autumn 
respectively. Otherwise they would do it only in autumn.13  

During she fair, the she leader together with other 2 or 3 members donated the 
head of pig, rooster and herring (3 items of necessary sacrifices called zuoshe 
sansheng 做社三牲) to the god in the temple nearby for its worship.14 At the 
same time, they would invite a storyteller to entertain not only the god but also 
the local people.15  

Hamashima conducted a survey of an administrative village in Liantang Town 
in Qingpu District, Shanghai, and combining his results with information in the 
Town Annals, he laid out Table 1:  

 
Table 1  She at Maokou Village of Liantang Town in Qingpu County 
Natural villages Population Number of 

household 
Population Number of 

household
Number of 
she per year 

 1914 1991  

Maokou Village 436 87 270 71 3 

Xiajia Village    184 54 1 

Youjia Village  179 36 202 58 1 

Lujiabang 363 73 389 113 1 

Gaojiadai   397 79 465 132 3 

Source: Hamashima Atsutoshi, 2001, 215. 
 
The several examples above help shed light on the organization and sacrificial 

behaviors inside rural villages of the Jiangnan area. Although the names were 
different, in terms of the above materials, all the activities mentioned applied to 
Tudishen, including regular meetings, plays, and feasts to satisfy local religious 
needs. 

But what needs to be emphasized is that such organizations and behaviors 
inside villages of this sort were not large enough to be a self-sufficient religious 
unit. One reason for this was that there appears to have been no large scale 
popular religious activities. 

For instance, in Jiang Village, all the religious activities and folk traditions 
would be held in the town if there was a drought, a plague of locusts, or a 

                                                   
13 In the documents of Dunhuang, there was once a mention of “zuoshe.” According to 
research of Hao Chunwen, some sacrifices and banquets were held in Dunhuang private she. 
See Hao Chunwen, 1995; 2006. In addition, in terms of research on the she in Dunhuang, there 
have been some achievements in the academic circle of Dunhuang, see Yu Xin, 42. 
14 Generally, after the ceremony, some of the sacrifices were claimed by the members of a 
“she” and the rest were to reward the host, monks and priests taking part in the ceremony. 
15 Ou Yue. 
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deluge.16 However, in Wushe, the activities of she there only included fasting 
and parading through the town with sacred idols. Wang Zhideng, in the Ming 
Dynasty, indicated in his book Wushe bian (Records of Wushe). “No hui 会 can 
be set up in any remote corner or in even a small-sized village, where the people 
will prepare for attending the hui held in the city or town.”17 The phrase “no hui 
can be set up” shows us the larger nature of this sacrificial offering unit. 
Therefore, to some extent, they were the basis of the temple community.  
 
1.2  Temple community around a Tudi Temple  
 
The temple community around a Tudi Temple was based on the sacrificial 
behaviors of a village. The most important feature was that there was a central 
temple located among the villages in a certain area. Around the central temple 
and its god, there were corresponding organizations and related activities. 
Qianlong Taishan zhi (The annal of Tangshi town compiled in Qianlong period) 
mentioned the distribution of Zhouxiaozi (Filial Zhou) Temple in local villages. 
It also mentioned Zhouxiaozi was worshiped in Linghui Temple, commonly 
called “Laofu” (Old mansion) or Longxing Temple, in his hometown. Hundreds 
of families in the villages nearby would gather to set up temples for him18. Here 
hundreds of families could be taken as the scope of a temple community centered 
on the Grain god, and Zhouxiaozi. 

Take Wushe district for an example again. There a hui was above a “she” in 
rank, i.e., hui was comprised of she under its jurisdiction. There were two she in 
Wushe. Northern and eastern areas, governed by the Chenghuang God (God of 
city), included 7 natural villages, over 500 families, in his jurisdiction.  

The western and southern areas included dozens of villages, more than 2 000 
families, governed by the Wusha god.19 Therefore, in the Wushe district, two 
temple communities were actually centered respectively on Chenghuang God 
and Wusha God. Parades were usually held by local villagers, and operated by an 
organization called a liufang (six households), which was filled with members 
from a certain family in a village. It was very common for the Suzhou and 
Songjiang areas to have a temple community and hold sacrifices similar to that of 
Wushe. For instance, it was recorded in Jiading Liudong zhi (Annals of Liudong 
in Jiading County) that temples had their own communities. Inside each temple, 
there were such positions as liufang (six houses) and jiaoban (sedan troupe). The 
liufang took charge of the daily routines, while jiaoban was responsible for 

                                                   
16 Fei Xiaotong, 99. 
17 Wang Zhideng. 
18 Tangshi zhi (Qianlong). 
19 Ou Yue. 
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transporting the god during ceremonies and parades. People worshiped the gods 
every March and October by killing the lambs and pigs, collecting money to 
drink together and inviting a storyteller for entertainment. However, in Fengxian 
County, at the temple fair, the liufang was also formed to collect money and 
discuss a village inspection tour.20  

Every time local villagers held a parade for the gods, some bigger villages or 
patriarchal clans took care of the religious responsibilities similar to those 
handled by the two organizations mentioned above. In Wushe, people in dozens 
of villages believed in Wusha God. Among these villages, the bigger ones were 
Zhubang Village, Caojiabang Village, Tiandubang Village, and Dashengdi 
Village. So they became the taiji 台基, that means when temple fairs were held, 
these villages would provide accommodation and build stages for theatrical 
performances. The Wusha God made village inspection tours every two years, so 
each of the four bigger villages, mentioned above, had a chance to become the 
taiji every eight years.  

However, in the Shanrenqiao area, the so-called 72 duan, included both major 
duan and scattered duan. The villages in the major duan chaired temple meetings 
in turn and those in scattered duan were assistants. Villages in the major duan 
were Liujia Village, Tanggang Village, Yantou Village, Wangjia Village, Shijiu 
Village, and Shangyatou Village. The rites conducted by each family were not 
supposed to be changed. If the family could not immediately afford to hold these 
rites, according to the traditions, they would borrow money or even sell their 
fields in order to fulfill their obligations. Local idols would be enshrined and 
worshiped in turn in the homes of the seven leaders of each duan every seven 
years.21  

Similar customs existed in other places, such as in Wujiang County, where 
people put on a spring show every year and similarly divided the people in a 
god’s jurisdiction into several fang 坊, whose duty was to put on a play and 
reward the god in turn.22 

From the annals of town, Hamashima once made an estimation of the 

                                                   
20 Zhao Renyu. The functions of these organizations need further study. For instance, in the 
research on the Zhongxun Temple of Xue Family, Qian Hang analyzed the operation modes, 
principles, and trends of the sacrificial organizations centered on the temple. He pointed out 
that it was reasonable for these organizations to conduct some sacrifices, but when they 
interfered in other events, they would be looked at suspiciously. However, it is different in 
south China area. For example, at the Jiangkou Plain in Putian, the organizations were not only 
religious ones but also community organizations. Combined with basic political power, this 
kind of organization was always a necessary part of baojia organization and lijia organization. 
All the activities concerning politics, economy, and culture were hosted by the village temple. 
See Qian Hang, 2002; Zheng Zhenman, 1995. 
21 Wang Jieren, Zhu Mengyue, 36 
22 Zhang Zhenchang. 
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distribution of Tudi Temples in Jiangnan. Villages in the highlands of this area 
were all small or scattered, such as the 212 villages in Shengqiaoli, which each 
included 7.7 families on average. However, the lowland villages were all more 
concentrated, such as the 69 villages in Xiangcheng town, each of which 
included 112.9 families on average. Therefore, Hamashima argued that the 
number of villages every Tudi Temple in highland shared was far more than that 
in lowland. He calculated that, for example, in low-land Huzhou, generally every 
10 villages had one Tudi Temple. While in Shengqiaoli located in the eastern 
highlands, every 40 villages had one Tudi Temple. Nevertheless, whether 
lowland or highland, villages in both types of places had sacrificial organizations 
centered on Tudi Temples.23 These basic organizations were called she in some 
places and some other places called them hui, such as in Wushe.24 

It should be pointed out that, however, in Harashima’s research, there are some 
problems in his temples to village proportions, which were estimated on basis of 
the town annals. In these annals, affected by the Confucian orthodox conception, 
the compiler could not have completely recorded all the temples both large and 
small. So the statistics were probably biased. Also, Hamashima overlooked the 
sacrificial organizations and behaviors inside the villages. That is to say, we have 
to make it clear which temples exist as center of the temple community, which 
are only for the people to offer sacrifices and which include both of these roles. 
Otherwise, we would doubt the effectiveness of the statistics. 25  However, 
Harashima did indicate the nature of the widespread grass-root villages in a 
certain temple communities centered on the Tudi Temple, which is still quite 
valuable. 

2  Communities and activities around a temple in a town 

The temple community in a town actually have two meanings: One is the 
regional scope of a town (usually called a zhentu 镇图, different from xiangtu 乡
图 in the annals of towns in Jiangnan in the Ming and Qing dynasties; while the 

                                                   
23 Hamashima, Vol. 10; 2001, 159–161. 
24 But maybe the name of she (agency) was more popular, for instance, in Waigang zhi (Ming 
Dynasty), “Strangely, she in a town was called Tonggang in the west while Caixian in the 
east.” Yuan Jinglan, in his poem “Sai mengjiang” (Competition among Liumengjiang) 
described mengjianghui 猛将会 in Suzhou during the Ming Dynasty “As soon as a banner was 
raised to the top of forest, loud cries could be heard at the roadside…. Zu Guweng from south 
neighborhood served as the leader of she.” See Yuan Jinglan, Vol. 1. 
25 Yuan Xuelan, a Suzhou native in the Ming Dynasty, in his poem “Sanyue ershiba ri jishi shi” 
(Narrative poem on Mar. 28) said 72 villages, in she around Dingpu Temple made their 
pilgrimage to Dongyue 东岳 ceremoniously. So we know such a large she as Dingpu Temple 
might exist in the western low land. See Yuan Jinglan, Vol. 3. 
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other is the regional scope of the areas around some temples and gods within the 
range of a town in its rural areas and its trans-town areas. This duality can be 
explained based on the customs of  jieqianliang. 
 
2.1  The rise of  jieqianliang 
 
Jieqianliang was a phenomenon that arose with the development of the 
commodity economy and the growth of towns in the mid-late Ming Dynasty. And 
its major form was paper money used symbolically to be paid for the afterlife 
when country temples went to pay homage in a temple fair held by a certain 
temple in a country or town. It was Hamashima who first noticed and studied it. 
And he thought that such phenomena as jieqianliang and God of Town, in 
practice, reflected that life scope of common villagers grew after being involved 
in a commodity economy. Besides, the custom of jieqianliang was also to 
intimate the governments’ levying of land taxes in the mortal world.26 However, 
since Hamashima observed this phenomenon mainly from the angle of the 
development of the commodity economy, the research on jieqianliang itself and 
the relation between gods in towns it had reflected, still leaves room for further 
exploration. 

Regarding the origins of jieqianliang, the earliest material that Humashima 
quoted in his works was from “Fengsu” (On customs) in the 6th volume of 
Kunshan xianzhi (Annals of Kunshan County), which says: 

 
There was tudihui 土地会 during the sixth and seventh months… handing in 
money and corn (qianliang) to Hell was initiatively spread among the local 
people in the reign of Emperor Shunzhi. And all sorts of Tudi gods were lifted 
to the family of the Hui leader’s, and then qianliang was called for. Every 
home in the area handed in some bundles of qianzhang 阡张, along with sine 
cents. Until the religious procession in June and July, the statues of gods were 
lifted to Chenghuang Temple, and qianliang was collected as a whole，which 
was called  jieqianliang, and the money was a membership fee. 
 
However, the earliest record on paying land tax this author has seen is Xusu 

(About the customs) in the 3rd volume of Changshu sizhi (Private annals of 
Changshu):  

 
In Changshu, “on the 28th day of the third month, the birthday of Emperor 
Tianqi of Eastern Sacred Mount (Mount Tai), gods of 12 temples in the 
town—Binglinggong 炳灵公 , Qingyuanjun 清源君 , Shoutinghou 寿亭侯 , 

                                                   
26 Hamashima, 1991. 
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Bailongwang 白龙王, Suiyanggong 睢阳公, Fuyinghou 孚应侯, Huijihou 惠
济侯 , Yongdinggong 永定公 , Lilieshi 李烈士 , Zhouxiaozi 周孝子 and 
Chenghuang all came to celebrate his birthday.” While during the reign of 
Wanli,  jiezhi (Paper money) was spread again. Each god visited Mount Tai 
and paid paper money. Once enough was collected, it would be carried 
together to be burned.27 
 
Similar earlier records have also appeared in a record of the reign of Emperor 

Hongzhi, which says: “Each March the blessed mountains in the town came 
together to hold a spring procession. And the event was especially unusual. In the 
spring of Chenghua 20 (1484), I wrote a poem Chunhuixing (A walk on the day 
of spring procession): It was believed every birthday of God of Mount Tai, 12 
temples of guards who held tapering jade tablets were serving for years.’’28 This 
suggests that the phenomenon of other temples’ paying homage to the God of 
Mount Tai had existed then. And the only difference from the above records is it 
does not specifically mention jieqianliang. Moreover, there was a similar record 
in the Songjiang fuzhi (Annals of Prefecture of Songjiang) in the reign of 
Emperor Chongzhen, which reads: 

 
(In the third month) old annals record a procession, people sang to visit Mount 
Gan (also called Mount Tianma). At first wizards lifted statues of gods along 
doors and sing to each other to ask for paper money. The one who had adorned 
statues with lanterns and streamers got victory. They took worshipping God 
Mount Tai as Qianfanhui 钱幡会.… On Mar. 28—the birthday of the God of 
Mount Tai, the local people got together and beat drums with streamers to 
greet God at Mount Tai Temple.29 
 
According to the above materials, we can come to the conclusion that the local 

gods’ homage to Mount Tai had existed since the mid and late Ming Dynasty.30 

And the phenomenon of jieqianliang had also emerged at least by the end of the 
Ming Dynasty. Then it gradually spread to many countries and towns in the early 
Qing Dynasty, similar to what is reported in the Shatou lizhi (Local annals of 
                                                   
27 Changshu sizhi (Wanli), Vol. 3, “Fengsu” (Customs). 
28 Changshu xianzhi (Hongzhi), Vol. 3, “Shensi” (Religious sacrifice). 
29 Songjiang fuzhi (Chongzhen), Vol. 7, “Fengsu” (Customs). 
30 Of course, it had been very common in the Song Dynasty that the local people in Suzhou 
and Songjiang paid homage to Mount Tai, like what Chunyou Yufengzhi (Annal of Yufeng, 
compiled in Chunyou years) described Kunshan “since the very beginning of March, local 
people went eagerly to the Mount Tai Temple to pray and worship…. In Apr. 15, the birthday 
of Mount Tai, the county will greet the god and pray for a harvest year. And from Shantang to 
the county, there was picturesque scenery. And vendors from other villages came one after 
another.”  
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Shatou) compiled in the reign of Emperor Qianlong: 
 
In the third and fourth months, villagers decorated their villages gorgeously 
and prepared many horses and gold wares followed by the statue of god 
which was lifted and then came up to the Mount Tai Temple in Huangjing, 
which were called jiehuangqian (there was no such custom until the reign of 
Emperor Shunzhi). It was also paid to the Yuhuang 玉皇 Temple in the local 
town, with all men and women gathered together, noisy and crowded on the 
road. At the beginning, a high stage must be put up to perform plays and 
thank god, but now stages were put up in front of each ceremonial gate of 
god’s temple.31 

 
Afterwards, jieqianliang became an increasingly popular custom in the 

villages and towns in Suzhou and Songjiang. Here are some more examples. The 
1st volume of Luodian zhenzhi (Annals of Luodian Town) compiled in the reign 
of Emperor Guangxu says “the God of Mount Tai was born on the 28th day of the 
third month.… Prior to the ninth day of the first month some officious persons 
will report to the Heaven and when the religious procession began, the god of 
every Tudi Temple brought cartons filled with paper and silk to the front of the 
Palace, which was piled up as high as a mountain, and was called jietianxiang 
(money burned for the god). While burning, it was taken up to swirl around each 
god, who was named yanchu 验楮.” “Jiexiang” (Streets and lanes) in the 9th 
volume of the Liuhezhen jilüe (Summary of the Liuhe Town) says: “There was a 
storehouse in the Palace of Yuhuang and Temple of Five Sacred Mountains, 
where jietianxiang activities was held for the Tudi gods in towns and villages.” 
“Suozhui zhi” (Annals of Suozhui), the 8th volume in the Huangjing jilüe 
(Manuscripts of annals of Huangjing) reported: “when burning paper money, the 
statue of Yanglaoxianggong 杨老相公, and Wang’erguanren 王二官人 were seen 
in the Mount Tai Temple. The temple of Zhangwuniangzi 张五娘子 in Xin’an, 
and the temple of Wangerguanren in Shipai were both temples housing Tudi gods.” 
“Dilizhi san: Fengsu” (The third volume of geography · Customs), the 4th volume 
in Chongming xianzhi (Annals of Chongming County) in the Republic of China 
said: “God of Mount Tai was born on Mar. 28. When town gods went to celebrate 
it (so-called “Chaowang”), they brought along with them mock band notes and 
strings of copper cons and then burned them, which was called  jiehuangqian.” 
 
2.2  Temple communities around towns 
 
Having analyzed several historical documents concerning jieqianliang in each 
                                                   
31 Shatou lizhi (Qianlong), Vol. 2, “Fengsu” (On customs). 
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town, the targets of  jieqianliang can approximately fall into three catalogues. 
The first is the god of Mount Tai. Here are some examples. As Changshu sizhi 

(Private Annals of Changshu) in Wanli’s reign put it: “Each spring every temple 
god gets together to pay respect to the god of Mount Tai.”32 “Jietianxiang,” the 
2nd volume of Qingjialu (Customs of Suzhou) says: “During the spring, each 
temple of Tudi God held jietianxiang activities for the Emperor. The one in 
charge of incense led the procession. In the temple, there was a box, where 
qianzhang and gold ingots—so-called qianliang (money and corns), would be 
stored. Each household belonging to this county could contribute one, ten or 
dozens of fu (a pair of) and so on. Having finished each fu, one must pay some 
fee, which was called jiefei (fee). Should anyone be just a little late to pay the fee, 
somebody else would be sent to the street to sound a gong so as to make 
everybody know about the late payment. This was called ‘cuiqianliang.’ There 
were three chances to make payment. When it was due, the honor guards with 
arms and helmets beat solemnly drums, and then lifted the statue of the god to 
the vaulted Taoist Temple, and qianliang was used to burn in the Palace of 
Yuhuang in order to pray for all residents in the area, which was named 
jietianxiang.” 

The second is God of Town, e.g. “Dili” (Geography), the first volume in the 
Zhitang lizhi (Local Annals of Zhitang) in the reign of Daoguang record: locally, 
“Mar. 5 was the birthday of the God of Town, so there was an annual play to put 
on, the so-called Birthday Play. All god temples chose to held  jiefeiqian activities 
on a certain day.”  

The last is the Tudi God. In Erxu Songnanzhi (Successive annals of Songnan) 
compiled in the year of Jiaqing, it is written: “The Mansion of the Chentudi 陈土

地 was situated in the east of Nunnery of Ciding. After each autumn harvest, 
villagers went to Taiping Nunnery in Chen’an village to pay off tianxiang. Due to 
the inconvenience caused by the far-flung distance, this mansion was specially 
built in Jiaqing 12 (1807) to invite god.” 

Undoubtedly, gods, similar to the Tudi God of Chen in the last catalogue, 
accepted tianxiang from villagers, the nature of which should be the major god in 
the community centering on the Tudi Temples, but this detail is excluded from 
this discussion. 

The God of Town is worth our attention. Hamashima has found in his research 
that the God of Town became the target of  jieqianliang in the rural areas around, 
which then formed the temple community in the secondary sense of Town 
Temple. Like in Jiading, there was a rumor about “Tudishen paid qianliang to the 
God of Town, and God of Town to Yuhuang” beginning to be spread during the 

                                                   
32 Changshu sizhi (Wanli), Vol. 6, “Xushen” (About god). 
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reign of Emperor Kangxi.33 Jietianxiang in Huangdai of Wu County typically 
indicated the upper position of God of Town over the village temples. 

 
There was a folk custom called jieqianliang, a religious procession of God of 
Town is held for three days every March. The first day was performing 
procession by making rounds around the local streets. The second day is the 
regular procession that was to visit Mount Guan to send tianxiang to Mount 
Tai. The other villages could not compare with the tremendousness of the 
followers and grandness of the flags held by guards of honor…. The third day 
was the last day of the procession the Lin Bridge. It was also colloquially 
named god’s looking at the maternal grandmother’s house. To be there, then 
you would be safe and sound all around the year with productive farmland; 
otherwise, you would have bad luck in these aspects.34 
 
Therefore, we can take a viewpoint that since the mid and late period of the 

Ming Dynasty, customs like these reflect directly the process of some towns in 
Jiangnan integrating with neighboring villages. However, we have to remember 
seeing one swallow does not make it summer. The growth of God of Town, 
originally, was the result of the springing-up of towns in Jiangnan since the 
mid-Ming Dynasty, while “the root was the commercialization of this area.” 

Therefore, in Jiangnan, many Chenghuang Temples were formed from the 
conversion of Tudi Temples into Chenghuang Temple. 35 For instance, 
Chenghuang Temple of Fuli, at the juncture of Changzhou and Kunshan in 
Suzhou Prefecture, was originally “the Temple of General Konghou 孔侯 who 
was God of Land and Grain in this town.” “During the reign of Emperor Wanli in 
the Ming Dynasty, a Su, a person in charge of incense and religious service 
raised funds to convert it to a temple of city god of prefecture, and moved the 
statue of General Konghou to the passage of the temple.” The Chenghuang 
Temple of Huangxi Town in Wujiang County came into formation through the 
rebuilt Tudi Temple “the temple of Heyingmingwang 何应明王’’ in the village of 
Helu during the reign of Emperor Kangxi. The Chenghuang Temple in Yangshe 
in Jiangyin County “was a local sacrificial altar, and was built together by the 
villagers in the Ming Dynasty.”36 Since plenty of Chenghuang Temples were 
derived from Tudi gods, we can imagine that, temple community was first bound 
to that of the original Tudi god. And its essence was the shifting of community 
                                                   
33 Jiading xianzhi (Kangxi), Vol. 4, “Fengsu” (Customs).  
34 Huangdai zhi (Minguo), Vol. 2, “Fengsu” (Customs).  
35 See Hamashima, 1991; Shen Hao. 
36 Wujun fulizhi (Qianlong), Vol. 15, “Ciyu” (Ancestral temple); Huangxi zhi (Daoguang), Vol. 
2, “Miaoci” (Temple and ancestral temple); Yangshe baocheng zhigao (GuangXu), Vol. 13, 
“Tanmiao” (Altar and temple). 
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centered on the Tudi Temple based on the background of commercialization, 
namely, the temple community was transferred from villages to towns. 

Consequently, the god of towns was equal to other Tudi gods in this sense. 
Some cases indicate that the God of Town did not definitely have any advantage 
over other Tudi Temples. Sometimes, it was to the contrary. For example, the 
town of Huangdu, in the county Jiading had two Chenghuang Temples, but it 
seemed that the religious activities of villagers around were concentrated on the 
Mengjiang Temple in the town of Chonggu. “The Mengjiang Temple was located 
in the town of Chonggu, where local people came to pay homage. Around Aug. 
18, villagers, near and far, came eagerly to burn incense. They all brought along 
farmland implements piled up like a hill, and came back very late after the burning, 
carrying their own implements on the roads in a continuous stream. When it was a 
year of harvest, hundreds of villagers near the temple sounded a gong to Huangdu, 
called qiaodeng 敲灯.” Each Tudishen in every village managed its own temple 
community, and prepared dragon lanterns for Mengjiang Temple so as to worship 
the temple of god, which was called jiedeng 解灯.37 Harashima considered it as a 
particular case in his paper, yet the author assumes that it actually demonstrates 
Chenghuang Temple and other Tudishen were not naturally subordinate. 

Other customs also show that Chenghuang temples and Tudi gods were equal 
in rank. As written in Shuangfeng lizhi (Local Annals of Shuangfeng) in 
Daoguang years, Shuangfeng “served Yuhuang in Pufu Palace, each year god’s 
temples, near and far, collected huangqian and then went there to burn it. The 
one greeting those gods was named director of association, who the rich could 
ask at random for anything, while the poor followed without any donation. 
Moreover, God of Town and Zhoushen 周神 were divided by the community to 
fight to win. They also paid jiehuangqian to Yuhuang, whose association was 
superior to other temples.”38 We can see that Tudi Temple here gives qianliang 
directly to Mount Tai, but not God of Town. Instead, God of Town, also, had to 
hand in giving Huangqian to Mount Tai, which indicated that god of Town and 
other Tudi Gods were all the same in the presence of Mount Tai. 

We can conclude that in towns of Suzhou and Songjiang in the Ming and Qing 
dynasties, although the relationship among different temples and different gods 
was seemingly formed as shown in the following graph, this was more likely an 
ideal state when god of Town as “the upper temple” was not so fixed.  

 
Tudi God of City or other town gods God of Mount Tai 

 
Fig. 1  Ideal relationship of gods’ jieqianliang 

                                                   
37 Huangdu zhenzhi (Xianfeng), Vol. 2, “Jiangyu · Fengsu” (Territory · Customs). 
38 Shuangfeng lizhi (Daoguang), Vol. 1, “Liusu” (Popular customs). 
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Let us turn our attention to Mount Tai. Undoubtedly, the God of Mount Tai 
ranked highest in towns in Jiangnan during the Ming and Qing dynasties. In 
terms of jieqianliang, the God of Mount Tai could not only accept it from gods of 
town as well as other central temples, but accept directly from each Tudi God; 
however, it did not in turn give qianliang to other gods. 

Rather, many times jieqianliang for Mount Tai crossed a single town, even a 
county. Clearly, the range of jieqianliang to Dongyue Temples in Mount Qionglong 
in Suzhou and in Mount Gan (also Mount Tianma) in Songjiang as mentioned 
above went beyond the area of a town. Minguo chongxiu ChangZhao hezhi (The 
recompiled annals of Changshu and Zhaowen counties in the Republic of China) 
recorded in detail the number of towns and the states of the local temples. Of about 
60 towns, only eleven had a Mount Tai temple. Moreover, their distribution was 
relatively even. An area for paying homage to the Mount Tai Temple definitely 
covered certain neighboring towns. For example, in each July 20, the Chenghuang 
Temple in the village of Xin’an in Changshu went to the nearby Mount Tai Temple 
situated in Xiangcheng of Wu County to jieqiuxiang, “flags and weapons held by 
the guards of honor were extremely spectacular.”39 Besides, people in Guishi Town 
of Changshu County and in Maojiashi Town of Taicang County also went to Shaxi 
(in Taicang) to pay respect to Mount Tai every decade.40 

What still deserves our consideration is why Mount Tai enjoyed so lofty a rank. 
Perhaps it was just the result of the development of the commodity economy. 
However, we also should examine this issue combined with the function of God 
of Mount Tai, that is, “it is believed that god manipulates everyone’s birth and 
death, so it is worshipped especially pious.”41 

3  Elements of the division of temple community 

The temple community seemingly represents people’s illusion of the god’s 
precincts, not reality. Fangtai zhi (Annal of Fangtai) compiled in Qianlong years 
recorded that there were such local temples as small Tudi Temple, 
Fangshibaqqiao 房十八桥 Tudi Temple, and Baziqiao 八字桥 Tudi Temple. 
“The god in these temples was Gejiangsongwangsi 葛江宋王司. Ruled by one 
god, the local people measured off their own temple community to build the 
temple with the benefit of conveniently worship.”42 The author of Qianmentang 

                                                   
39 Xiangcheng xiaozhi (Minguo), Vol. 3, “Fengsu” (Customs). 
40 Xu Zhaowei: “It is on the very day that a grand procession was held in Maojiashi Town 
every a decade, gods went to Shaxi to pay homage to Mount Tai, with spectators in an endless 
stream.” See Xu Zhaowei, the item on Apr. 12 of Guangxu 12 (1886). 
41 Qingjia lu, Vol. 3, the item of “Dongyue shengri” (The birthday of Mount Tai). 
42 Fangtai zhi. 
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xiangzhi (The annal of Qianmentang Town) in Republic of China argued that 
local people tried to recover their faith after the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 
Movement. “The Villagers designed their temple community with one designated 
god to worship.”43 It appears that the layout of temple communities is arbitrary 
according to the behavior of the local people in view of their favorable 
geographical position. Is this true or not? A discussion over the elements of the 
division of temple community should be useful in answering this question.  

Professor Hamashima used Shengqiaoli Town, Baoshan County, as an example 
in his research44 and deemed that people in alpine cotton region regard tu as a 
unit to conduct their faith activities, which was also related to the distribution 
patterns of the local community.45 There is no doubt that this viewpoint is not 
only instructive, but necessarily of great value to be discussed further. 

MingQing yilai Suzhou shehuishi beikeji (The collection of the historical 
inscription in Suzhou Since Ming and Qing dynasties) record an inscription of 
Kangxi 60 (1712), it was as follows: 

 
Villagers, including Lu Borong in the li2, li3, and li4 tu of Changzhou County, 
Suzhou Prefecture, the southern areas of Yangtze River, forever lived in here. 
Once some great events, such as weddings, funerals and diseases, happened to 
us, we would invite monks to pray for us and signed our sacrifice documents 
as subjects of the Tudi God of Dayun, Wu County, but submitted our 
registered residences, houses and farms, grain and land tax to Changzhou 
County. It is not understandable that we belong to different districts in the 
world and afterworld. To examine our local annals, one can figure out that 
some land of Dayun belong to both Changzhou County and Wu County. The 
issues regarding to the afterworld still matter since the world and afterworld 
hold the same principle concerning the benefits of the public. If this problem 
was solved properly according to historical works, it was no use following the 
customs. Shu (The classics of books) said it was to worship their own spirit. 
According to the local annals, the Dayun in Wu County governed five tu while 
the Dayun in Changzhou County governed three tu. 
 
After the local government decided that the three tu was governed by Tudishen 

in Dayun in Changzhou County, the inscription said that, “the formal historical 
temple enjoying thousands of years’ reputation was constantly slandered by 
                                                   
43 Qianmentang xiangzhi (Minguo), Vol. 3, “Yingjian · Miaoyu” (Record of buiding · Temple).  
44 “Once the coming of the harvest season in Shengqiao, the zealots organized the performers 
to sing in the name of worshiping the god. Every family would invite their relatives and 
friends…. Always after the performance was over in one after another.” See Shengqiao lizhi 
(Minguo), Vol. 3, “Lisuzhi · Fengsu” (Record of etiquette · Custom).” 
45 Hamashima, 165–167. 
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ignorant villains as a new extra temple, the villains got together to spread the 
rumor and clustered about 15 persons to incite among people, trying to mislead 
people with the idea of new extra temple rather than the historical one.” The 
inscription on the stone is quoted as that the residents in two different temple 
communities questioned the temple community and then burst into conflicts, 
which was eventually settled by the government.  

Attention should be paid to that the temple community of Tudi Temple in 
Dayun, Changzhou County that was designed by the unit of tu, according to the 
local annals compiled by the government.46 In fact, people bordering the temple 
community based on tu in the lower religion, as well as in the alpine cotton 
region. Hereby, tu, as the basis of the division of temple community, does not 
have necessary relationship with the distribution pattern of the villages. Take the 
Tudi Temple in Dayun for example. We hold the idea that people’s desire for 
god’s jurisdictional domain in accordance with current administrative region 
actually reflected administrative agencies’ influence on the public worship, 
connotatively showing public recognition and value to national power. 

As for the populace’s request, the local officials thought, “the power of god is 
vast, so you should sincerely respect and worship gods with your true heart. So 
there is no need to divide the territory.”47 The ideas, on the one hand, are different 
from the parochialism, i.e., they did not recognize the importance of “the integrity 
of Yin and Yang” in the public’s mind. On the other hand, their lack of the notion 
of “the coordination of Yin and Yang,” illustrated that the nation played a 
significant role in folk faith activities so that the god’s precincts were required to be 
in conformity with the administrative districts in the living world.48 

In Jiangnan, at least in Suzhou and Songjiang areas, this is a very common 
situation. For example, Zhangweng Temple in Huating County was rebuilt in 
Chongzhen 5 (1632) in the late Ming Dynasty. Its inscription was recorded by 
“temple community Zone One in 13th bao 保,”49 and further by the idea that “To 
verify the county must process a bao in a district, there being a county; and there 
must be temple communities, there being qu 区 and bao in a district. So the 
temple community almost existed within a county accordingly.”50 

Another example is the Caohe Temple in 26th bao on the Caohejing Town in 
                                                   
46 We should notice that the book quoted here was Gusu zhi (Zhengde) rather than Suzhou fuzhi 
which was published in Kangxi 30 (1691).  
47 Wang Guoping, Tang Lixing eds. 
48 In the southern areas, during the Ming and Qing dynasties, the pattern of the basic 
administrative districts under the county, with many years’ changes and different regions, can 
still be subdivided into four ranks: country or district, chang-du or bao-tu or wei-wei or village, 
town, city. See Xu Maoming, 154. 
49 The basic administrative system of Songjiang Prefecture in the Ming Dynasty specifically 
represents county-township-bao-district-tu. See Feng Xianliang, 115. 
50 “Chongjian Zhangwengmiao ji bei,” 197. 
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Shanghai County during the Qing Dynasty. Before the reign of Emperor 
Qianlong, this temple sector included 10th tu, 13th tu, 14th tu, 15th tu and half the 
22nd tu in 26th bao in Shanghai. There were also two public burial grounds 
belonging to 10th tu and 14th tu, which functioned as the place of gods’ arrival.”51 
Additionally, Luoxuzhuang 罗许庄 Temple in Zhangze Town of Jinshan County, 
enshrined god of Town in 23 th tu in Huangziwei 荒字圩, which is “worshiped by 
all local people of 8 th bao in each tu.”52 From these examples, we conclude that 
the temple community is closely linked with the division of these basic 
administrative districts such as tu, bao, and qu.53 Moreover, local officials in the 
basic administrative agencies also played a certain role in the organization of folk 
faith activities, which was reflected more clearly after the mid and late period of 
the Qing Dynasty. In Changshu County, “the local officials always delivered the 
invitation cards, which called everyone to worship the gods in the harvest 
season.”54 And in the studies of such scholars as Professor Harashima, they also 
mentioned that the local officials, for example, the directors of bao, acted as 
organizers in religious activities.55 Probably because of this, Hanqiwang 韩蕲王

was regarded as “the grain god of Xiyi County” in the inscription of Hanqiwang 
protected by Yuanhe County, Suzhou during Xianfeng 4 (1854). The temple of 
Hanqiwang was maintained by intermediary businesses from Liuchen in Loutang. 
“The businessmen for grain and the local officials in particular, were especially 
responsible for the temple”; if Dibao (Town crier) were found a failure in their 
duties, they would get punished.56 

4  Differences between the inner and outer of temple 
communities: Competition and conflict among temple 
communities 

Ye Shengtao’s story Duoshou le sanwudou (Three or Five Dou (buckets) More 

                                                   
51 “Chongxiu Caohe miaoji.” 
52 Zhangze zhi (Guangxu), Vol. 9, “Annal of Fangwai.” 
53 However, in comparison to the division of the administrative districts, the division of the 
temple community always lags behind. For example in Changshu xianzhi compiled in Kangxi’s 
reign, the names of places were characterized by the first city Yushan Li, Wuchang Li, Xiaoshan 
Li, Xinxing Li and so on. With times changing, until the reign of Guangxu, the data in the 
documents in Kangxi’ reign still can be quoted as evidence. See Changzhaohe zhigao (Guangxu), 
Vol. 8 “Dutu.” In the case of Dayun, the evidence was from Gusu zhi (Zhengde), not from Suzhou 
fuzhi (Kangxi). The establishment of tu and Li in Kangxi’s reign did not change much comparing 
to the Ming Dynasty for many reasons, which is proved by the research on the establishment of 
Huizhou Li during the early Qing Dynasty written by Quan Renrong.  
54 “Dibao fengfeng sishen.” 
55 See Hamashima Atsutoshi, Masa Takahashi, and Yamaoka Katayama. 
56 Wang Guoping, Tang Lixing. 



WANG Jian 556 

in Harvest), reflected some common customs and playful expressions in his 
hometown in Jiangnan. So did in the short story Saihui (Temple fair) by Mao 
Dun. In this novel, Mao told a story about a small town in Jiangnan that held a 
Zhou Cang gathering appealing for rain in drought. People in the east and the 
west held religious thanksgiving festivals separately. Zhang, a person in the east 
offended the god with rude remarks while watching the Temple Fair in the west, 
so he was blamed by people in the west. Then his wife complained: “why did 
you say that? You should just have watched the Temple Fair. It was not ours and 
will not pray for you.” As a consequence, because people in the west threatened 
to make reprisals, some other people suggested their Temple Fair should be held 
to a shorter route, that is the statur of god should just be raised about inside and 
would not go to other regions.57 As a novel, of course, the plot is fabricated, 
while, its background is based on the reality. It shows the belief conceptions and 
actions of people in Jiangnan showing in particular that as the principal part of 
their religion, people have different beliefs in different gods, in terms of the time 
and place. That was proved by the differences between praying and watching 
Temple Fair, and the discrimination of Temple Fair. Of course, the god that you 
worship and donate money to is the closest to you. Whereas, other gods mostly 
just offer an opportunity to watch Temple Fair or join in for fun. They have no 
connection to doling out personal benefits. 

Nevertheless, other materials indicated that the Tudi God sometimes may have 
“evil spirits crossing the boundary.” For example, Minguo Wangxianqiao xiang 
zhigao (Annal of Wangxianqiao Town compiled in Republic Period) documented 
such a story: 

 
There was a temple in the wildness in Jumen to the east of Xianxi. According to 
the legend; it began at Kangxi years. Until now, it has been tens of years with 
endless stream of pilgrims. Prayers, repaying with thanks, all threw themselves 
down at god’s feet in admiration. Frightened, they admired the god. Yet, no one 
knew who the god was. In Daoguang 24 (1844), four days before the 
Mid-Autumn Day, a man called Hu razed the temple to the ground with iron rod. 
People there were all shocked and broke out rioting to arrest Hu. As his father’s 
friend, I was told that his wife had been ill and bullied with many slight words, 
and then he could not help doing this. The feeling was so strong, and he was rash. 
The elders said that this temple benefited the local people for many years 
without harm. If you said that this god made any trouble in the villages nearby, 
you must be vilifying god. Hu spoke a lot, while there was hustle and bustle in 
the village. I let him go on the condition that he reconstructs the temple.58 

                                                   
57 Mao Dun. 
58 Zhang Ziyuan. 
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“The god of temple made trouble in the villager nearby,” while the villagers in 
the temple community defended him for the only reason, of course, was that they 
wanted him to bless local livelihood. Yet, the outsiders who committed the 
violation come aggressively and even destroyed temple with iron rod. By 
contrast, the difference between those involved in the temple community and 
those who remained on the outside is clear. 
 
4.1  Regional development and competition among temple communities: 
Example of Caohe Temple 
 
The Caohe Temple is an ordinary regional temple, located in the 26th bao of 
Shanghai County, two li (1 li=500m) to its west away from Caohejing Town. Its 
history typically shows the relationship between the regional development, and 
the changes and the competition among temple communities.59 
 
4.1.1  From Tudi Temple to Chenghuang Temple: The early history of Caohe 
Temple 
 
In Qianlong 51 (1786), Chongxiu Caohemiao ji (The record of reconstructing 
Caohe Temple) portrayed the details of the gods in the Caohe Temple. It 
described that there was Dongyue Palace Hall in the middle of the temple. 
Behind the palace hall, three gods named Wenchang, Dashi and Sanguan were 
worshiped. In front of the hall, there was a Tudi Temple. At that time, 
Chenghuang Temple was in the east, while now it moved to the west. 

The principal god of Caohe Temple in the mid-Qing Dynasty appears to be 
Dongyue. However, Chongxiu Caohemiao ji also stated that Caohe Temple to the 
south of Longhua also had Chenghuang Temple. So how should we understand 
the nature of Caohe Temple in the Qing Dynasty? In Jiaqing 18 (1813), 
Caohemiao chongbing miaojie ji (The record of Caohe Temple recombining 

                                                   
59 In my opinion, the materials related to Caohe Temple mainly include two kinds: (1) 
Inscriptions (including wrecked tablets) are as follow: “The record of rebuilding Caohe 
Temple” (Tianqi 4, wrecked), “The tablet of reconstructing Caohe Temple” (Qianlong 51 
(1786), wrecked), “The record of Caohe Temple and recombining temple communities” 
(Jiaqing 18 (1813)), “The tablet of rebuilding Caohe Shrine in Chenghuang Temple” 
(Daoguang 2 (1822)), “The tablet of fixing Caohe Temple and donating fields” (Daoguang 2), 
“The tablet of cockcroft of people who donated” (Daoguang 2), “The announcement tablet of 
Shanghai County” (Daoguang 2), “The tablet record of rebuilding Caohe Temple” (Minguo 25 
(1936)) and so on. The rubbings from these tablets were collected in Shanghai historical 
museum. Thanks to Prof. Ma Xueqiang for his kind help, as a result of which I could read 
these materials and make full use of them. (2) Information from local historical materials 
includes The Annals of 26 Bao (Guangxu), The Annals of Shanghai County (Republic of 
China), Researching Materials of Shanghai (Republic of China) and so on. 
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temple boundaries) mentioned that the god of Caohe Temple would take an 
inspection tour on Tomb-sweeping Day, Ghost Festival and the first day of 
October in lunar calendar. They relieved and sacrificed the lonely souls as well as 
repelled evil spirits. The destinations of tours were the two public burial grounds 
located in the 10th tu and 14th tu respectively. In Jiangnan during the Ming and 
Qing dynasties, this kind of activity imitates the actions of city god,60 and since 
this kind of tour was usually only undertaken by the town god, there is, then, no 
doubt that the so-called Caohe Temple God was a town God. However, according 
to our analysis above, Dongyue as the most important god in Jiangnan would 
never go and inspect, but merely accept the pilgrimage of other Tudi gods and 
town gods. Furthermore, in Chongxiu Caohemiao Chenghuang xingci bei (The 
tablet of rebuilding Chenghuang in Caohe Temple) in Daoguang 2 (1822), the 
author directly considered a Chenghuang Temple to be equal to the Caohe 
Temple. The tablet indicated: “In the south of Shanghai, there was a place 
called Caohe. More than 10 li away there was a Chenghuang Temple, and it 
was called the Caohe Temple.” Thus, in my opinion, though Dongyue was 
worshiped in the main hall of Caohe Temple, it was evident that the town God 
overpowered other gods. Locally, the Caohe Temple mainly presented itself as 
a Chenghuang Temple. Moreover, when Ershiliu bao zhi (The Annals of 26 bao) 
(Guangxu) mentioned the Caohe Temple, it just described Caohe Temple as 
Town God’s Palace,61 and did not mention the other gods. Since the late Ming 
Dynasty no information about a Chenghuang Temple could be found in 
Chongjian Caohumiao bei (The tablet of rebuilding Caohu Temple). The 
so-called Chenghuang Temple in Caohe Temple happened after the late Ming 
Dynasty. 

Yet, as Ershiliu bao zhi documented, the exact position of Caohe Temple was 
in 13th tu, 10th bing, 26th bao (See Fig. 2). Actually, it was a part of Longhua Town. 
It was also proved in other records that the Longhua Temple was linked to the 
Caohe Temple, with more than half a mile long.62 Therefore, the Chenghuang 

                                                   
60 According to the system in the Ming and Qing dynasties, the city god should sacrificed to 
lonely souls and repelled evil spirits on Tomb-sweeping Day, on July 15 (the first month of 
autumn) and Oct. 1 (the first month of winter). See Changzhou xianzhi (Longqing), Vol. 11, 
“Tanci” (Shrine). In Shanghai County, on tomb-sweeping day, Ghost festival, and Oct. 1 of 
each year, also remained sanxunhui 三巡会, Shanghai xianzhi (Tongzhi), Vol. 10 documented 
that in March, the Town god visited every public burial ground on Tomb-sweeping Day. It was 
called jitanhui 祭坛会. Many people came, even 4 or 5 li away. It was also named sanxunhui. 
People also did this on July 15 and Oct. 1. 
61 Ershiliu bao zhi. 
62 Wu Shengeng, 5. Shi Daoyuan ed. Vol. 2, “Record of Establishment” showed that the 
foundation of Longhua Temple located in Moziwei in 13th and 10th tu, in 26th bao in Shanghai 
County. 
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Temple developed from the Longhua Town since the Ming Dynasty.63 Therefore, 
at first, it showed up as the Chenghuang Temple in Longhua Town. 

 

Huangpu River

Caohe 
Temple 

14 tu       15 tu 

Longhua      Caohejing 

22 tu
10&

13tu

●

 
Fig. 2  The location of Caohe Temple 
Source: Ershiliu bao zhi (Guangxu), Vol. 1. 

 
As to the nature of Caohe Temple before, we can draw a certain conclusion. A 

short passage in Chongjian Caohumiao bei in Tianqi 4 (1624) is worth noting: 
“Our dynasty (Ming Dynasty) developed and complied with providence, we got 
rid of the corrupt rules of Mongolia, imitated the control of the Zhou Dynasty, 
with clear divisions of each community. Every region built their own temples to 
resist disasters, to pray for bumper harvests and to safeguard their local places. 
The Caohe Temple, which is located in this qu, has existed for a long time.” In 
combination with the discourse above, these words referred to the activity of 
Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang, rectifying regional temples and carrying out the she 
system in the early days of the Ming Dynasty. Moreover, the author named the 
Caohe Temple as a temple built in every region, also as a local she. Above all, the 
change of the Caohe Temple before the middle period of the Qing Dynasty was 
likely to be changed from she to Tudi Temple, and then to Chenghuang Temple. 
Tudi shrines remained in the temples of the Qianlong period can also be used as 
evidence. 

                                                   
63 According to Ma Xueqiang’s study on the history of Longhua Town, they thought the 45 
years of Emperor Jiajing’s reign were the important time for Longhua’s development. Longhua 
zhi, Vol. 8, “Yishi” (Leisure) documented on Apr. 7 in Jiajing 32 (1553), pirates ships moored 
at Longhua port, then they marauded, fired Daxiong, Dabei, Langwu, Shanmen. A large 
number of houses in Longhua Town gave credence to the town’s great development. Before, in 
Shanghai xianzhi (Hongzhi), Longhua was merely a village, belonging to Gaochang Town, 
13th and 10th tu in 26th bao. But in Shanghai xianzhi (Wanli), Longhua Town became one of the 
nine largest towns in Shanghai County. See Lin Feng, Zhang Qinghua, Ma Xueqiang eds. 12. 
It is evident that the Caohe Temple had been repaired in the reigns of three Emperors Jiajing, 
Longqing and Wanli, which was indicated in “The Tablet of Rebuilding Caohu Temple” in 
Tianqi 4 (1624). 
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4.1.2  Temple community disputes 
 
Chongxiu Caohemiao ji written in Qianlong 51 (1786) defined the community of 
the Caohe Temple as follows: 

 
Communities of the Caohe Temple covered 10th, 13th, 14th, 15th, and half-22nd 
tu in 26 bao in Shanghai County. There were two burial grounds for the 
destitute in 10th and 14th village where the god also gave blessings. 
 
However, it was seven years after the stone tablet was erected that the local 

people began to dispute the range of the Caohe Temple community. Caohemiao 
chongbing miaojie ji (The record of combining Caohe Temple community again) 
in Jiaqing 18 (1813) stated the issue as: 

 
The Caohe Temple is located in Longhua Town, Shanghai County. The 13th, 
14th, 15th, and half-22nd tu have been covered in the community of the Caohe 
Temple for a long time. People there held different ideas because there were 
more and more people gradually. Troublemakers in the tu would like to 
formulate other regulations and delimit the community. Therefore, a dispute 
can not be avoided. The temple built now was to pay respect to the god, but it 
seemed to go against the original thoughts. Moreover, people there were not 
blessed by god; instead, they were afraid of other misfortunes. So their 
purpose was not to secure god or guard the land. To avoid the potential danger, 
Tang Chaoqun and the like—the squires who were older than sixty living in 
15th tu decided to obey the rules of the past and follow the old regulations. 
From then on, when god of temple made a tour of inspection to console the 
wraiths and drive out the evil on Tomb-sweeping Day, Hungry Ghost Festival, 
and Mid-October, all the villagers who lived in 13th, 14th, 15th, and half-22nd tu 
should pay their respects to the god without considering the boundary. As the 
Temple God got to15th tu, the disciples from other tu ought to welcome and 
see it off with sacrifices. In addition, they must do their duty and no bad things. 
The god would bless them and protect them from disasters and dangers. All the 
tu in the temple community could enjoy the favors from this temple god. 
 
It was thus evident that the main purpose to erect the tablet was to “make 

overturning of the chariot in the front a warning for the chariot behind.” To 
maintain regional stability, the local elders came out to stress the old rules. In the 
tablet inscription, there were no specific details about what “overturning of the 
chariot in the front” referred to. However, Tang Xirui, the author of Ershiliu bao 
zhi compiled in Guangxu’s reign, mentioned it in his Caohejing 
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Chenghuangmiao yuanliuji (The record of the origin and development of 
Chenghuang Temple in Caohejing): 

 
Caohejing Town began in the Ming Dynasty and a Chenghuang Temple was 
built for it. For many years in the past, the people there offered sacrifices to the 
god of Fanshou Nunnery. On Tomb-Sweeping Day in Qianlong 58 (1793), the 
townspeople who lived two li east of the Caohe Temple offered sacrifices to 
the god. However, we made a detour without offering sacrifice wine so that we 
were discord with each other. Three days later, the nosy people in 13th and 14th 
tu in 10th bing, like Yu Mingli, Chen Yusheng, Ji Yanxin, Shi Tu, Shen Xiu et 
al., came to our town for deliberate provocation. However, it was unavoidable 
that our townspeople were so stubborn that the god was blasphemed and 
temple was destroyed as well. It was still a shame that the lawsuit judged by 
officials lasted five years, this not only harassed the people but also wasted 
money.64 
 

Leaving Tang Xirui’s position aside for the moment, it was an irrefutable fact 
that, in the Caohejing area, there were the lawsuits caused by the dispute of 
temple community in the late period of Qianlong’s reign. How did this dispute 
happen? 

The words like “to obey the rules of the past and to follow the old regulations” 
have shown that the scope of the community was formed in the history. 
Historical tradition became local convention. 

The reason for this particular dispute was that someone wanted to break away 
from convention and go his own way. In this case, the people who intended to 
demarcate a new temple boundary and make new regulations were 
“troublemakers struggling for extravagance” lived in the 15th tu. 

Therefore, why did the villagers take such actions? I believe it was closely 
related to the displacement of the economic centre in Caohejing Town. 
According to Ershiliu bao ji, Caohejing grew in the late Ming Dynasty. “Due to 
expanding trade, the residents named this town Caohejing port. The town started 
growing up since then.”65 Compared with Longhua Town, Caohejing Town 
clearly grew up later. Moreover, its development benefited from Longhua Town 
to some extent. After a few hundred of years of development, Caohejing Town 
can be classified into three parts—East Town, Middle Town and West Town. East 
Town located in the 14th tu, while both Middle Town and West Town stood in 
15th tu. East Town was quite prosperous in the reigns of Yongzheng and Kangxi. 
“However, since the Qianlong and Jiaqing eras, East Town had fallen into decay 

                                                   
64 Ershiliu bao zhi (Guangxu), Vol. 4. 
65 Ibid., Vol. 1. 
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gradually and Middle Town flourished attracting many great merchants to 
assemble here.”66 Therefore, we see that East Town—the 14th tu was the first 
area to be raised in Caohejing Town and just near to Longhua Town (10th and 13th 
tu). In a sense, the development of East Town was the stretching of further 
development from Longhua Town. 67  Hence, it was naturally within the 
community of the Caohe Temple. 

Although 15th tu was in the temple community, it was on margin for a long 
time while 10th, 13th, 14th tu were regarded as the town centers. The town god 
inspection tours that were held three times every year in Caohe Town proves that 
the tour destinations were 10th and 14th tu. 

Nevertheless, the situation changed by the mid-Qing Dynasty and, as I 
mentioned before, since Qianlong and Jiaqing years, East Town had fallen into 
decay and Middle Town became so flourishing that many great merchants 
assembled here. In other words, in the Qianlong and Jiaqing eras, the center of 
Caohejing Town had shifted from East Town to Middle Town, from the 14th tu to 
15th tu. Along with economic development and the promotion of position, the 
residents in 15th tu wanted to build a Chenghuang Temple separately to show 
their independence. This was just a reflection of economic development as 
manifested through local folk customs. The result of the dispute was that, the 
legitimacy of Caohe Temple God was challenged when holding the sacrificial 
ceremony in Qianlong 58 (1793). Lawsuits were then initiated.  

So what was their foundation? According to Tang Xirui, there always existed a 
town god consecrated in the Fanshou Nunnery in Caohejing Town. Difficult to 
prove, so we cannot deny the possibility that a so-called town god did exist in the 
Fanshou Nunnery. There is no doubt that its appearance was later than the Caohe 
Temple’s. However, that temple’s influence did not match the Caohe Temple’s in 
the reigns of Qianlong and Jiaqing. Whatever the facts were, the squires and 
merchants in 15th tu still set up a new Chenghuang Temple in Jiaqing’s reign. 
Ershiliu baoji record, “In Jiaqing 16 (1811), the rich merchants and farmers like 
Shen Lianghao in the village raised funds to build the front door and halls and 
rooms in both left and right sides.” Hence, we can see that the local rich 
merchants and farmers mainly contributed to build the new temple. 

Consequently, there were two temples dedicated to the town god in the areas 

                                                   
66 Ibid. 
67 When Tang Xirui, the author of Ershiliu bao zhi (Guangxu) investigated the hometown of 
Zhang Zhixiang, literati in Longhua Town who wrote Shanghai xianzhi (Wanli), added a note 
to show the relation between Longhua Town and Caohejing Town. According to Tang, an 
ancestor of Zhang named Tieyi lived in Zhang’s residence—also called Xipailou. All residents 
there knew the Zhang Family was in Longhua Town. At that time, the local people named 
Caohejing Town as Longhua Town, for it has being rather flourishing but not very famous. In 
fact, it was Xipailou. See Ershiliu bao zhi (Guangxu), Vol. 2. 
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near to Caohejing Town so that it was bound to initiate conflict again. To 
maintain the local stability, the squires in the 15th tu came out to mediate in this 
case and Tang Chaoqun was their representative. So this is why the record of 
combining the Caohe Temple again appeared two years later in Jiaqing 18 (1813). 
But it was quite obvious that this did not change the frosty attitude of residents in 
the 15th tu towards the Caohe Temple. We know from Miaogong getu juanzi 
xinshi bei (The tablet of surnames of donors to the temple) in Daoguang 2 (1822) 
that 1226 villagers from 10th, 13th, 14th, and 15th tu inside of Caohe Temple 
community donated money for the temple, but the number of villagers from the 
15th tu was only 19.  

The story of the dispute over this temple community was ongoing. Carefully 
studying Caohemiao chongbing miaojie ji written in Jiaqing 18 (1813), we found 
this paragraph: 

 
The Caohe Temple stood in Longhua Town, Shanghai County. We have no 
way to know the exact time when the Caohe Temple was built. It was rebuilt in 
the Jiajing era and the reigns of Qianlong and Jiaqing. In Wanli 1 (1573), 
people there built the tablet for setting important events down. The god is 
maybe a Tushen. Until now, it was preserved so well that the inscriptions are 
pretty clear. Standing there for more than 230 years, the temple also looks 
splendid in the color of gold without any breakage. The god would protect the 
local villagers if they unite. Whatever they suffer, the god will bless them 
forever. 
 
Reading the paragraph carefully, we found it was true that Tang Chaoqun and 

the like showed their proper respect to the god of Caohe Temple but they did not 
mention the town god and just said the god devoted himself to the local villagers, 
so it should be recorded in books of worship. That is to say, in fact, Tang 
Chaoqun and the like admitted the existence of the God of Caohe Temple; 
meanwhile, they also named the town god Chenghuang Temple for the 
newly-built temple in Caohejing Town. In this tablet inscription, it appears, they 
settled the dispute, but in a biased way. The bias continued until the Qing 
Dynasty. The historical record by Tang Xirui above was a typical example. 
Caohemiao shilüebei (The tablet for biographical sketch of Caohe Temple) in 
Daoguang 2 (1822) showed the details of the directors’ names who rebuilt the 
temple over the years. But none of the surnames was Tang among all the 113. 
Therefore, it is easy to know the Tang family’s general attitude towards the god 
of Caohe Temple. 

Why did the Tang family adopt such attitude? It is necessary to observe and 
study the families’ rise and decline in the Caohejing area. According to Tangshi 
shipu (The family tree of the Tang household) written by Tang Xirui and restored 
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in Shanghai Library, the family of Tang settled down in Caohejing Town in the 
Wanli era of the Ming Dynasty: “In the Wanli era, a duke named Xizhi left 
Tangjiashan Town (named Wangjiagang today) in Pudong to marry Zhang and 
live in Caohejing Town. He was the earliest ancestor there of Tang family.”68 
While, the family tree said that “The Tang family moved to Caohejing Town, 15th 
tu, 26th bao, Shanghai County in Wanli years and Tang Xirui’s great-great-father 
is the Xizhi. Therefore, they started their life here.”69 

It is clear that the 15th tu was not the centre of the Caohejing area in the late 
Ming. So, as the new comers, the Tang family had to stay at the margin of the 
town while local residents occupied the center. Nevertheless, Ershiliu bao zhi by 
Tang Xirui said, there were three notable families then—Zhang, Tang and Yang, 
from its beginning to the early years of the Guangxu era, and Tang was always 
named Tangbanzhen 唐半镇. How then did the Tang family build up their 
fortune? There was no one surnamed Tang who received the scholarly honor and 
official ranks from the names of imperial examination listed on Ershiliu bao zhi. 
So the only way to build up their family fortune was to engage in trade. The 
reason why they were called Tangbanzhen probably was they possessed many 
shops and stores in town. The development of the 15th tu had close links to the 
business of the Tang. It was only right and natural that they worshiped the god of 
their own village.  

How about the former Caohe Temple? After analyzing the surname 
distribution of 113 directors who rebuilt the temple from the Qianlong era to the 
Daoguang era from Caohemiao shilüebei in Daoguang 2 (1822) (see Table 2), 
interesting information emerges. 

 
Table 2  Surname distribution of directors who rebuilt the Caohe Temple 

Frequency of surname 10 times or above 5 to 9 times Less than 5 times 
Surnames and times Pan (14) 

Chen (13) 
Zhang (10) 
Wu (10) 

Yang (9) 
Cai (6)  
Ji (6) 
Shen (5) 
Wang (5) 

4 times: Yu, Xu, Liu; 
2 times: Zhao, Shi, He, Gu, Lu; 
1 time: Ye, Tang, Wei, Zhu, Jin,  
 Li, Xu, Yuan, Tao 

 
According to “Zupu” (Family tree, Vol. 3, Ershiliu bao zhi), we found the 

main families in the Caohe Temple community were the Yang family in 
Caohejing, Yang family in Chenjiaqiao (13th and 10th tu), the Pan family in 
Longhua, the Chen family in Chenjiaqiao (14th tu), the Wu family in Caohejing, 
the Pan family in Panjiazhai (13th and 10th tu), the Tang family in Caohejing, and 

                                                   
68 Tang Xirui. 
69 “Jingbiao xiaozi Yuanxi Tanggong xu.” 
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the Shi family in Caohejing etc. According to Table 2, we know it was Longhua 
Town and East Town of Caohejing covering such families as Pan, Chen, Wu, 
Yang and etc. that played an important role in rebuilding the Caohe Temple after 
the Qianlong era. Having a look at the inscriptions from Chongxiu Caohemiao ji 
in Qianlong 51 (1786) and Chongxiu Caohemiao Chenghuangsheng xingci bei in 
Daoguang 2 (1822) we know that the Pan family made the greatest efforts among 
them.70 

The significance of the case of Caohe Temple shows that the movement of 
temple community has definite links to the history of regional development. In 
fact, the dispute over temple communities represents the conflicts and 
competition among the different people in the process of regional development. 

Not all villagers in different temple communities competed with each other, 
some got along quite well. Take Luxi Town in Kunshan County for example. 
There were three Chenghuang Temples—one of them was for prefecture and the 
other two for counties. “Gods from two palaces made tours at the same time, and 
paid respects to each other, regardless of who had the higher or lower palace.”71 
The relationship appears quite harmonious. The temples which regarded the Tudi 
Temple as center also get on well with each other. Just as the Wujiang zhi 
(Annals of Wujang) compiled in Hongzhi era recorded, “if the villagers met on 
the way when they held temple fair, they would be friendly and kind to each 
other. In addition, they sang and danced happily together.”72 However, such a 
harmonious scene, traced back, maybe occurred after the competition and 
conflicts of history were balanced. 
 
4.2  Competition of temple communities driving personal benefits 
 
It can be argued that regional development is the deeper reason for conflict and 
competition between temple communities and the drive for economic benefit is 
the direct reason of competition among temple communities. In fact, people in 
the Ming and Qing dynasties realized that defined jurisdictions were very 
important to the existence of local temples. For example, a man named Dong 
Han in the Ming Dynasty recorded that there was Yuezhongwu 岳忠武 Temple 
in Shanghai County. It was unclear when it was built. God there had no special 
power to control, so that there were few celebrations there and the place was 
overturned.73 During Republican period, the Shanghai government conducted 
surveys searching for more information on local temples. The report, in a section 
                                                   
70 In Daoguang 2 (1822), a man named Pan Jizhen also bought 4 mu (acres) of farmland as the 
donation to burial grounds near Caohe. See Shanghai xian xu gaoshi bei. 
71 Luxi zhi (Minguo).  
72 Wujiang zhi (Hongzhi). 
73 Dong Han. 
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concerning economic conditions, stated, “They had no temple fair, and made a 
living by tilling.”74 Where there is temple community, there is temple fair. 
Where there is temple fair, there is income. 

So the existence of a temple community means relatively stable believers with 
a steady income. In terms of one certain temple, the beneficiaries are merely the 
owner of the temple,75 the director of temple, and so-called local rascals. These 
people interested in driving up benefits usually start, join, or provoke the 
competition among temple communities. For instance, the case of the Tudi 
Temple in Dayun involved issues of profit. People in such tu as li2, li3 and li4 
would cross the territory of Dayun, Wu County. “For weddings, funerals, and 
disease-praying, monks would say some good words to them.” However, this 
changed, it would be certain that the income of Tudi Temple in Dayun would 
decrease. Therefore, it was very likely that people who benefited from this 
temple also aroused the so-called controversy between temple communities. 

Zheng Guangzu, a scholar from Changshu in the Qing Dynasty, described the 
rise and fall of a local temple: 

 
Gu Wenbin lived in Loujiaqiao, ran a shop selling bricks, tiles, stones and lime. 
In Daoguang 2 (1822), when he arrived at the Jinjing 金泾 Temple by 
accident, he saw a new cabinet there. Maybe it was there, deserted. Wenbin 
wanted to own it. So he donated two piculs of lime to the temple. Then, he 
brought it home. Soon his home fell into troubles because of it…. He promised 
temporarily to build a temple for god. After a few days’ quietness, a goblin 
appeared. Whereupon, he measured a small parcel of land at the edge of bridge, 
prepared materials, and fixed scale. People who had not had contribution went 
to burn joss sticks by seeking advice from others. If someone was ill, they said 
that he must come to the new temple and burn joss sticks. Soon, many people 
came here and offered many offerings. With only half the construction 
completed on the temple, it was still too small to contain the crowd of prayers. 
Most of the prayers paid homage to god far away from the bridge. At the end 
of the intercalary month of May, three houses were established. Everyday 

                                                   
74 “Shanghaishi shehuiju guanyu Shezhuang miao zhuce dengji de wenjian.” 
75 It refers to the owner of temple property rights. In Jiangnan of the Ming and Qing dynasties, 
the existence of regional temple property rights could mainly be divided into three categories. 
The first category is constructed by the public. The temple was built by local villagers, but 
monks, Taoists and nuns managed it. They only had right of using but no disposition. 
Generally, it also had board of directors consisting of local celebrities. The second category is 
constructed by donation. The monk and Taoist priest built it through donation. The property 
right, of course, belongs to monk and Taoist priests. The third category is constructed privately. 
This kind is also called a family temple. Or it had to be passed down through the family linage. 
The property right should also be clear enough. This issue of Property rights of temples will be 
argued in another article of mine. 
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there were thousands of prayers. People went to Guanyin Bodhisattva Hall at 
Luxiang, Zhoushu Town to welcome Guanyin Bodhisattva idol to be 
worshiped here. The Taoists of that temple argued for money. At that time, the 
tiles and stones fell down from the sky, so they dared not quarrel any more. 
They raised Guanyin Bodhisattva passing by Zhangshu. They wanted to 
borrow the holy gown of Temple of goddess for Guanyin Bodhisattva to enter 
a new temple. The next day, when they gave back the holy gown, the tiles and 
stones fell again. Then they made a new one to compensate. At the beginning 
of August, when passing there, I heard story-teller, saw teahouses and peddlers. 
The scene was as flourishing as a city. The burning incense was thriving. On 
the walls existed many pieces of overlapping votive paper. There must been 
more than 4 600 recorded on the note. Each wish cost 120 wen (pence). With 
more than 500 wishes every day, Gu accepted thousands of incense money. 
Especially, on the 1st day and 15th day of each month, he would receive 5 times 
than usual. Half of the money would be given to rascals. There was no reason 
that he expanded the foundation, built an anterior room, as well as his house. 
Years later, incense money was reduced. In the winter of Daoguang 12 (1837), 
Wenbin died. He was as poor as before. Later in his neighborhood, a man 
Zhang Yinyuan managed a small shop, named Xiao Kang. For its thriving 
incense, the business was so prosperous. Within two years, they too went away. 
The widow was in charge of home. Though she could remain ambitious and 
support the family, home moved toward its end day after day. The goblin was 
rampant just because the land fortune was so weak.76 
 

According to the Chongxiu ChangZhao hezhi gao (Recompiled annal of 
Changshu and Zhaowen counties), Loujiaqiao was close to Dongzhang Town, 
Zhaowen County, while Jinjing Temple was Dongyue Temple of Dongzhou. 
In Dongzhang Town, a Temple of Chenzhouniangniang 陈周娘娘  had 
thriving incense business.77 In this story, the temple was newly built not only 
by Gu Wenbin, but also by the rascals. They made the phenomenon of god 
showing its power only to replace nearby Guanyin Bodhisattva Temple, 
Temple of Goddess, in order to achieve practical profits. Yet, finally, they fell 
in competition. 

However, successful examples still exist. For instance, Dongyue Temple of 
Huangjing, in Changshu was a place to pray. But it is said that in the winter 
Qianlong 34 (1769), Dongyue God appeared at Lu’s in Liuhe Town, sat in the 
main hall and called to people who were talking with him. Lu Yukun, a student in 

                                                   
76 Zheng Guangzu. 
77 Chongxiu ChangZhao hezhi gao (Minguo), Vol. 2, “Jiangyuzhi · Shizhen” (Annals of 
territory · Town). 
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the Imperial College (Guozijian), got the inspiration from a dream, then 
pilgrimaged to this place and made a vow to god. On the next May 11, he 
measured the land, decorating the joss and gave the temple a brand-new look. 
The renovation was completed after two months or more. The prayers would go 
to Qianjing Temple instead of Hengjing Temple the following years.78 It was not 
so long that Dongyue Temple of Huangjing became weak.79 As “Yingjian: 
Shizhen” (Construction: Town, Vol. 2 in Zhenyang xianzhi) documented, 
Qianjing town was 50 li to the east of the city…. Guerillas of the Qing Dynasty 
marched here and settled down…. Later, it was rebuilt for protection. So it 
became an important place in the coastal areas and territorial seas. We can 
conclude that Qianjing town achieved a higher social status and a more 
prosperous economy as an economic and cultural centre. Thus, the Lu family 
would spend much money to mend the Dongyue Temple, even seizing the 
incense of the Mount Tai Temple in Huangjing, which led to the transformation 
of the center of temple communities.80  

Many similar cases existed. For example, in Chaotou town, Baoshan County, 
“Temple of Shixianggong 施相公 was originally the Tang’s Family temple. It 
sacrificed to Shi Quan, a special envoy in the Song Dynasty. The god was so 
efficacious that countless prayers came here from Pudong around the Lantern 
Festival every year. The abbot of Temple of Yugong 郁公 wanted to contest the 
incense. He accused it of being an illegal temple. Then the local government 
agreed to demolish it. When the acolyte turned to a shen 绅 in Tanshiqiao, he 
told him to offer Guan Yu 关羽 in worship with a horizontal inscribed board. 
The next day, when the county magistrate came and saw the statue of Guan Yu, 
he looked at it with reverence and went away. The temple survived.81 There was 
a Mengjiang Temple run by a Huang in Gaohang Town. But it was said that the 
joss was made by Xue Zhongying’s and seized by Huang Zaoyuan, as a result 
this temple won favor within one night.82 

5  Conclusion 

When we are discussing the constitution of folk religion in Chinese villages, the 

                                                   
78 Qianjing jilüe (Qianlong). 
79 Huangjing zhigao (Daoguang), Vol. 5, “Jiuji zhi” (Annals of old achievement). 
80 However, the prosperity of Qianjing was destroyed overnight during the period of Taiping 
Heavenly Kingdom Movement. “After the uprising in Xianfeng’s reign, feudal official 
mansion and houses were burnt to the ground. Those offices were also abolished.” Zhenyang 
xianzhi (Minguo), Vol. 2, “Yingjian · Shizhen” (Construction · Town). Now Dongyue Temple 
of Huangjing still exists, while Dongyue Temple in Qianjing has gone. 
81 Changtou lizhi. 
82 Cao Ying. 
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sacrificial circle is doubtlessly an important theoretical tool.83 However, the 
sacrificial circle itself as a concept or a tool from anthropology must have some 
sort of succinct and idealized characteristics. Moreover, it emphasizes the 
theorization and the conceptualization of objects and the synchronic analysis in 
the specific study. 

Professor Chen Chunsheng, in his research on the system of temples in 
Zhanglin Town, questioned the statement that the concept of the sacrificial circle 
is interpreted as “being more affirmative and adequate in the synchronic study.” 
Being much more complicated than that in the actual situation, the “spatial 
structures of village temples and their internal relations in the Zhanglin temple 
system are the results of sedimentations of long-term historical vicissitudes.” The 
emphasis lays in understandings about the historical process and scenes for why 
belief space existed. Therefore，he put forward the concept of belief space as a 
summary of the form and content of local folk beliefs.84 However, Zheng 
Zhenman, with a case study of the Putian Jiangkou delta, pointed out that 
“geographical organization marked by the sacrificial circle is not a special 
historical product of Taiwanese immigrant society, but a common phenomenon 
of Chinese traditional society.” Temple ceremonies in the estuary plain have 
more implications than the sacrificial circle. Moreover, its development is not 
only the process of self-organization of geographical society, but also is 
subjected to the restriction of official ideology and the political system.85  

                                                   
83 It was first formulated by a Japanese scholar Ken Okada when he was studying the problems 
on folk faith in Taiwan. He held that the sacrificing circle was “the living zone designed for 
those people worshiping the same god.” Since then, this concept has won favor in the study of 
folk faith in Taiwan. Such scholars as Liu Zhiwan, Shi Zhenmin, Xu Jiaming, Lin Meirong 
once defined it and even put forward their special view on the sacrificing circle for the 
immigrant society of Taiwan. See Lin Meirong, 1986; 1988. Lin once brought forward that the 
establishment of a sacrificing circle that had to fulfill the following conditions: (1) To 
contribute money commonly to build or repair a temple; (2) To collect tax (Shoudingqian or 
Tiyuanjin); (3) To perform the holy dramas; (4) To be voted as Toujia or Luzhu (leaders in 
charge of different chores); (5) To carry out a tour of inspection along the boundary; (6) To 
have some other common activities, such as a banquet and so on. The theory of sacrificing 
circle is the result from pondering the European and American relative theories and concepts 
by Taiwan anthropologists. It is considerable that besides the concepts of the sacrificing circle, 
Lin even put forward so-called belief circle in which she emphasized the common point in the 
aspect of regional organizations and the biggest difference was that the former was compulsory 
but the latter was voluntary. However, some scholars had doubted this viewpoint. For instance, 
Zhang Hongning thought the emergence of these two concepts could not well solve the 
problems on voluntary and compulsory activities in folk sacrificing and the unconditional 
transforming from sacrificing circle and belief circle into regional organizations. See Zhang 
Hongming. Anyway, by far, how the belief circle should be applied to the research of folk 
faiths and become a concept separated from the sacrificing circle is not yet clear.  
84 See Chen Chunsheng. 
85 See Zheng Zhenman, 1995. 
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The temple community in this paper, a folk concept, is a more useful 
explanation than the sacrificial offering circle. Perhaps it can help us better to 
unfold the historical process of folk faith in Jiangnan in the Qing and Ming 
dynasties. We tried to enter into the world of beliefs in Jiangnan by it. 

In Jiangnan, if only for its original meaning, the temple community 
undoubtedly referred to the concept of a regional category centered on the Tudi 
Temple. In this category, the corresponding sacrifice organizations and its 
activities came into being, and roughly can be considered as the basic human 
settlements of Jiangnan in the Ming and Qing dynasties. Since the middle period 
of the Ming Dynasty, along with economic development in the towns of Jiangnan, 
the concept of temple community in villages was converted into township. Some 
Town gods became the center of the towns’ temple community. Those are the 
new phenomena of folk faiths in Jiangnan. 

However, Chenghuang of the towns’ temple community in essence inherited 
the temple community of the Tudi Temple. From that sense, Town god did not 
certainly have the qualification to outstrip other Tudi gods. In contrast, in some 
cases they demonstrated a mutual equality. Of course, this did not prevent some 
town gods from possibly becoming the objects of jieqianliang activities of Tudi 
gods. Nevertheless, the temples’ existence, both in towns and villages at the 
same time, perhaps indirectly indicates that towns and villages in Jiangnan have 
the same fundamental homology in the Ming and Qing dynasties. In fact, in 
Jiangnan, conversions between them are originally very common. Their 
distinctions might not be as much as we have expected: 

     
Like in the west of Fulin in Huating County, once there was an old saying 
about ancient Migong 糜公 Temple which embraced a Tudi god…. Fulin used 
to be deserted. About one hundred years ago, this town had a small population, 
yet no more than three families. Thus, it was so small that its name had not 
shown up in the local annals, let alone such a little temple. When it came to the 
Chenghua Period, the town grew peacefully (no wars) and people in this town 
got richer and population got larger. Until Hongzhi’s reign, this town fostered 
many talented men of letters. As a result, this town gradually became popular. 
The unofficial records started to list its name together with Pingyuan and 
Zhenxi. The temple was decorated sumptuously and visited frequently by 
different people. Moreover, the monks in the temple did not leave and became 
as famous as the town. Was the rise and fall of the town and the temple 
influenced by the god? Thirty or forty years by far, the town faded away, and 
now the temple had also collapsed.86  
 

                                                   
86 Songjiang fuzhi (Jiaqing), Vol. 18, “Jianzhi zhi” (Annals of construction). 
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Apparently, the temple community seems to be an imaginative concept, but 
the study showed connection between its divisions and the realistic divisions of 
its administration, and the presence and influence of the nation reflected in the 
folk faith.  

We need to pay attention to the competition among different temple 
communities. Hamashima, in his series of works, from the perspective of folk 
faith, explored the problems of tribes and communities in Jiangnan in the Ming 
and Qing dynasties, in order to “find out the community of the relations of 
villages before liberation and the villagers’ common characteristics or the real 
state of their living spaces.”87 However, in his specific study, he seemed to 
concentrate more about the coordination between and subservient and dominant 
sides, but not the actual conflicts among them. However, as pointed out by 
Tnnies “(the community), because of continuous approaching and regular 
contacts, referred to mutual supports and affirmations as well as mutual blocks 
and denials.”88 Therefore, discussing the problems of conflicts and competitions 
among temple communities will be helpful for us to understand more fully about 
the visages of the community in folk faith. The causes of conflicts and 
competitions, at higher levels connected with the history of specific geographical 
developments, express the relationships among different groups of people, while 
the direct causes usually originates from those relative attitudes and behaviors 
concerning the benefits of temple communities.  

Finally, it should be noted that on the relationship built by the local clans and 
village beliefs system, Jiangnan seemed to be different from other areas. In 
Jiangnan, since the mid and late Ming Dynasty, landowner clans began to 
transform in succession into landowners as city residents, which was nearly 
completed by the end of the Ming Dynasty. As the result, they did not act as the 
dominant characters of village sacrificial activities any more. Such a historical 
material following proved it:     

 
Guan Yu Temple in Panlongli of Shanghai County was built by gentleman Hou 
from Bai Village, who had once been awarded a title by the Emperor. One of 
his sons, Fuwugong 复吾公 became a Jinshi (a successful candidate in the 
highest imperial examinations), and at last a vassal state officer (Fancan). 
When this vassal state officer was still a common scholar, it was in the autumn 
of 1615, his father said, “If my son can be lucky enough to be successful in the 
highest imperial examination, I will renovate and regularly worship the temple. 
That officer passed the exam later. Therefore, the gentleman Hou found by 
augury a new location which was on a little off the east, along with engaging 

                                                   
87 Hamashima, 1992. 
88 Tnnies, 68. 
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workmen, preparing materials and renovated the temple. Moreover, a statue of 
Guan Yu, as well as his aides on his both sides, was molded completely. As a 
result, it brought good luck to all the villagers nearby. After gentleman Hou 
passed away, the vassal state officer continued his official career and led a 
wandering life and the rest of his household only lived in the city. Year after 
year, only on Dog days (Furi: beginning of the hottest part of the summer) and 
Lari (8th, the 12th month of the lunar year, the beginning of the oldest days) did 
few old men come to the temple, sacrificing and praying. The appearance of 
the temple had been eroded by wind and rain. Hou Konghe, the son of that 
vassal state officer walked and saw around the temple, sighing a lot. He did 
not think that it met a criterion of his grandfather who had passed away, so he 
began to manage and maintain the Guan Yu Temple.”89    
 
Here, although the Guan Yu Temple was repaired by the Hou family, it was 

clear that as their descendants “living only in the city,” they were already hard to 
be seen in the normal religious activities. 

Issei Tanaka, when discussing the relationship between clan and religious 
operas in Jiangnan and other areas in South China, also pointed out that the 
differences of the sacrificing activities between these two areas in terms of the 
strength of clans. The overall trend was that in southern China, like Guangdong 
Province, the phenomena of various sacrificing activities under strong control 
were common, while the phenomena in Jiangnan, because of the economic 
development of cities and landlords living only in cities, were relatively rare. Of 
course, there was handful of villages with the same surname sacrificing for 
“securing standing grains.”90 

Naturally, we see that in Suzhou and Songjiang areas, activities in the temple 
communities seldom focused on the family names (such as Wushe repeatedly 
mentioned in this paper). Even if the power of clans was important, it was 
usually a number of clans working together. For example, at the Tongli Town of 
Wujiang County, “on May 13, the birthday of Guan Yu, people from different 
places got together and sacrificed. The surname of Zhong and such five surnames 
as Zhou, Lu, Wang, Gu and Xu, would take turns in charge of the activities and 
follow the fixed time table: In January and February in Lunar Calendar, the 
surname Zhong acted as a host; in March and April the surname Zhou as a host; 
in May and June the surname Lu as a host; in July and August Wang as a host; in 
September and October Gu as a host; in December and November Xu as a host; 
all go for six years.”91 Qian Hang, in his study on the Xue Zhongxun 薛忠训

                                                   
89 Wang Qi. 
90 See Issei Tanaka. 
91 Tonglizhi (Jiaqing), Vol. 6, “Fengsu” (Custom). 
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Temple in Pingyang County in Zhejiang Province also pointed out the fact that 
the four basic surnames in company with other small names managed temples.92  

Therefore, compared with other factors, the influence of clans on the process 
of the architectures of temple communities in Suzhou and Songjiang areas in the 
Ming and Qing dynasties should have been very limited and the situation that 
one temple was led only by powerful clans and land lords was even more rare. Of 
course, those should not be treated completely as the same. In fact, even the clans 
in towns and cities still influenced the development of folk faiths in their special 
ways. As discussed above, Caohe Temple’s relationship with the Tang family was 
one of the examples. However, more studies should continue further.  
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