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INTRODUCTION

A New Approach to Chinese Urbanism

Over the course of three centuries, the spatial outlook of Ming China
(1368-1644) underwent a drastic change that probably few historical em-
pires have experienced. Founded by the peasant emperor Zhu Yuan-
zhang (1328-98; Aka Ming Taizu or the Hongwu emperor), the Ming dy-
nasty began as an agrarian state, conceived and institutionalized around
the ideal of self-governing rural communities. Yet by the close of the
dynasty, cities had impinged on the everyday reality of Chinese life.
Through extensive urban networks, even staple grains and commercial
crops such as cotton were integrated into empire-wide long-distance
trade. For those in the succeeding dynasty, the Ming would be remem-
bered for its urban glamour and material decadence. For histonians to-
day, the transition from an empire of villages to one of cittes, though
fraught with conflicts and confusion, marks the triumph of commercial
power that defied and eventually prevailed over the oppressive grip of
the state. The ascendancy of economic forces, however, is only one side
of the radical transformation of the Ming empire. Equally important, al-
beit less dramatic, are the concurrent institutional reforms and cultural
negotiations that bridged and reconciled the early Ming rural ideal and
late Ming urbanization. After all, commerce could not have transformed
Ming China without accommodations that enabled the dated imperial
infrastructure to continue to function and that rendered disruptive social
change meaningful. Many urban historical studies have illumined the rich
economic, cultural, and social life of late Ming towns and cities. Few,
however, have focused on the corresponding changes in state regula-
tions and cultural interpretations of cities prompted by the growing in-
fluence of cities. This book is a study of urbanization that explores how
the expanding roles and functions of cities led the idea of city to be re-
invented, contested, and reconceived in the late Ming empire.

I approach this macro-transformation from a micro-perspective, us-
ing four case studies from a particular city—Nanjing—as entry points
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to observe changes in it as a walled community, as a metropolitan area,
as an imagined space, and, finally, as a discursive subject. This vantage
point allows us to see what was at stake for the urbanites during the
transition. The unraveling of their endeavors further brings to the fore
the centrality of urban space in the process. Most interestingly, al-
though we might expect Nanjing residents to be drawn to issues such
as street plans and the built environment essential to the workings of
urban life, the concerns of locals extended far beyond the physicality of
urban space. In each case study, we find great social efforts to negotiate
the ways in which urban residents’ lived space was regulated by state in-
stitutions and rendered through cultural works. The active involvement
of Nanjing residents created a unique moment in Chinese history when
urban space was not only a geographic location but also a point of so-
cial contention, open to political negotiation and cultural creation—a
development that constitutes the core of this book.

Located in the northwestern corner of the lower Yangzi delta, Nan-
jing, literally the “Southern Capital,” served as the primary capital for
the first half-century of the Ming dynasty (1368—1421). During this pe-
riod, the city underwent significant physical expansion with population
growing to over half a million. In many ways, Ming Nanjing was a
product of a great political undertaking.! Under the auspices of the
founding emperor, Nanjing’s walled space was significantly expanded
and its metropolitan area (Yingtian prefecture) restructured. The expan-
sive reconstruction entailed massive labor conscription and forced in-
migration from throughout the empire to materialize Zhu Yuanzhang’s
ideal capital, one that featured broad streets, grand palaces, and state-
made residential quarters in service of government offices. This ideal
vision for Nanjing was articulated in a series of printed urban plans the
emperor personally and explicitly commissioned to provide an “imag-
ined capital” for his subjects, most of whom would never see the gran-
deur of the capital in person. Political power, therefore, dominated not
only the physical but also the imaginary cityscape of early Ming Nanjing.

The urban character of Nanjing, however, changed greatly in the fol-
lowing centuries. After a military coup d’état staged by a prince en-
feoffed in northern China and his victory in the subsequent civil war at
the beginning of the fifteenth century, the center of gravity of the im-
perium shifted to Beijing in 1421. Nanjing became a secondary capital,
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its population was halved, and its economy declined. Yet with the gen-
eral prosperity in the sixteenth century and the city’s prime location in
Jiangnan, the most culturally and economically advanced area at the
time, Nanjing revived as the Southern Metropolis (Nandu j#). The
transition from political capital to commercial metropolis was palpable
in the city’s everyday life. The influx of sojourners and their housing
needs fractured Zhu’s residential ward system and created a flourish-
ing real estate market. Vendors encroached on the broad streets that
had once been the pride of Nanjing, and the newcomers illegally occu-
pied many government buildings.2 The collision between commercial
power and Zhu Yuanzhang’s urban vision—a highly politicized, state-
controlled space—transformed the cityscape of Nanjing, radically re-
shaping the lived space for urbanites.

The ramifications of this clash, however, extended far beyond the
physical cityscape. As will be apparent from the four case studies, a dis-
tinctive social activism challenged the administration and conceptualiza-
tion of urban space. In 1609, residents of Nanjing collectively volun-
teered tax information under one another’s supetvision in order to
realize their long-term demand for a tax reform (Chapter 1). This reform
led to the creation of an urban property tax for the first time in this dy-
nasty. The action of the urban community redefined the inhabited space
in fiscal terms. Nor was this political activism bound by the walls of
Nanjing; it resonated within the greater metropolitan area. A traditional
Chinese city did not constitute a formal political unit. Rather, it served as
the administrative center of a greater region. The name Nanjing, as was
true of Suzhou or Yangzhou, also referred to the prefectural region, a
mostly rural area govemned from the metropolis through a group of
lower-level walled cities. In this extended sense of Nanjing, urban space
was physically marked by a system of city walls symbolizing the state
presence in the area. Yet such official demarcation of urban space was
visibly compromised in 1597, when a popular protest in one of Nanjing’s
subordinate counties, Gaochun, dramatically overturned an imperial
edict mandating construction of a city wall (Chapter 2).

In addition to political actions that challenged state-imposed defini-
tions of urban space, there also appeared cultural products aimed at
temolding the imagination and conception of the city. For instance,
an illustrated guidebook, [infing tuyong 2tk Mk (Illustrated odes on
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Nanjing), depicts forty scenic spots and gives specific instructions on
the ways the city was to be viewed (Chapter 3). This vision, as advo-
cated by a group of native Nanjing elites, grew out of the cultural prac-
tice of landscape appreciation. It formed a stark contrast to the imperial
vision of Zhu Yuanzhang. Not only was Nanjing being reimagined
through visual projection, but the city was also becoming the subject of
discourses at odds with the glorified accounts found in official local
gazetteers. Two early seventeenth-century ketan % 3% (conversations
with guests), for example, record conversations among urban elites
about the city they inhabited (Chapter 4). Drawing largely on street
news and gossip, these conversations present a vernacular rendition of
Nanjing as a lived space. Widely circulated through a booming publish-
ing industry and avidly consumed by the rapidly growing reading public,
these well-received texts and images powerfully reshaped the popular
imagination of Nanjing.

Although probably not deliberately, the actions and imagination of
Nanjing residents in effect called into question the institutional pre-
scription and cultural interpretation of urban space. How to determine
if urban space was taxable or its boundary wallable? Given the changing
role and function of the city, how should the heterogeneity of urban
space be construed through images and texts? Although these chal-
lenges and responses studied in this book bear the distinct signature of
the particular environment of Nanjing, in the final analysis they were
driven by the transformations occurring in the Ming empire. By exam-
ining the institutional and cultural conjunctions at the heart of the Nan-
jing cases, this book hopes to uncover a new dimension of late Ming
development, one deeply rooted in the mid-dynastic commercial boom
and yet centered on cities.

AN UNTOLD STORY OF
LATE MING PROSPERITY

The Nanjing episodes took place at a remarkable moment in Chinese
history marked by the advance of a monetarized economy supported by
an influx of silver from Japan and the New World. It has been estimated
that toward the end of China’s “silver century” (1550-1650) at least
250,000~265,000 kilograms of foreign specie were exchanged for Chi-
nese goods each year. China had become a major participant in the
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global economy. Monetization prevailed in the rural economy as cash
crops and market-oriented specialization became dominant. Urban and
rural handicraft production continued to grow, as did the labor market.
Eventually even the government fiscal system became monetized when
labor conscription was commuted into silver payments. The triumph of
the market economy left such a profound imprint on a wide array of so-
cial and cultural developments that it has become an obligatory preface
to late imperial Chinese studies.? With prosperity came expanded cultural
horizons that liberated people from the nigorous hierarchies of gender
and social order and created new opportunities to stake out domains of
individual or corporate autonomy.+ This newfound freedom, in Jonathan
Spence’s vivid phrase, epitomizes the “energies of Ming life.””s

Contemporary elite observers, however, were much less enthusiastic
about the rise in material wealth. The social energy unleashed by eco-
nomic development profoundly challenged the prescribed social norms
for an agrarian community. The clash between political and social
forces created a fluid social scene, or the “floating world” in Dorothy
Ko’s words:

Traditional social distinctions—between high and low, merchant and gentry,
male and female, respectable and mean—were idealized constructs best suited
for a self-sufficient agrarian society. By the sixteenth century, these binary oppo-
sitions seemed at odds with the complexity of human relationships in the highly
commercialized region. The ideal Confucian norms, devised to instill social
harmony by perpetuating hierarchies and distinctions, became more prescriptive
than descriptive, although they were no less powerful because of that.¢

The eroston of cultural norms stirred deep anxieties among those less
receptive to change. Grave concern over “corrupted social customs”
was so prevalent that the general tone of contemporary social criticism
and self-perception during this period was a strong sense of confusion.”
In some extreme cases, the frequent transgressions of boundaries in
public and private life were considered an indication of a monumental
casis. Indeed, in comparison with similar social critiques in the Song
and Qing dynasties, scholars find that late Ming exhibited a far deeper
sense of anxiety over social disorder and cultural crisis—“the whole
country has gone mad,” announced the editor of one gazetteer as he
lamented that the reversal of social status had become the norm.8 In re-
sponse to the fear of impending social and moral collapse, the late
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Ming witnessed a surge in publications aimed at reversing social dis-
order and re-establishing the proper boundaries between superor and
inferior and between men and women. Voluminous records and biog-
raphies of chaste women and filial sons were published and widely cir-
culated.? Manuals of genteel taste attempted to reclaim social distinc-
tion through the display of true refinement.!® Paradoxically these
cultural artifacts facilitated emulation of scholatly and social elites while
further deepening anxiety over blurred social boundaries.

Yet, at the same time, intensifying social mobility and interaction
also prompted extraordinary developments previously unknown in
Chinese history, such as the prominent role played by “public opinion”
in public affairs and an eccentric cultural scene with a strong populist
undertone. The most radical strain of late Ming Neo-Confucianism, for
example, announced that dzo resides in the common people’s everyday
life and that sagehood is attainable by anyone regardless of social class
or profession.!! These trends were further enhanced by a flourishing
publishing industry, through which political posters and pamphlets
were easily produced and circulated and vernacular novels became so
influential that “ficion” was said to rival the three teachings (Confu-
cianism, Buddhism, and Daoism).12

The economic-social-cultural nexus of change that emerged from
this period has marked the late Ming as an extraordinary chapter in
Chinese history. This characterization of the late Ming moment—full
of energetic, sometimes contradictory, changes—is at odds with an ear-
lier view of the Ming as a downward turning point for Chinese civiliza-
tion. Under this view, the drastic expansion of imperial autocracy under
the Ming led to an inward-looking age of intellectual and technological
stagnation in sharp contrast with “early modern” Europe spanning the
Renaissance, the age of discovery, and the Reformation. With the surge
of new literature in the field,!* scholars have begun to regard late Ming
developments as symbolizing the “sprouts of capitalism™* or as re-
flecting an indigenous early modernity in China.! Ongoing debates
over nomenclature notwithstanding, a revisionist scenario centered on
commerce-driven challenges to the prescribed order of soctal hierarchy
in late imperial times appears to have gained firm ground.

The four case studies examined in this book both confirm and chal-
lenge the silver-driven late Ming narrative. The soctal and cultural de-
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velopments prompted by the commercial boom did indeed play a criti-
cal role in these events. The tax movement was part of the empire-wide
fiscal reform that converted all levies into silver payments, a movement
that attests to the relentless tide of the silver economy. The anti-city-
wall protest echoes the surge of social conflicts, protests, and uprisings
resulting from the disruptive effects of the market economy on the pre-
sctibed social hierarchy. Similarly, the published images and discourses
about Nanjing are a product of the lively late Ming cultural industry.
The Nanjing tour guide—an example of the lifestyle guidebooks that
emerged during this period—embodies the intrusion of commercial
wealth into cultural life, as elites and their emulators sought guidance in
navigating the burgeoning consumer culture. At the same time, even as
greater social mobility created the need to reassert social distinction,
many literati began to look to the common people’s world for inspira-
tion. The newfound interest in popular culture was manifested in the
enthusiastic pursuits of novels and dramas based on current events, a
trend that led to the publishing of gossip in its most immediate form,
ketan, which featured juicy conversations in printed texts.

Closer examination shows, however, that the familiar elements in the
Nanjing cases also played out along unfamiliar lines: the grassroots tax
reform, in an effort to lessen the fiscal burden, strove to create, instead
of oppose, a new urban property tax; the popular protest against the
court’s demand that Gaochun wall itself was directed not only at the
onerous fiscal and physical impositions from the state but also at what
a city wall symbolized—the status of an official city normally associated
with power and prestige. In the other cases, current historiography
proves to be similarly insufficient. For example, the editor of Jinling
tuyong, immediately after its well-received first publication, published a
second edition that included dozens of additional poems as well as a
historical atlas of Nanjing city, an editorial move that deviated drasti-
cally from the book’s original format as a lifestyle manual for the aspir-
ing newly wealthy. Furthermore, compared to the singular focus of
contemporary kefan on entertainment, the two Nanjing &efan studied
here appear to be more ambitious. They incorporate a significant
amount of discussion on urban administration and cultural explicatons
of the idea of “Nanjing.” In other words, although the narrative woven
around the commercial boom can account for the occurrence of these
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popular actions and creation of cultural products, it falls short of expli-
cating their unique agendas.

The unraveling of the Nanjing cases brings into focus the limitations
of the narrative of the late Ming triumph of commercial powers. Clos-
ing this historiographic gap requires a separate treatment of urbaniza-
tion and its impacts apart from the generalized sweep of commercia-
lizaton. Therefore, instead of folding the Nanjing cases into the
wholesale changes wrought by late Ming prosperity, I focus the analysis
on the new challenges to the administration and conceptualization of
urban space faced by an urbanizing rural empire. For example, the lack
of urban land tax in effect prevented the late Ming fiscal reforms from
being extended to urban inhabitants, and this drove the popular de-
mands for taxes in Nanjing. Yet why was urban space—in its most
mundane form of land and property—deemed not taxable by the early
Ming state? What problems did this absence of taxation cause for urban
administration and how did urban residents campaign for a tax reform
when the existing fiscal system recognized no urban taxes? Moreover,
in light of the persistent state demand that official urban space be de-
marcated by city walls, it is not surprising that the protest against city-
wall construction in Gaochun would provoke debates among residents
on the very nature of their space and a challenge to the state decision to
promote their market town into a county seat. It brought to the fore
the underlying tension between the official urban hierarchy and market
towns, whose proliferation in the sixteenth century prompted a new-
found sense of identity for town dwellers. How did this development
affect the management of commercial and official city systems in the
Ming empire?

By the same token, only by viewing the Nanjing images and texts as
part of the shared cultural responses to an expanding urban society can
we fully appreciate the rich messages embedded in them. In light of the
rising importance of cultured sightseeing in major late Ming cities, the
expanded edition of Jin/ing tuyong exemplifies the continuous efforts of
native Nanjing elites to detach the imaginary of Nanjing from Hong-
wu’s grand vision and reanchor it to local landmarks. The unusually
rich contents of Nanjing kean, I will argue, reflect the growing interests
and concerns of a new breed of urban elites toward their lived space as
a result of the influx of rural gentry into cities. The questions to ask are:
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Why did urban literati choose these particular formats to articulate their
perceptions of urban life and what new conceptualization of urban
space arose from these cultural works?

These questions are of central concern in this book. Taken together,
they challenge the current view of urbanization as an automatic by-
product of commercialization and the city as the site in which many of
the silver-driven social and cultural developments materalized with
higher frequency and greater density. Above all, the case studies of
Nanjing indicate that the ramifications of urbanization cannot be re-
duced to the mere intensification of commercial influences.!¢ This dis-
tinction is particularly relevant to Ming China, an empire initially con-
ceived and institutionalized around the ideal of self-governing rural
communities. Because of urbanization, the growing number and in-
creasing size of cities brought enhanced commeraial efficiency, social
mobility, and cultural interaction, all contrary to the expectations of the
dynasty’s institutional infrastructure and ideological premises. The
chasm between the orginal system and the emerging social reality
became the source of widely felt discontent and confusion: How to re-
invent the fiscal foundation for an urbanizing rural empire? How to
effectively manage and balance the proliferation of commercial towns
with the official walled cities? How to render the heterogeneity of ur-
ban space through images and texts when the function of the city could
no longer be defined only in political/administrative terms? In the wake
of the sixteenth-century boom, the Ming empire confronted a host of
increasingly pressing “urban questions,” each requiring revision of the
idea of the city.

Viewed from this perspective, the story threading through the four
case studies of this book relates how Nanjing residents responded to
and negotiated with these urban questions. The advantages of this ap-
proach is manifold. First, it allows us to consider urbanization as a
willed process, in which local initiatives play a key role.!” The emphasis
on the reactions of historical actors to their time further makes it clear
that what we observe in Nanjing is both general and unique. General in
that the developments in Nanjing were ultimately driven by urban ques-
tions as the Ming empite strove to cope with the ramifications of ut-
banization. Yet at the same time unique, as repeatedly demonstrated in
the following chapters, the responses and reactions in Nanjing were
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only part of a wide spectrum of possibilities created by urban residents
at the ume.* That is, Nanjing is representative not because other con-
temporary cities adopted the same courses of action but because the
same challenges and demands similarly motivated urban residents else-
where to respond and react, albeit in their own terms. The search for
common ground, I believe, does not have to be confined to locating
uniform patterns of behavior, for this assumption undervalues the in-
nate creativity of human agency. What ties members of society together
is not the replication of actions but the shared circumstances that
prompt them to act in the first place—in this case, the problems facing
cities. Finally, the focus on the interplay between micro-developments
in Nanjing and the macro-transformation of the Ming empire fore-
grounds the fact that the nature of and responses to these urban ques-
tions are in many ways unique to the Ming dynasty, a finding that sheds
new light on the nature of urbanizaton and urbanism in late imperial
China.

A DYNASTY-CENTERED APPROACH

In highlighting the urban transformation of the late Ming empire, this
book restores the concept of dynasty to the study of Chinese cities.
This analytical framework calls attention to the impact of institutional
infrastructure and shared cultural trends on the nature and conse-
quences of urbanization in a centralized, rural empire. Such an ap-
proach is particularly relevant to the field of Chinese urban history
since urbanization is rarely considered in the context of a particular dy-
nasty.'® This tendency is curious in view of the rather disparate attitudes
toward cities of the various dynasties of the past millennium. For in-
stance, in contrast to the institutional centrality of rural communities in
the early Ming system, cities served as the governing base for the ruling
minorties (Mongols and Manchus) in the multiethnic colonial empires

*This is not to suggest that Nanjing’s developments are always one of a kind but,
rather, to advocate a more nuanced and accurate case-by-case cevaluation of Nanjing’s
scenarios. In some cases (such as the creation of urban land tax in Chapter 1), Nanjing
does represent the most typical solution—but by no means fhe solution—at the time.
Such comparison also cnables us to better identify the truly innovative in Nanjing (such
as the significance of the populist measures in Ding Bin’s Augjia reform, also discussed
in Chapter 1).
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of the Yuan and the Qing. And the state-driven economic activism
practiced by the Song, like the Ming a Han-centered dynasty, resulted in
a much more intensive urban taxation scheme than the Ming im-
posed.”” Despite these differences, however, little attention has been
paid to studying and comparing how these factors affected urban de-
velopments in different dynasties.

This oversight is to a great extent rooted in the persistent pursuit of
a China-centered urbanism (i.e., the particular form and dynamic of
Chinese urban development).* Interest in the idea of “the city” and its
specific formulation in China can be traced to Max Weber’s studies in
the early twenteth century. Grounded in his unique definition of “the
city,” Weber’s thesis contended that the essence of Western modernity
lay in its distinctive urban societies. Challenging the conventional defi-
nition of cities according to population density or the fulfillment of
specific political or military functions, Weber maintained that only from
the presence of autonomous urban communities could we ascertain the
existence of cities—or, rather, the ideal type of cities. Under this crite-
rion, imperial Chinese cittes, dominated by particularistic social rela-
tions (attached to native villages) and the administrative needs of impe-
rial governance, were deemed the antithesis of the occidental cities that
had served as precursors to the modern era.2

Provocative and polemical, Weber’s verdict on Chinese cities has
been very influential in shaping the Problematik of the field.2! Weber’s
longue durée perspective, which considered cities as a benchmark not for
individual dynasties but for Chinese civilization as a whole, influenced
even his most vehement opponents such as G. William Skinner.22
Countering Weber’s portrayal of Chinese cities as marginal to state
power and irrelevant to historical development, Skinner’s thesis suc-
cessfully reclaimed a place for cities in late impenal China and re-
mapped the country around a nested urban hierarchy.2* Skinner’s model
not only reformulated the spatial conceptualization of Chinese empires

*I'here appears to be no clear consensus among scholars on the use and connota-
tions of the term “urbanism.” ‘This book adopts a historicized view of urbanism, refer-
ring to a particular form and nature of urbanization at a specific ime and spacce; see,
¢.g, “Baroque Urbanism” in l.ces and Hohenberg, The Making of Urban Europe, pp. 137~
78. In other words, although “urbanization” refers to quantitative changes in urban set-
tlement, “urbanism” emphasizes the qualitative development of the process.
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but also revolutionized the narrative of urban history, establishing a
timeline of Chinese urbanism independent of dynastic chronology. In
Skinnet’s schema, Chinese cities underwent the most significant trans-
formation rather early, between the tenth and thirteenth centuries. Be-
fore this change, Chinese cities were mainly administrative centers
populated by officials and their families as primary consumers. During
this time perod, a shift in the primary role of Chinese cities from po-
litical to economic demolished the previously rigorous city planning
that had created controlled marketplaces and segregated quarters. What
emerged were major metropolises with as many as a million residents.
The second important change occurred during the sixteenth-century
commercial boom, when domestic commerce began to progress be-
yond interurban exchanges of luxury goods to intraregional markets for
daily necessities such as grains and commercial crops. As a result, cities
came to penetrate Chinese life at a much deeper level, playing central
roles as nodes of commodity exchange, social interaction, and cultural
exposure. Yet even though Skinner’s thesis successfully rescues Chinese
cities from Weber’s Europe-centered teleology, it still measures the na-
ture and changes of Chinese urbanism against the /ongwe durée develop-
ment of a market economy spanning several dynastic boundaries.

The influence of Skinner’s thesis could not be more profound. It re-
futes the essentialist characterization of “the city” in Chinese civiliza-
tion by considering the development of urban space as an active and
ongoing historical process. Demonstrating that market-driven urbaniza-
tion indeed redefined the spatial order of imperal China, Skinner suc-
cessfully destroyed Weber’s dichotomy between the Occidental and
Oriental city. This insight allows scholars to re-evaluate the historical
role of Chinese cities and revisit issues regarding the political and cul-
tural ramifications of late imperial urbanization. First, embedded in a
vast agrarian empire, did cities command the same level of cultural cen-
trality in Chinese life as their European counterparts? In particular, can
we identify a coherent and sustaining “urban tradition” in Chinese cul-
tural practice? Second, essential to Weber’s characterization of the ideal
type of city that served as the precursor of modernity is a self-identified
urban community pressing for political rights from the monarchy. Were
Chinese cities, buttressed by their commercial clout, able to develop a
special power relationship with the impenral state?
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In sharp contrast to Skinner’s optimism regarding continuous urban
growth, scholars find that, despite the strong tides of market-driven ur-
banization, the increasing presence of cities in Chinese life in the past
millennium did not formally factor into institutional and cultural prac-
tices. The conceptualization of urbanity was subject to an enduring rural-
centered cultural paradigm, and urban autonomy took on a highly
situational form outside state institutions. These findings lead to the in-
evitable conclusion that the nature and consequences of urbanization
in a vast, centralized, agrarian empire such as China are so different from
those in Europe that historians should acknowledge the Chinese case as
a distinctive form of urbanism in its own right rather than a matter of de-
ficiencies and flaws.2* However, although highlighting the particularity
of Chinese urbanism, this formulation also inadvertently suggests that
enduring cultural and institutional inertia toward the expanding urban
realm was the norm prior to the advent of Western influence in the
modern era. The pursuit of a China-centered urbanism has thus led the
field to a conceptual impasse.

This dilemma, this book argues, denives from the fact that the seem-
ingly continuous urban expansion was punctuated by a wide variety of
“dynastic urbanisms.” Instead of being an automatic byproduct of
longue durée commercialization, urbanization in late imperial China was a
process shaped by institutional and cultural practices particular to each
dynasty. This insight allows us to move beyond the dichotomy of
Chinese- and European-style urbanism and focus on the specific terms
of Chinese urbanism in each dynasty. Studying urbanism under a more
nuanced time frame, however, is not just a matter of reorganizing his-
torical sources; it requires a new methodology for approaching the cul-
tural and political effects of late impenal urbanization. The following
section reviews the development of these two lines of inquiry in the
field so as to establish a proper analytical scheme for this book.

The Cultural Effects of Urbanization

The Urban-Rural Continunm Thesis. The centrality of cities in
economic development—uwell established by Skinner—does not extend
into the cultural realm. On the contrary, many scholars are convinced
of the persistence of rural dominance over Chinese urban culture. This
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view can be traced to Weber’s conjuncture that, measured against
European dities, Chinese cities exhibited a high degree of rural depen-
dence that perpetuated “rural attitudes” and hindered the formation of
an urban merchant class.?> With a much firmer command of Chinese
culture, Frederick Mote reformulated Weber’s dim assessment into a
unique rural-urban continuum that distinguished China from the
world’s utban traditions. Mote’s thesis conceives a Chinese city as cul-
turally and politically an “open institution” that displayed no distinct
boundaries from the countryside in terms of administration, lifestyles,
architecture, and the like.26

Mote’s characterization of the urban-rural continuum, as indicated in
the title “A Millennium of Chinese Urban History,” aims to offer a
sweeping generalization of Chinese urbanism since the Tang-Song ur-
ban revolution.?’ The signature of this urbanism, ironically, lies in its
dependence on rural culture. Mote goes as far as to state that “the rural
component of Chinese civilization was more or less uniform, and it ex-
tended everywhere that Chinese civilization penetrated. It, and not the
cities, defined the Chinese way of life.”? As a result, despite the con-
tinuous urbanization of late imperial China, the “urban” still failed to
register in the political, social, and, above all, cultural realms. In Mote’s
opinion, “there may have been a trend toward concentration of the elite
in cities as places of domicile in the later impenal era, but it was at best
a trend; throughout the traditional period in Chinese social history, the
elite was widely diffused in space, and psychologically oriented toward
as many rural ties as urban ones.”? In other words, despite the increas-
ing concentration of elite residents and cultural and economic resources
in Ming-Qing cities, the urban-rural continuum prevailed in the Chinese
psyche and prevented the development of a distinct urban tradition in
impenial China.

The Urban-Rural Continunm Revisited. Since the appearance of
Mote’s thesis in the 1970s, the academic landscape has undergone dras-
tic changes. Above all, the great cultural divide described by Mote has
been shrunken considerably from both sides by new scholarship. The
European urban-rural dichotomy cited by Mote has been much modi-
fied by revisionist studies that emphasize the interconnectedness of cit-
ies and countryside in the early modern era.30 At the same time, the
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many social and cultural studies on Ming and Qing cities have also
demonstrated that the “urban concentration” in late imperial times in-
volved not just quantitative congregations of people and resources but
also significant alterations in the fabric of life. For example, contrary to
Mote’s claim, new studies on materal culture and urban consumption
have forcefully established the importance of cities in creating fashions
and consumption patterns at the time. Most prominent was the city of
Suzhou. Under its sway, the term Suyang #i4% (Suzhou style) became
synonymous with taste and fashion in contemporary minds. The rising
importance of urban consumption lent additional cultural valence to
taste as a form of status distinction and ultimately prompted radical
thinkers to advocate spending on luxuries as a spur to overall economic
development.3!

The new role of cities as centers for commercial activity and cultural
consumption attracted a broad spectrum of visitors seeking career op-
portunities or stmply entertainment. The influx of sojourners gave nise
to an increasingly active social scene in major cities in the empire. Pub-
lic spaces such as urban gardens, teahouses, temples, and courtesan sa-
lons provided physical grounds for heightened social interactions
through which new ties were developed outside traditional kinship or
native-place affiliations. For the well-educated, the abundant opportuni-
ties for networking and cultural activities in cities even created alterna-
tive careers outside the prescribed path to officialdom through the civil
service examinations. Even the less cultivated became increasingly con-
nected through a shared world of print news and gossip, the circulation
of which was greatly enhanced by the flourishing printing industry.32
The informed and oftentimes politicized urban mass formed the social
base for the growing frequency and scale of collective action in Ming
and Qing cities, which ranged from food tots, protests against fiscal
policies, wage disputes, and strikes to open opposition against the ten-
ure of controversial local officials.?? Although formally granted political
tights were still far off, the opinions and actions of the urban public
began to play a visible role in contemporary politics.

In many ways, although cities were not official administrative units,
they indeed developed into de facto social and political entities operat-
ing on very different principles from the countryside. The unique social
structure of cities provoked administrative concerns that were distinctly
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urban in nature and required solutions different from those used for ru-
ral problems. The uniqueness of “urban” issues was clearly recognized
by contemporary elites. As more and more gentry moved into nearby
towns and cities and became absentee landlords, they began to play an
active role in urban affairs. In many case studies, scholars are repeatedly
struck by the “specific preoccupation of both urban elites and urban
administrators with #rban problems, both groups being completely ac-
customed to assuming the discreteness of the municipal unit as a locus
of managerial responsibilities.” In other words, the institutionally per-
petuated rural bias was not as inhibitive of political awareness among
urbanites as Mote thought.

Urban 1dentity Vs. Urban-Rural Distinction.  The new findings in
the field, interestingly, have not rendered Mote’s thesis obsolete but
prompted an updated revision from a very different branch of scholar-
ship, one that combines archival work and anthropological field re-
search. This approach has proved fruitful in understanding popular
perception of the swift commercialization and urbanization that in so
many respects remolded the lives and livelihood of Chinese people.
Drawing together works by scholars from Europe, the United States,
and China, the edited volume Town and Country in China: ldentity and Per-
ception renews Mote’s thesis from the perspective of popular religions by
extending the concept of the urban-rural continuum from architectural
styles and elite aesthetics to ritual performance. The editors contend
that urban-rural distinctions did not become a significant part of an in-
dividual’s identity in China until the twentieth century when “political
reforms separated cities and towns as agents of social change, [and] an
ideology emerge[d] that looked upon villages as the source of back-
wardness.” The urban-rural distinction was so external to traditional
Chinese thought that “the search for the urban tradition within tradi-
tional China ends in anachronism.”? Fully aware of the commercial
developments in late imperial times that rendered cities a distinct realm
for social practices, scholars in this volume find it necessary to distin-
guish between soctal history and cultural paradigm. That is, the appar-
ent urban-rural differentiation in social reality had no recognizable 1m-
pact on Chinese identity. What dominated Chinese people’s view of
their lived space, argue the editors, was an all-pervasive paradigm, de-
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fined by the administrative structure of the bureaucracy, that denied the
distinction between urban and rural areas.

The dominance of a state-centered view of space, however, does not
necessatily imply the triumph of the suppressive power of the state. On
the contrary, by adopting the language of the state, David Faure argues,
township leaders were able to keep power in local hands. Yet also be-
cause of this, the growing importance of market towns did not give rise
to an ideology highlighting town-country differentiaion.’” In addition
to the functionalist explanaton, Henretta Harrison suggests that we
should consider the seemingly cunious obliviousness to the urban-rural
distinction in the larger context of boundary-making. In her case study
of Taiyuan (Shanxi), she finds that the urban-rural distinction generated
by social and economic developments paled in comparison to other ter-
ritorial divisions (i.e., the urban-rural division was subordinated to the
differences between Taiyuan and other counties or between mountain
and plain areas in Taiyuan). The obscured sense of urban-rural division,
in other words, arose from the fact that the communal boundaries gen-
erated by religious practices substantially crosscut marketing and ad-
ministrative hierarchies, resulting in a society in which “political, mar-
keting, and religious centers could all have social characteristics which
we would define as urban, but the clear differentiation between the dif-
ferent types of hierarchies meant that they were not perceived as
such.” Contrary to Mote’s argumentation, Harrison argues that it was
not the lack of an urban-rural distinction but rather an overabundance
of such divisions that constituted the urban-rural continuum in tradi-
tional China.

These expositions of the obscuring of urban identity in late imperial
China, albeit compelling, do not inherently exclude any form of cultural
articulation of urban sentiments or experiences. It is curious, then, that
the editors of this volume argue for the incompatbility of an urban-rural
distinction and traditional Chinese thought. As the ttle of the volume
nghtly suggests, “identity” and “perception” are two related and yet
separate components of Mote’s urban-rural continuum thesis. To be
sure, identities in China often manifest themselves through a matrix of
competition, and there might well be a hierarchy of spatial identities in
place in which, for strategic or ideological reasons, the urban-rural divi-
sion was not a dominant factor.? Yet it is quite a different matter
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to claim a collective apathy toward the urban—to insist that a rural-
centered cultural paradigm (for Mote, it is part of a national psyche) con-
sistently prevented the perception and articulation of urbanity in an age
of rapid urbanization. To better distinguish the two, we need to take a
close look at the substance of this proposed cultural paradigm. Similar to
Mote’s emphasis on the rural lifestyle and pastoral aesthetic found in
Nanjing or Suzhou, David Faure and Taotao Liu contend that despite
the seemingly distinct appearance of great administrative cities, “when
one searches in towns and villages for the rural tradition, one finds very
much the same beliefs and customs as in the administrative cities.”* In
other words, the most tangible evidence for this paradigm lies in the
unity of cultural performance across the urban-rural continuum.

However, this cultural unity proves superficial and deceptive—not
only for historians but also for contemporaries as well. Although the
idealization of rural life remained a recurring theme in literati painting
and literature in the late Ming, a well-developed urban-based elite
community added a new twist to the rhetorical yearning for rural life.
As one Nanjing luminary, Gu Qiyuan, observed, urban glamour had
evidently prevailed on his peers. Many reconciled this conflict between
the draw of the metropolis and their bucolic yearnings by building a
garden in their grand urban mansions as a gesture toward the rural ideal
(as Gu himself did). Even the so-called shanren Ju A (mountain inhabi-
tants), who flaunted a reputation as lofty rural eremites, used their rural
residences as facades to mask frequent trips into town.*! The novel Tal
of Marriage Destinies B8 48k 1% is another case in point. It portrays the
fall of a utopian self-contained agricultural community, Mingshu, as it
develops into a market town and becomes engulfed by matenal indul-
gence and moral decadence. Dania Berg, however, finds that beneath
the didactic lamentations over the fall of Mingshui lie rather mixed
emotions. The spectacle of human depravity also provides a way to es-
cape the lethargic boredom of the rural utopia. Although the rural idyll
still retained its utopian lure, late Ming literati found themselves in-
creasingly entangled in city life and tomn between escapism and an ad-
diction to the cosmopolitan world.42

These examples foreground the importance of reading cultural texts
and images against contemporary social praxis. One telling example is
the development of the genre of yongjing % % (textual and visual appre-
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ciation of scenes), which had developed into a prominent representa-
tional mode in late imperial times. Yongsing distill a place into a series of
scenic snapshots—jing % (prospects). Dictated by literati aesthetics that
idealized a bucolic lifestyle, jing almost always are pastoral. Just as the
urban-rural continuum thesis predicts, the production of jing largely
failed to register cityscapes and urban glamour of even major cities.®3
Despite the weight of tradition, however, details of bustling city life still
found their way into jing representations. For example, Hainer giguan
# A ¥ . (Fantastic spectacles within the realm), a collection of empire-
wide tourist attractions published in 1609, includes one urban scene de-
picting the night market in Beiguan, a busy marketplace in Hangzhou.
More significantly, the appreciation of scenic sites, when conducted in
cities, became a practice that created solidarity among urban elites, a
development first brought to light by Tobie Meyer-Fong’s study of
Yangzhou. Through her vivid portrayal of this major port city in the
late seventeenth century, we learn that Yangzhou, in the wake of a
highly disruptive dynastic transition, became a popular venue for leisure
touring and social gatherings. The reconstruction and celebration of the
city’s famous sites allowed its elite sightseers—men of divergent polit-
cal allegiances—to present themselves as members of a single class of
urban elites. What Meyer-Fong observes in early Qing Yangzhou is in
fact the continuation of a late Ming development—touring as a means
for urban literat to form social ues.** What appears to be a rural-
centered aesthetic was appropriated as a constituent element in the
formation of urban society.

By the same token, the lack of defimitive architectural differentiation
between the city and the countryside does not necessarily imply no dif-
ferentiation between urban and rural spaces.*> For instance, recent stud-
ies such as Yinong Xu’s work on Suzhou demonstrates that although
the seemingly indistinguishable appearances of flat buildings and court-
yards constitute the basic units of Chinese built environments, ostensi-
bly similar spaces could still be appropriated for different functions.
The most telling example can be found in the Xuanmiao Guan (a Dao-
ist temple) complex at the center of Suzhou city, which served as a site
for worship, association meetings, business, entertainment, and other
aspects of social life. The versatlity of a single site was realized not
through formal prescription but through social practice.*
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Indeed, these new studies effectively contest the efficacy of an all-
powerful cultural paradigm that refused to grant urban space formal
recognition by embedding it in a rural-dominated cultural unity. As this
review has proposed, with an influx of human and material resources,
qualitative changes arose in perceiving the “city” as a political, social,
and, above all, conceptual entity distinct from the countryside. What
misleads us is that these changes were registered in a cultural language
shared across the urban-rural divide. The seeming uniformity in archi-
tectural styles or art genres such as_yongjing, when applied in the urban
environment, could also serve as effective vehicles for the articulation
of urbanity. In other words, instead of creating a separate urban cultural
tradition, urbanites appropnated the shared cultural language to express
their spatial experiences. It is thus the underlying social practices,
not the formats used to embody them, that dictate the meaning of
urbanites’ cultural expressions. To fully appreciate the messages con-
veyed in city images and urban literature, as demonstrated in the second
half of this book, we need to take into account the social activities that
led to their creation. This approach, moreover, allows us to see that the
articulation of urbanity was far from an exercise in philosophical
abstraction. Through the reinventing of existing literary genres and cul-
tural practices, new social ties were formed and a sense of society
articulated.

The Political Effects of Urbanization

The Issue of Urban Autonomy. A second line of post-Weberian
scholarship focuses on the formation of urban communities and their
power relationship to the imperial state. The most important work on
urban autonomy is Willlam Rowe’s two-volume work on Hankow,
which traces the development of the city between 1796 and 1895.47
Rowe found a surge of urban institution-building efforts in Hankow
during the nineteenth century as merchants assumed increasing respon-
sibilities in public affairs and achieved more and more latitude to regu-
late their own economic activities. The growth in number, functional
range, and systemic linkage of these institutions amounted to the popu-
larization of local governance. Moreover, this spontaneous and intense
participation in public life facilitated a sense of solidarity and an impe-
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tus to communal self-nurturance that transcended kinship and native-
place ties.*® This development, Rowe argues, attests to the emergence
of an autonomous urban community indigenous to traditional China.

This finding powerfully refutes Weber’s dichotomy between Occi-
dental and Omental cities, placing China back on the map of global
moder-nity. In Rowe’s view, an indigenous form of early modernity
emerged in China between the increase in long-distance trade in the late
sixteenth century and the advent of factory-based industry in the last
decade of the nineteenth century. During this time period, many Chinese
cities “shared a sufficient number of basic features with their Western
counterparts to justify [viewing] the two as comparable social units.”#
Hankow, for example, exhibits the main traits of early modern European
cities such as “the steady development of organized, corporate-style civic
action and the proliferation of a wide range of philanthropic and public
service institutions.”* The conscious process of urban institution build-
ing in Hankow yielded increasingly formalized autonomous groups and
organizations, ranging from guild federations to benevolent halls to fire
brigade networks to local defense militia. Rowe argues that the advent of
these community groups marked the emergence of a “public sphere! in
late imperial China, a monumental development despite its unfortunate
demise in the twentieth century.52

The appearance of Rowe’s claim of a public sphere in the wake of
the 1989 Beijing Tian’anmen Square massacre provoked great interest
and controversy in the China field. The scholars who participated in
this debate came from various disciplines, and the periods investigated
ranged from the early seventeenth century to contemporary China.?
Although observers generally agree that corporate groups and voluntary
associations were plentiful in premodern China and that public partici-
pation was an essential element of late imperial Chinese urban life,
there appears to be no consensus whether such affiliations can be iden-
tified as signs of a public sphere in late imperial China.

In particular, central to the public-sphere debate is an assumed
antithesis between autonomy and collaboration and between state and
sodety. After all, how autonomous could Hankow elites be if the privi-
leges they enjoyed depended largely on official patronage?® The in-
sistent presence of the state in the elite managerial public sphere is
observable in many other areas, such as community granaries and
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charity schools.>® Thus in comparison to the situation in European cit-
tes, the interests of gentry and officials were more complementary and
their relatons less antagonistic.3 The intertwining state-society rela-
tons have led scholars to seek alternative schemata.5’ Philip Huang, for
example, suggests that a hybnd category between the state and society
might better capture the actual historical dynamics in China where the
continued collaboration between the state and society seems more
striking than either growing societal autonomy or increasing bureau-
cratic control. He proposes to characterize the public sphere by a tri-
nary structure, rather than the state-society dichotomy implied in the
original model, to allow for the concept of a “third realm,” one that is
between state and society and yet one in which both participated.’® In a
similar vein, Frederic Wakeman urges a more fluid view on state-society
relations in China, that the field “might gain a better sense of political
legiimacy in late impenal China by devoting less attention to the ap-
pearance (or absence) of autonomous, norm-shaping institutions out-
side of government, giving greater consideration instead to activities
along the ever-shifting boundary between ‘public’ and ‘official’ during
several periods of literati political participaton under the Ming and
Qing dynasties.” In particular, social activism should not be conceived
along the dividing line between “public” (gong &) and “official” (guan
) but as nested hierarchies whose domains were determined by social
practice.

From Public Sphere to Public Space.  In brief, these revisionist ef-
forts reflect the emerging view in the field that the energetic public
life! of late imperial cities was undergirded by a persistent state pres-
ence whose power and authority were never formally conceded to so-
cial groups but which could in practice be negotiated and appropriated.
They call for a new conceptual protocol that acknowledges such ambi-
guity while sull retaining analytical efficacy. A new trend in the field is
to move away from fixed conceptual constructs such as “public sphere”
toward a greater focus on the actual operations of urban “public spaces.”
Two new studies on Beijing exemplify this development.

The first work is Susan Naquin’s Peking: Temples and City Life, 1400
1900. As Philip Kuhn aptly points out in a review, what Naquin dem-
onstrates in this detailed study of urban life in Beijing is that “the public
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had ‘spaces’ but no ‘sphere.””’s2 The word “temples” in this work is de-
fined broadly to include other urban institutions such as guildhalls and
native-place lodges that often conducted their own ftual observances.
Naquin establishes the connection between temple spaces and the
mosaic-like social landscape of Beijing (composed of sojourning com-
patriots, ritual associations, occupational groups, foreign ethnics, and
the like) by showing that urban public spaces accrued different mean-
ings through social practice. For example, during the Qing, of the Bei-
jing temples patronized by the Ming court, at least 34 served as sites for
festivals, 22 for charitable activities (official or nonofficial), 12 for mar-
kets, 10 for pilgnmages, 89 for popular tourist attractions, and at least 7
for informal political organizing. One third of them later acquired pri-
vate sponsors, including merchants, religious associations, or ordinary
people.5? The versatility of these sites allowed them to serve as the “fo-
cus for community-building and identity-defining activities. . . . Their
relative autonomy from family or state control was reflected in—indeed
in important ways constituted through—use of this space.”¢* The lati-
tude Beijing urbanites enjoyed in their appropriation of public spaces
was never formally granted; rather, it was acquired via political negotia-
tion and social practice. For the most part, negotiation was accom-
plished through informal ties to the state; social practice simply added
another layer of activity to temple spaces by using them as marketplaces
and entertainment sites.%

Such liberty in approprating public spaces does not imply a public
sphere independent of the state. The prescriptive boundaries between
state and urban society were too ambiguous and unstable for us to
reach a conceptual conclusion.5 Instead, Naquin suggests, “The formal
precariousness of these organizations, the participation of people who
were part of the state structure, and the absence of language of inde-
pendence or opposition makes teleological comparisons with a later
and ostensibly autonomous European ‘public sphere’ dangerous and
probably inappropriate.”®” Still, it is clear that even without formal offi-
ctal sanction, the public spaces that played a crucial role in urban life
could be approprated through political negotiation and social practice.

In other words, in clear recognition that Chinese cittes did not enjoy
institutionally sanctioned legal rights, scholars are looking for a more
nuanced and situational approach to untangle the complicated issue of
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urban autonomy. Richard Belsky’s work on native-place lodges in Ming
and Qing Beijing is a case in point.%® Moving beyond the debate on the
communal or particularistic nature of native-place lodges, he shifts the
focus to the area hosting these native-place lodges and examines it as a
public space mediating the political center and localities. Belsky finds
that this particular public space served different functions at various
junctures in history and its political influence peaked during the late
nineteenth-century reform era. What emerges from these studies is a vi-
sion of a much more fluid relation between the state and cities, contin-
gent on the particular public space carved out by individual groups and
associations at different moments and places.

During the long journey since Weber first put forth his characteriza-
tion of Chinese cities, historians have come to see that, despite the lack
of well-established legal boundaries, we can still locate urban autonomy
and agency in imperial cities, even if they took on highly situational and
amorphous forms. However, although this localized approach provides
a historically grounded concept of power and social agency, by relegat-
ing urban autonomy to informal arrangements and institutional ambi-
guities, it ironically perpetuates the Weberian argument that the Chinese
imperial state was so bound by its rural base that political changes in
cities could be made only outside state institutions. After all, the fact
that the state did not grant formal legal status to the city does not nec-
essarily preclude institutional adjustments to accommodate the growing
presence of cities in the empire. The first half of this book, therefore,
hopes to demonstrate that the demands of governing an increasingly
urbanized society indeed prompted institutional reformulation of urban
space. That is, while following the argument of China historians that
urban autonomy does not reside in formal independence from state au-
thority but rather in the negotiations between state agencies and urban
residents, this investigation will take the further step of looking into
how local initiatives prevailed at the institutional level.

URBANIZATION IN A RURAL EMPIRE!:
OVERVIEW AND ORGANIZATION
The preceding review has positioned the argument of this book in

relation to the main approaches to late imperial urbanization. Either
inspired by Weber or motivated to prove him wrong, scholars have
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made significant headway in uncovering the side of Chinese urbanism
that eluded Weber’s attention: one that features a continuously expand-
ing urban realm emerging on the economic, cultural, and political land-
scapes. As historians move away from Weber, it becomes clear that
cities should not be reified as an index for Chinese civilization. As such,
the significance of urbanization can be measured only through the
particular ways by which cities registered in Chinese society. In this
direction, Skinner’s model explicates how late impenal urbanization
spawned a market-driven spatial hierarchy that fundamentally re-
structured economic activities. In contrast, our understanding of the
effects of urbanization on Chinese cultural and political life is much less
clear.

On one hand, in light of the complex ties between cities and the
countryside in an agrarian empire such as China, Mote’s “urban-rural
continuum” thesis contended that, despite urbanization, the supremacy
of rural culture prevented a well-defined perception of the “urban”
from taking shape. As this review has made clear, however, the pre-
ponderant attention to the countryside, even in the extreme case of the
Ming, did not prohibit the emergence of cultural practices expressing
sentiments and needs unique to urban environments; it was only that
they were registered through the same cultural vocabularies across the
urban-rural division. Thus, the questions this book asks are: How did
urbanites reinvent existing cultural forms to articulate their spatal ex-
periences? What was the conceptualization of urbanity that emerged
from such cultural practices?

On the other hand, the central issue regarding the political ramifica-
tions of urban growth also remains unresolved: Did cities develop a
new power relationship with the state? The debates on public sphere
and ctvic society have made clear that China did not develop institu-
tionally sanctioned spaces for cities. New studies have found the dis-
tinctive social composition and functions of cities indeed prompted
urban residents to seek compromises and strike bargains with the gov-
ernment over the use of their lived spaces. Thus, the interaction be-
tween the imperial state and urban society is best characterized as con-
tinuous negotiation in response to the changing nature and needs of
urban society. This book takes this view a step further, arguing that
such social initiatives did not stop at informal arrangements such as the
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appropration of public spaces but in fact forced changes and adjust-
ments at the institutional level.

Taken together, the two main lines of analysis in this book fore-
ground the singular importance of social praxis in negotiating the
meaning of urban space. The goal of such praxis, most important, was
not to create novel developments of urban autonomy or a well-defined
urban tradition as prescribed by Weber or Mote, but to effect changes
in the idea of the city through existing institutional and cultural schemes.
Furthermore, this process appears to have progressed under a different
time frame than the conventional view of /longue durée urbanization. Un-
der the influence of Skinner’s periodization of Chinese urbanization,
studies on late imperial cities tend to view urban development between
the Song and the Qing as continuous—only with qualitative vicissi-
tudes according to economic conditions. However, the development
observable in Ming Nanjing argues that the nature and consequences of
urban growth cannot be measured only by the expansion of commer-
cial capacity; rather, institutional and cultural adjustments also need to
be taken into account. A full appreciation of late Ming urbanization, as
this book demonstrates, requires a dynasty-centered approach, since its
particular course of development was fundamentally shaped by a host
of institutional and cultural preconceptions established at the very in-
ception of the Ming dynasty.

The dynasty-centered view, finally, shifts the analytical center of the
book from the polarity between the state and society. Instead, the dis-
cussion focuses on the tension between the early Ming rural ideal and
late Ming urban development and the resultant urban questions that
compels borh the society and the state to respond and adjust with avail-
able institutional and cultural resources. This process, in turn, helped
define the specific terms and characteristics of late Ming urbanism—a
unique feature that I revisit and develop further in the Conclusion.

To unravel the process of re-envisioning the late Ming against the
early Ming vision of cities, nevertheless, is a more complicated task
than it appears. The enduring influence of the founding emperor, Zhu
Yuanzhang, in shaping the trajectory of the Ming empire has attracted
great scholarly attention. Yet most studies have focused on his policy of
self-sustained agrarian communities, which formed the basis of the last
native empire in Chinese history. Indeed, other than Zhu’s distrust of
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urban residents and his well-known apprehension concerning the social
value of their means of livelihood, the “Ming constitution” instituted by
Zhu betrays little of his urban vision.®® To uncover the urban plan of
the Ming empire, we must substitute artifacts for texts. In the absence
of urban policies in court directives and official memonals, Nanjing, the
capital city Zhu Yuanzhang built for his empire, becomes the best
available source.

In this light, Nanjing, in addition to its rich visual and textual materi-
als, offers a precious vantage point for us to study the characteristics of
Ming urbanism. Guided by the action and imagination of Nanjing-ness,
the chapters that follow explore the continuous negotiation over the in-
stitutional (Chapters 1 and 2) and the conceptual (Chapters 3 and 4)
constitution of urban space engaged in by both the state and the society.
In brief, Chapter 1 looks closely at the Nanjing tax reform, examining
how challenges to the administration of urban space during the late
Ming fiscal reforms brought the residents together in the same cause.
Chapter 2 expands the focus to the Nanjing Metropolitan Area, study-
ing the management of city systems under the jurisdiction of Nanjing.
Chapter 3 approaches the issue of “imagined Nanjing” through the
production and social uses of city images, especially the ways in which
Nanjing elites countered the state-imposed vision of their city by pro-
ducing manuals advocating their own ways of looking at Nanjing. Fi-
nally, Chapter 4 directly confronts the idea of the “city” by exploring
the conceptual ties between urbanites and the space they inhabited
through a close reading of two eatly seventeenth-century &esan, collec-
tions of recorded conversations among urban elites about the city that
they inhabited.

The analysis throughout the book is dictated by the constant intes-
play between the microcosm of Nanjing and the underlying macro-
developments as the empire strove to cope with the ramifications of ur-
banization. The dialectic between the micro and the macro allows us to
keep sight of the agency of historical subjects in shaping the course of
their own history while exploring general trends in the Ming empire that
made their innovations possible. The Conclusion draws on the macro-
trends emerging from the four chapters and develops a more historically
grounded approach to cities and urbanism in late imperial China.






CHAPTER 1

“We Must Be Taxed”

On a momentous day in 1609, the streets of Nanjing were thronged
with people engaged in an unusual activity—they were voluntarily sup-
plying information to the government so that they could be taxed. For
decades, locals had unsuccessfully petitioned the government to launch
an urban fiscal reform that would rescue many people from bankruptcy
and jail. Finally, Nanjing residents decided to take matters into their
own hands. Since the main barriers to reform cited by the government
were the lack of local consensus and urban tax registries, community
leaders proposed that each neighborhood supply a registry to the gov-
emment. Over the period of a few days, over a thousand tax registers
were compiled and submitted. Soon thereafter, more than a thousand
Nanjing residents gathered before Nanjing officials and pledged their
support for tax reform. The persistence of Nanjing residents had at last
led to the implementation of a new urban property tax.

The scale of popular participation and the key role it played in the
success of the reform demonstrate an extraordinarily high level of civic
solidarity and political activism. Yet, rather than trying to reduce pay-
ments, this “tax reform” sought to create a new tax. From our present
perspective, when “tax cuts” are a perennial favorite of politicians, this
episode indeed seems bewildering. Why were Nanjing residents so ea-
ger to be taxed?

According to the two leading petitioners, Li Zixin ¥ £ 8§ and Liu
Mingxiao #{°%8} (neither of whom appears to have held an official ti-
tle or degree), the impetus for this collective action was a particular
form of urban levy known as “neighborhood captain and firewatchers”
(zongsia huofu $8,F K X or hugia X F), which had evolved into a great
source of suffering for Nanjing residents.! As the name suggests, gongjia
huofu aimed to provide night patrol and fire-watching services. It was
imposed through a neighborhood organization called p« $%.2 The cap-
tains on duty regulated residents’ activities during the night, using as
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their physical base a shed (also called p#), which sometimes served as a
police station to hold suspects in custody temporarily.? The operation
of this organization relied on conscripted labor via a system known as
yanmen lunpai & PI##%. As one contemporary account relates, “Every
day [the duties of] one neighborhood captain and five firewatchers
were rotated among residents door by door”;# that is, the duty to serve
in these positions fell on each residence within the precinct of each pu
in turn. Unlike conscrption for the regular corvée, which was tied to
the household registration system, hugjia drafted not only native resi-
dents but also the sojourning population.5 Hence its failing had an even
wider impact in a major city such as Nanjing.

According to the official description of the system, hugjia was about
patrolling only. The supply and maintenance of equipment were the re-
sponsibilities of designated craftsmen’s households known as jianghu
& /. However, patrolling involved substantial legal liabilities even
though the fire captains were not salaried state officials. Despite their
marginal role in assisting criminal investigation, those on duty could
easily fall victim to extortion from yamen clerks and thus face the pos-
sibility of bankruptcy and even imprisonment. To make the situation
worse, the range of duties was considerably expanded by feichai i %
(extraordinary official duties). Draftees were not only sent out to patrol
at night but also summoned during the day to perform numerous gov-
ernment tasks. Since gentry households were exempted to various de-
grees from serving, the remaining candidates, mostly laborers and petty
peddlers, were forced to be on call at a fairly high frequency.6

To address these problems, the petitioners asked that the hugjia ser-
vice be converted into a fixed cash payment. In other words, the call
for taxes was in fact driven by a desire to eliminate corvée consctiption,
a demand that resonated strongly across the late Ming empire. The
Ming fiscal system consisted of two tracks: fu 8, (the land tax) and y7 &
(labor service). Since the middle of the fifteenth century, growing prob-
lems with corvée conscription had occupied a central place in policy
discussions. The subsequent waves of reform gradually converted ele-
ments of labor conscription into fixed tax payments and eventually led
to the creation of the Single Whip reform. This empire-wide reform
fundamentally restructured the fiscal system around a uniform tax
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payment in silver, a radical change now generally considered the final
triumph of the flounishing silver economy.”

However, the widely accepted narrative of the Single Whip move-
ment does not fully explain the collective pursuit of taxes among Nan-
jing residents. Besides volunteering to produce a tax registry, city resi-
dents were also repeatedly polled for their opinions; in fact, their
support and collaboration were agpressively solicited by officials
throughout the Nanjing reform project and played a central role in the
reform’s success. These phenomena give rise to two sets of questions.
First, why did Nanjing’s reform rely so heavily on grassroots participa-
tion instead of bureaucratic fiat? What were the political nature and so-
cial basis of this reform activism? Was it uniquely urban? To what ex-
tent does the case of Nanjing represent other cities in the late Ming?
Second, if taxation was indeed the favored solution to repair the failing
fiscal system, why were there no urban taxes in place before the reform
movement? What was the fiscal relation between the state and urban
residents prior to the reform, and how did urban tax reform proceed in
such a peculiar institutional setting?

Although both sets of issues are intrnsically related to the striking
urban solidarity demonstrated by the Nanjing community, they belong
to two separate developments during the late Ming fiscal reform that 1s
of central concem to this chapter. This distinction is essential to the in-
terpretation of the event: although it is tempting to view the mobiliza-
ton of Nanjing residents as an indication of a burgeoning urban public,
the enthusiastic grassroots support was in fact part of a general devel-
opment of expanded political participation during the fiscal reform.
What made Nanjing’s tax reform uniquely urban, this chapter argues,
were the demand to create a new tax and the challenges that arose from
this, problems facing many cities at the time.

In spite of their different trajectories, both lines of development can
be traced to the early Ming ideal of a rural empire. After centuries of
division and alien rule, the founding of the Ming dynasty marked a re-
turn to native Chinese rule. The political rhetoric of the “native turn”
found institutional expression under the founding emperor, Zhu Yuan-
zhang (r. 1368—98), who envisioned an empire based on the construc-
tion of self-governing village communities. The ideal rural communities
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would not only assume substantial moral and legal authority but also
serve as nodes of operation for the allocation and collection of state
revenues. The intent was to keep local government intervention to a
minimum. This was indeed an extraordinary development. Although
China had always been an agrarian country, Zhu’s vision elevated eco-
nomic fact into institutional mandate. Under this design, the operation
of the fiscal system was predicated on the stability of self-governing ru-
ral communities. Cities were so marginalized in imperial governance
that urban space (land or property) was left outside the purview of fis-
cal administration.

The rural-centered nature of the Ming fiscal system becomes pat-
ticularly evident when compared with the urban administration of the
two preceding dynasties, the Song (960-1280) and the Yuan (1280-1368).
In sharp contrast to the Ming, the Song government defined urban and
rural residents as separate categories in the state fiscal system. Of the
five major tax categories under the Song summarized in the opening
statement of “Shihuo zhi” & % & (Chapter on economics) in the offi-
cial history, one, the chengguo 2hi fu 3% 38 2 WX, was a tax on urban hous-
ing and land. The Song state administered a sophisticated assessment
program that ranked the wealth of urban residents into ten grades
based on the possession of treal estate (wuye B %) and liquid assets
(yingyun wuli 28 ¥4 /) or fudong wuli i% $y4% 71).% Real estate, which in-
cluded housing and land within cities, was further differentiated into
four categories: chong jin xian man W% B (critical, busy, slow, idle).
This progressive taxation scheme allowed the assessment of urban es-
tates to be based on location. At the same time, the state also took into
account liquid assets such as those used in business operations and
rental incomes. Furthermore, as urbanization progressed, the state ex-
panded the concept of “city” from administrative centers to commer-
cial towns and even temporary marketplaces called caoshi 3 F (straw
markets). Under heavy fiscal pressure from the frequent military cam-
paigns against its nomadic neighbors, the Song resorted to aggressive
urban taxation to take full advantage of the prospering urban economy.

The Song-style administration of urban space underwent drastic
changes in the subsequent Yuan dynasty. The unprecedented creation
of a separate urban institution called Lushi si & ¥ 5], the Municipal
Affairs Office, marks the Yuan system as an exception in the history of



“We Must Be Taxed” 33

Chinese urban administration.!® Except during this time, Chinese cities
never functioned as independent political units but were embedded in
larger, mostly rural jurisdictions. Important cities were usually the seat
of multiple administrative offices.!! Ming Nanjing, for example, housed
not only the court and central government but also one prefectural and
two county offices. The nomadic conquerors of the Yuan regime, how-
ever, adopted a very different approach toward urban administration.
The Mongolian rulers prioritized the acquisition of materials produced
by agricultural China, and cities were the perfect places to realize this
goal. Therefore, in contrast to the traditional dividing and embedding
of cities within the administrative hierarchy, major Yuan cities were
separated out as individual units under the direct control of the central
court. By securing unmediated control over cities, the minority Mongo-
lian rulers were able to effectively govern the vast conquered land of
China. This unique style of urban governance distinguishes the Yuan as
a predominantly city-based regime.!2

At the beginning of the Ming, the administration of urban space
underwent another major shift. Dedicated to restoring a native Chinese
world order, Zhu Yuanzhang established an administrative system that
contrasted sharply with those of the Song and the Yuan. The difference
was particularly evident in cities, which wete no longer governed sepa-
rately from the countryside. In fact, the Ming system was so centered
around rural communities that agricultural landholding played a pre-
dominant role in determining both taxes and corvée requirements. As a
result, the financial obligations of the landless were left undefined. In
the countryside, where the primary occupation was farming, this omis-
sion spared landless tenants from further fiscal burdens. However, the
same critetion, when applied to cities, in effect shifted the tax burden
from the wealthy residents with fewer assets tied up in land to those of
lesser means. In sharp contrast to the Song dynasty, a clear standard for
assessing urban wealth was never formally established in the Ming era.!3

The rural-centered early Ming system indeed facilitated impressive
economic recovery following the years of warfare that led to the estab-
lishment of the Ming; however, extensive commercialization over the
course of the fifteenth century gradually eroded the social foundation
of the community-based fiscal system. The consequent rift between the
institutional ideal of self-governing rural communities and the social
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reality of a mobile and commercialized society allowed the rich and the
pavileged to profit at the expense of local communities. As a result, ru-
ral society became increasingly polarized, and the consequent social in-
stability posed a serious threat to the survival of the Ming. The crisis
prompted a series of reforms that would last for the remaining years of
the dynasty’s existence.

The clash between commercial forces and Zhu Yuanzhang’s rural
ideal has been well studied by histonians; for the most part, however,
the early Ming institutional design is considered the cause of Ming fiscal
reform, rather than an active force shaping the nature and course of
these changes.* The extraordinary activism of Nanjing residents and
their demand for a new urban tax allow us to move beyond the silver-
centered narrative of the Single Whip reform and bring to light two de-
velopments in late Ming reform that bear clear imprints of the early
Ming legacy: expanded popular participation and an emerging urban-
rural division.'> At the same time, a deeper appreciation of the greater
structural changes also provides the parameters necessary for evaluating
the significance of Nanjing’s reform, an event that runs counter to our
modern intuition in many ways. The analysis of the Nanjing tax reform
in this chapter, therefore, is grounded in two new facets of the late
Ming fiscal reform.

First, despite the clear consensus on the need for change, officials
found themselves facing the difficult task of filling the void left by the
disintegration of self-governing rural communites. As discussed in the
next section of this chapter, reformers had little confidence in the cor-
ruption-riddled local offices and resorted to grassroots collaboration
with the state’s agents as an alternative to the problematic expansion of
local bureaucracy. Some officials, such as Ding Bin T %, who presided
over the Nanjing reform, even incorporated public polls into the policy-
making process. When measured against contemporary practices, what
truly stands out in the Nanjing reform is not so much the grassroots
support it enlisted but the systematic consensus-building mechanism
created during the process.

Second, since the Single Whip reform aimed to convert corvée obli-
gations into a monetary tax, the lack of urban taxation in the existing
system forced reformers to take a different tack in cities from that
taken in the countryside. This de facto urban-rural division is particu-
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larly striking given the native Chinese tradidon of urban administration,
which did not differentiate between cities and the countryside. The final
section of this chapter therefore considers the Single Whip reform
from an urban perspective and examines the urban-rural discrepancies
that arose during the process of implementing it. Although the urban-
rural fiscal divide was never formally addressed by the court, the polit-
cal activism inspired by the fiscal reform turned such institutional am-
biguity into an open ground for local interpretation and negotiation. In
an ironic turn of history, as the empire of villages underwent a funda-
mental fiscal restructuring, its institutional bias brought urban residents
together under an unlikely banner—the pursuit of a tax. Furthermore,
despite the city’s special status as the secondary capital, fiscal reform in
Nanjing, as in many other late Ming cities, resulted in a new tax on ur-
ban real estate. The invention of urban taxaton placed urban property
under the purview of state administration for the first time in the Ming
dynasty. Eventually, in an effort to confront the embedded rural bias,
urban residents precipitated a newfound appreciation of urban space in

the fiscal regime of the Ming empire.

POPULISM IN THE LATE
MING FISCAL REFORM

Late Ming Fiscal Reform and Early Ming Soctal 1 egislation

Community-Based Labor Conscription. 'The political activism of
Nanjing residents during the hugjia reform is not unique to the former
capital city but indicatve of the expansion in political participation
engendered by the late Ming fiscal reform. This development is intrinsi-
cally related to the early Ming reliance on self-supervising rural com-
munites. Indeed, central to the early Ming design was a state-
engineered social organization called the Village Tithing (£ ¥ /jia) sys-
tem, through which labor conscription was implemented.!¢ The Village
Tithing system organized households into groups of 110, with each of
the ten wealthiest charged with the leadership of a tithing composed of
ten households. Despite its critical role in tax collection and labor con-
scription, the /Zjia was by no means merely an accounting unit; rather, it
was a fully functioning social entity. Under the leadership of local
wealthy households, /jia provided the state with the goods and labor it
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needed; more important, they were expected to bring about social sta-
bility, communal cohesion, mutual aid, and moral transformation with
minimal local governmental control. Indeed, the creation of 4jfia epito-
mized Zhu Yuanzhang’s social vision, one that considered self-
supervising rural communities the foundation of a native Chinese em-
pire arising after centuries of division and alien rule. For Zhu, the
empire builder from a humble background, this ideal had a particularly
strong appeal because it promised to transform society without expand-
ing the power of local government, which Zhu held in deep suspicion.
Thus in place of avil governance, Zhu resorted to administrative com-
munities such as 4z as the cornerstone of his social planning.i?

The emphasis on self-governing rural communities shaped the infra-
structure of local governance in many ways. The allocation of fiscal du-
ties, for example, was community based and determined by the grade
assigned to each household. Household ranking was in turn based on
the number of adult males in the family and the family’s general wealth
(land, valuables, capital, houses, cattle, carriages, boats, and the like).
Those deemed affluent were to serve in a ten-year rotation as commu-
nity leaders (4zhang B &, jiashou ¥ ¥) and were primasly in charge of
collecting and delivering taxes. In the event of unexpected public ex-
penses, ad hoc labor conscription might also be assigned at the discre-
tion of local officials based on each household’s ranking. With commu-
nities providing manpower to do most of the government’s work, the
function of the local bureaucracy was reduced to a minimum.

Despite his faith in grassroots power, Zhu Yuanzhang was not an
egalitarian. His policies demanded that hierarchical distinctions, in
terms of both age and wealth, be clearly recognized, and he expected
those with age, wealth, and learning to provide local leadership.'® To
achieve this goal, community leaders such as Zangzhang & (tax cap-
tains) or kzhang £k (village heads) were assigned a variety of social,
economic, moral, and cultural responsibilities. Toward the end of his
reign, after decades of trial and error, Zhu further expanded the author-
ity of the Elders (laoren & A) system by granting juridical powers to
several elders in each rural community. These powers could be exer-
cised independently of county (x7an #) officials and clerical staff.!?
This move, unprecedented in Chinese history, allowed village commu-
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nities to fend off the intrusion of local government (except in cases of
major crimes). With the right to bypass local administration or even to
petition the court directly, village communities would become an effec-
tive counterweight to the imperial bureaucracy. In some extreme exam-
ples recorded in the Da Gao X 3 (The great pronouncement), the
founding emperor even called on commoners to arrest corrupt officials,
especially in matters involving taxation and labor conscription.
Although Zhu’s ideal was to promote the welfare of peasants,
the success of his system depended largely on particular economic and
social conditions: first, the determination of labor assignments was
based not on absolute wealth but on a household’s relative financial
standing in the administrative community /jfa. Therefore, the wealth
that could result in assignment as the village leader (/izhang) in one
community might lead to a ranking as a medium household in another.
In other words, the system was premised on an empire of homogene-
ous villages, each with a similar financial profile. Moreover, fair and ef-
ficient revenue collection was essentially dependent on the accuracy of
the land surveys and household census conducted every ten years. The
system did not anticipate rapid population growth, extensive migration,
or frequent land transactions, much less the emergence of a commer-
cialized rural economy in which absentee urban landlords exercised
power over resident villagers. As a result, with the growth of the
monetized economy beginning in the middle of the fifteenth century,
the gap between Zhu’s ideal and the reality of rural society became in-
creasingly apparent. This fostered a wide range of tax-evasion tactics—
such as breaking landholdings up among several different administra-
tive units to lower the grade of households, or registering landholdings
under the names of degree holders, who by law were to varying degrees
exempt from labor conscription. Incapable of accommodating the fast-
paced commercialization, community-based corvée conscription soon
failed to uphold fiscal justice. In addition to legal loopholes, corruption
among local clerks and community leaders’ abuses of power were ram-
pant. As a result, rural society became increasingly polarized. Powerful
families availed themselves of legal loopholes or conspired with
clerks to evade their corvée obligations, and the less privileged simply
fled and disappeared from the government registration rolls. The social
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foundation of the Ming fiscal system—immobile, self-sustaining village
communities—disappeared from the landscape with alarming speed.?!

At the same time, the ideal of minimal local governments operating
on small budgets also proved untenable. It had resulted in an extremely
conservative revenue policy that permitted little leeway for local
government and oftentimes left officials with no choice but to impose
irregular levies to meet their operational needs. Therefore, the conscrip-
tion of labor services, originally intended for the purpose of tax collec-
tion and local security, soon became a means of carrying out daily
bureaucratic operations, such as the postal service, local militias, and
the ordinary tasks necessary to run local offices (runners, watchmen,
doormen, coolies, scribes, guards).?2 In addition, local governments
also conscripted labor for ad hoc construction work, such as building
yamen offices or city walls. Such contingency measures did substantially
lower public expenses, but, not surprsingly, the corvée was also ex-
ploited for personal gain. In the eyes of contemporary critics, illicit la-
bor conscription accounted for a main portion of the rampant abuse
and corruption in local government. Regulating and curtailing these ex-
cessive ad hoc requisitions became one of the most pressing issues in
fiscal reform.

The Progression of Reform Movements. Beginning in the middle of
the fifteenth century, signs of the rural crisis began to draw public at-
tention and inspire a stream of reform proposals. The first major re-
form scheme was called junyao 34 4% (equalized labor service). Various
localities had experimented with junyao since the 1430s, but this method
did not gain the court’s recognition and full endorsement until 1488.23
To curb irregular levies, junyao formally regulated the ever-increasing la-
bor conscription by instituting a specified budget for local governments.
To complement the changes in budgeting practices, junyao also con-
verted part of the labor-service requirement into a fixed cash payment
(yinchai $8 %) while allowing local governments to solicit service from
people in the name of lichai 71 £ (labor service).

Within only a few decades, however, sumyao proved incapable of
curbing fiscal malfeasance; in retrospect, it was a transitional measure in
the full-scale overhaul of the fiscal practices, namely, the Single Whip
reform. Stmilar to junyao, the Single Whip reform also grew out of local
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experiments and exhibited a high level of local variation.* These varia-
tions differed only in detail and shared a host of core features. In es-
sence, the Single Whip method converted the rotating labor corvée ob-
ligation into part of one’s annual tax payment; the duty of collecting
and transporting the single silver tax payment was transferred from
community leaders to local officials.?* In other words, the Single Whip
method abolished labor corvée in form, if not in reality, and combined
the double-track system of f# (land tax) and y/ (labor service) into one
silver payment.

Although the adoption of payments in silver attests to the power of
the flourishing silver economy, the impetus for the reform was not
merely economic. Driven by mounting social tensions over tax evasion
and corruption, the late Ming fiscal reform sought to devise not only a
new tax scheme for greater fiscal efficiency but, more important, new
procedures of tax allocation, collection, and transportation to enhance
accountability and the transparency of fiscal transactions. Achieving
this goal required a viable replacement for the collapsing village organi-
zation. After all, under the early Ming design, the fiscal health of the
country was predicated on, among other things, the continued existence
of self-governing rural communities defined by highly stable member-
ship and landownership. As the economy became commercialized and
population grew fluid, the /jia organization ceased to provide a proper
soctal base for revenue allocation and collection. However, instead of
expanding the reach of local government, the reformers resorted to
popular collaboration to replace the functions of community leaders.
This trend is cleatly observable in new procedures for tax allocation,
collection, and transportation as well as measures to regulate local
governments’ budgets. The effort to redress the failure of community-

*The late Ming fiscal reform movement under discussion in this chapter was prac-
ticed primarily under the direction of the Single Whip method. The consensus of histo-
dans is that this “method” was simply a general guideline and deliberately kept flexible
in order to take into account different local needs, among which the south-north varia-
tion was a primary consideration. This chapter argues that urban-rural variation should
also be considered. In the following discussion, these general guidelines are referred to
as the “Single Whip method,” and the actual fiscal reform movement conducted under
the guidance of this method is termed “Single Whip reform.” “Method” indicates an
ideal dsing above the intricacies of local politics, whereas “reform” embodies local
variations resulting from negotiations between the old and new practices.
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based labor conscription while maintaining the early Ming ideal of
minimal governance, as demonstrated in the following section, opened
up a new space for popular participation during the late Ming fiscal
reform.

The Expansion of Popular Participation

Collection and Transportation of Tax Payments. Among the first
signs of rural crists were the difficulties community leaders (/ighang or
liangzhang) faced in fulfilling their duties. In the /Zjz-based fiscal system,
community leaders played a central role and shouldered most of the du-
ttes of collectung and transporting tributary taxes and goods. Their bur-
den was further exacerbated by the ever-increasing ad hoc conscrip-
tions. Although in theory these duties were collectively shared by the
administrative community, in the absence of any laws stipulating the
means of allocation, local offices counted on community leaders to ap-
portion the duties and, in the case of default, to fulfill these requests
themselves.?S As a result, community leaders either were bankrupted by
the excessive burdens or became oppressors when they passed the bur-
den on to local residents. As the paternalistic authority that the system
presumed and relied on gave way to abuse and exploitation, the cohe-
sion of village communities was irreparably damaged.

With the implementation of the Single Whip reform, the collection
and delivery of tax grain were removed from villagers and became the
responsibility of officials. At the same time, efforts were also made to
retain the early Ming ideal of minimal governance. As a result, we find
innovative procedures instituted to seek the collaboration of local tax-
payers. Most representative is the gifeng tougui B 31424k (self-seal and
self-deposit) system, which mandated a “silver chest,” or “land tax
chest,” to be placed in a public location (usually in front of a county of-
fice).6 On tax collection day, the government would send supervisors
to oversee the dropping of payments by locals into the silver chest.
Community leaders no longer had to pay on members’ behalf even if
they defaulted. In addition, by eliminating middlemen, direct payments
also effectively prevented such exploitations and abuses as substituting

fake for real silver, the levying of surcharges, the practice of extortion,
and theft.
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To coordinate tax collection without drafting community headmen
or expanding local bureaucracy, the government began to issue collec-
tion notices called yighidan 558 or yizhiyoudan %y %o g (easy-to-
understand slip) before the due date to facilitate the drop-off process
for taxpayers.?’” The merit of this new procedure, according to Qi Biao-
jia #8 & 1E, a famed late Ming cultural icon who later died as a Ming
loyalist martyr, lay in its simplicity.?® In Q1’s opinion, the old tax collec-
tion system had been significantly compromised by its complexity: the
convoluted tax procedure not only created confusion for both taxpay-
ers and the collecting officials but also made the system vulnerable to
clerical abuse. To solve the problem, Qi standardized the collection
procedure in the Jiangnan area by issuing yighiyoudan that stated the
amount due. The intent to facilitate popular participation was made
even clearer in the demand by the regional inspector (xun an yushi & ¥
#p %) for Guangdong that all notices be printed in large type and in the
most accessible language so that “as soon as the slip meets [taxpayers’]
eyes they will know what it means.”??

The creation of collection slips or boxes undercut the role of com-
munity leaders and yamen clerks in the collection and transportation of
state revenues. In the reformed system, all that was needed were simple
printed notices, a collection box, and supervisors dispatched from the
central government. Widely adopted across the empire, these measures
embodied the core spirit of the Single Whip method and substantially
empowered local residents; by simplifying the process of collection, the
taxation system became much more comprehensible and transparent to
the uneducated masses. As a result, it was more difficult to take advan-
tage of them. Ultimately, by drawing on popular participation and print
media—readily available in the late Ming—the reformed system was
able to lessen the duties of community leaders without entailing further
bureaucratic expansion.

Written in Stone: Regulating Local Government Budgets. 'The same
approach was also extended to regulating local governments’ ever-
increasing demands for conscripted labor, one of the primary goals of
the fiscal reform. To ensure the operation of local government within
the bounds of legal budgets, reformers worked to institute itemized local
budgets to prevent ad hoc surcharges or illicit levies. More important,
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the process was often accompanied by a new documentation system
openly inviting the scrutiny of the general public.’® Stone steles were
erected and registers of tax and corvée published, sometimes in mult-
ple editions, specifying every single expense, all with the aim of ensur-
ing effective regulation of local budgets.

The efficacy of these public records was clearly recognized and ap-
preciated by reform officials and local residents alike. Statements attest-
ing to enthusiastic implementation of such measures can be found not
only in core areas of the Ming empire like Nanjing, but also at its
fringes. Nanning & %, an area in the southwestern borderland, is a
case in point. Having finally implemented the Single Whip method, the
presiding reform official in Nanning proposed that a permanent and
public record of the reforms be made: “I fear that the reform might be
aborted by wicked conspiracies when I leave this office. . . . [In order to
prevent this,] all the agreed-on measures should be inscribed on a stone
stele to be erected outside the county office.”3! Regional Inspector Gu,
in a memonial entitled “A Plea That Mercy Be Granted to People in the
Border Regions in Order to Save Them from Deep Misery,” concurred
in this sentiment. In additdon, Gu further ordered that numerous copies
of the details of the statutes that could not be carved on the stone stele
be printed and distributed among local villages. Should future officials
refuse to honor the agreement, locals could refer to these public docu-
ments as a means of legal recourse (hu wer ingdian % B4 ¥¢).32 The
benefit of public documentation was so apparent that, as discussed be-
low, Nanjing residents even collectively petitioned to erect stone steles
to ensure that the reforms would endure.

The proliferation of public documentation of local fiscal reforms
again confirms the growing importance of popular participation in the
late Ming fiscal reform. The well-publicized new tax rates and govern-
mental budgets invited public scrutiny to pre-empt future increases and
curb encroachment of local government on the people’s labor and re-
sources, goals reminiscent of the aims of Zhu Yuanzhang’s 4z system.
Yet, as we have observed, in contrast to Zhu’s emphasis on community
elders as counterweights to local bureaucrats, the late Ming fiscal re-
form solicited locals’ support in a very different manner—through pub-
lic media and grassroots collaboration.
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The Apportionment of Fiscal Duties. The need to publicize re-
formed procedures in order to ensure their continuance reveals the
highly contentious nature of the fiscal reform. In fact, these reforms
not only were controversial among officials but also provoked divided
opinions among locals. A systematic overhaul of this scale must have
immediately pitted its beneficiaries against those with vested interests in
the status quo. This was especially true when it came to the apportion-
ment of fiscal duties. Indeed, as repeatedly pointed out by contempo-
rary observers, the core issue of the Ming corvée system lay not so
much in its being onerous as in its being unfair (bujun 7 34). Therefore,
in addition to regulating government budgets, reformers also endeav-
ored to assure a fair allocation of levies based on the ranking of house-
holds, for which a procedure called branshen % & (inspection and regis-
tration) was the key.

However, despite the vital role of bianshen in determining the burden
of individual households, this process was ridden with confusion and,
often, corruption. Not only was the process determined solely by local
officials and clerks, but the critena to be employed in assessing house-
hold wealth were also unspecified. The ambiguity provided a breeding
ground for manipulation and abuse. In fact, toward the end of the fif-
teenth century, it was well known that the official registry of house-
holds had become so detached from reality that many powerful families
were able to transfer most of their tax burden to the poor. The situa-
tion was vividly captured in the popular phrase maifu chaipin R & £ %,
“the rich buy themselves out while channeling the entire levy burden to
the poor.”» The corruption was so severe that people were said to
dread bianshen as much as if they were to be thrown into boiling water.**
By the late Ming, banshen had become a process that precipitated social
strife. In his memoirs, Zhu Guozhen % B #, a member of the elite ac-
tive during the late Ming fiscal reform movement, described how per-
sonal experiences, especially events that he witnessed in his hometown,
Huzhou #§ M, drove him to become a reform activist. Zhu recalled
that, after the 1601 bianshen,

I heard endless crying in the neighborhood. People were so miserable that they
could not even figure out a way to die. The neighbors to our north, a father
with his two sons, made their farewell calls to all the neighbors and fled the
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area. Within a hundred steps around my house, I heard of numerous suicides
taking place. However, in the midst of misery, the devious local bullies were
celebrating their victory [i.e., favorable ranking from the inspection] with
hands clapping and their wicked wishes satisfied. They were so thrilled that
they were throwing drinking banquets and temple festivals to show gratitude
for the blessings from local deities.’>

This account vividly portrays the harsh reality in Huzhou as well as in
many other places where the bianshen inspection had become a life-or-
death event for local community members.

Clearly, the most problematic element of the bianshen lay in its heavy
dependence on the discretion of the local authonties in the apportion-
ment of fiscal duties. With no objective standards to ensure the fairness
of inspection, corruption and abuse became difficult to control, thus
turning corvée conscription into systematic oppression of the under-
prvileged. In an effort to redress the inspection process, some areas in-
troduced the practice of mianshen & &, or “in-person inspections.” A
state representative less invested in local interests would meet with
people directly and confirm their ranking in person. In some cases,
these in-person inspections were even complemented by a process of
communal consent and supervision. For example, during the 1601 in-
spection, the magistrate of Haiyan & B county sent a_yidan 3k ® (dis-
cussion sheet) to each community in his jurisdiction asking them to
publicly decide the apportionment of corvée service based on the
amount of land owned. If there was no one capable of serving alone,
locals could elect the ways in which they served (rotating, sharing the
same service, etc.) and note their communal decision on the sheet to be
approved upon official review.3¢ In a similar spirit, in the Zhejiang area,
the implementation of the Single Whip method stipulated that the re-
sults of bianshen were to be printed and distributed to each household
so that locals could confirm that their ranking was accurate and that no
one was evading taxes or hiding assets. By rewarding those who re-
ported fraud, the government was able to further utilize locals’ intimate
knowledge of the community to ensure an accurate assessment and fair
apportionment of labor service.’?

Again, in an effort to improve the quality of fiscal surveys and in-
spections, grassroots collaboration was utilized to ensure the accuracy
of the information the government collected. However, despite these
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innovative procedures, it was still painfully clear to contemporary ob-
servers that moderate changes were not sufficient to redress the prob-
lems of the failing fiscal system. Eventually, reformers came to realize
that, in order to ensure a fair apportionment of fiscal duties, they
needed to reformulate the criteria for allocating corvée radically. In-
stead of an allocation based on the estimated overall wealth of individ-
ual households—a figure difficult to estimate and thus vulnerable to
clerical abuse—there would be a fixed-rate payment based on the
amount of land owned and the number of able-bodied adults, both of
which were publicly visible and easier to supervise.

Indeed, over the course of two centuries of fiscal reform, a consensus
gradually emerged among reformers that the corvée should be replaced
by a tax payment. However, the commutation rate remained a major
controversy until the end of the Ming era, especially the relative weights
to be given landholding (/ang ) and capable male labor (ding T) in cal-
culating the new tax. As a result, the new Single Whip taxes were deter-
mined by a wide range of combinations between dfng and Jang in differ-
ent places. For example, in Tongzhou (in modern Shaanxi), the rate was
set in 1594 based 8o percent on ding and 20 percent on Jang. Yet in Fujian
province, the rate generally was calculated as 60 percent ding and 40 per-
cent Jang. Even the same locale might shift these proportions at different
points in time. In one of Nanjing’s metropolitan counties, Shangyuan,
the percentage based on Zangin the new tax went from 20 percent (1430~
5I) to 50 percent (1536—39) and to 75 percent (1567—70). Surprisingly, the
high level of local diversity was in fact endorsed by the court. In 1577,
Guang Mao X at the Ministry of Revenue memonralized the court
about social unrest in Shandong owing to the improper introduction of
the Single Whip method, which based the new corvée-turned-taxes on
landownership alone. According to Guang, this change in policy pro-
voked widespread panic among locals, who rushed to sell their land in
order to lower their new tax rates. He believed that although excluding
ding from the calculation of the new tax rate might work in the south, in
northern China, this move would only devastate the already declining ru-
ral economy. Representing a rather typical view at the time, this memo-
nal was well received by the minister of revenue, who in turn suggested
that separate regulations be applied in northern and southern China.
However, the court did not accept the proposal:
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The value of the law lies in its ability to improve people’s lives, under which
prnciple there is no need to distinguish north and south. It is the duty of the
regional inspectors to adjust the application of the law in order to best fit the
conditions of each individual locality. They should follow the needs of the lo-
cals and not enforce the law uniformily.

Such leniency toward local conditions in fact dictated the progression
of the reform process. Although in 1581, after decades of regional ex-
perimentation, the court formally recognized the Single Whip method
as an official policy for empire-wide implementation, the pace of adop-
tion differed from place to place. On encountering local resistance,
some local officials even petitioned to withdraw their jurisdictions from
participation in the program. For those who joined the reform, the
court also tolerated great latitude for local modifications. The lenient at-
titude of the court toward local variation made the Single Whip method
more of a general guideline open to local negotiation than a set of
strictly enforced court directives. It also raised such questions as, How
was the “suitability” of each locality for the Single Whip reform to be
determined? Who was entitled to make decisions regarding local modi-
ficatons? Although local officials were granted the political authority to
make these decisions, they did not necessarily possess the required local
knowledge, since the law of avoidance mandated that they be non-
natives of the jurisdiction in which they presided. Under these circum-
stances, as discussed in the following section, consultation with locals
became critical in adapting general fiscal reform guidelines to specific
localities. This further extended popular participation in the policy-
making process.

The Rising Importance of Public Opinion

Scholars have pointed out that consultation in the name of di-
fang gongyi 3.7 223Kk (local public opinion) gained increasing impor-
tance in local governance during the late Ming.*? However, “public
opinion” was usually confined to the educated members of the com-
munity and did not extend to the general public. Therefore, in practice,
difang gongyi was virtually indistinguishable from shiren gongyi + A 23K,
political advocacy by goveming elites, ranging from incumbent and re-
tired officials to the lowest rank of degree-holders, the shengyuan. The
intertwined relationship between difung gongyi and shiren gongyi can be
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seen in the following letter written by the famed late Ming gentry Qian
Qianyi $% 4t 3 (1582-1664). Addressing the upcoming tax inspection
(bianshen), Qian explicitly urged the magistrate of his home county to
consult public opinion: “For your benefit, it would be better not to act
despotically but trust the matter to public discussion (gongyr).” Why?
“Corvée service is a public matter concerning the whole county, not the
private affair of the magistrate.” Hence, Qian continued, “The incum-
bent magistrate should consult jinshen gongyi 48 ¥ 22 ik [the public opin-
ion of the gentry], and the gentry should share their concerns with the
magistrate.”*’ Here, as in many similar examples, “public discussion” in
fact refers to jinshen gongyi, a collegtal conference between local elites
and officials.*!

The highly contentious conflict of interests during the fiscal reform,
however, made such elite-dominated public forums inadequate for arbi-
trating issues regarding taxes or corvée. In fact, one of the most con-
troversial issues in the corvée reform focused on elite exemptions from
corvée conscription.*> Abuse of this privilege in effect transferred most
of the burden from the landed gentry to people of moderate or even
lesser means. In some areas, it was reported that the ownership of more
than half of all landholdings was hidden under “fraudulent trustee-
ships” (gusji 3% %) and the land had hence become levy-free. The collu-
sion between the privileged and the wealthy proved fatal to the rural
economy: it bankrupted peasant households in the countryside and
eventually the corvée system at large. It also divided rural society into
the privileged and the deprived. In fact, the appearance of the term
xiangshen B 4 (rural gentry) in the mid-Ming is a clear indication of de-
teriorating social relations in the countryside.*> This contrasts sharply
with the early Ming, when rural landlords served as village heads in the
/jia system and enjoyed moral as well as political authority. The organic
ties of rural communities were gravely disrupted by the mid-dynastic
urbanization, as many of these landlords relocated into towns and cities,
becoming absentee landlords. The urbanized landed gentry ceased to be
involved in local affairs and had little knowledge of or interest in the
devastating consequences of their evasion of labor services. The be-
nevolent local leaders formerly known as mimwang R, & (lit., “those
looked up to by the people”) had morphed into self-interested, if not
malicious, xiangshen.*
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Although the problems caused by the gentry exemption privilege
were well recognized at the time, with class interests at stake, late Ming
elites were highly divided among themselves on this issue.45 As a result,
the practice of gongys, which delegated the articulation of public opinion
to the educated class, became highly problematic. How could the privi-
leged classes accurately represent the public interest when they them-
selves were under attack as part of the problem? Given the highly con-
tentious nature of fiscal reform, it is not surpnsing to find that some
reform-minded officials circumvented the educated classes’ mediation
and opted to canvass the less privileged directly.

For example, in Shaoxing prefecture in Zhejiang, the prefect openly
solicited public opinion during a heated debate over fiscal reform. He
stated, “Since the reform will deeply affect people’s livelihoods and is
critical to governmental operations, we cannot take it lightly and com-
pletely rely on the words of the petitioners.” He then requested that lo-
cal offices publicize the statutory changes under consideration and
urged all concerned gentry or locals to submit their opinions in writing
on the matter within five days of the announcement.4

A similar episode took place decades later, when a proposal by the
Zhejiang provincial surveillance commissioner for transportation (Zhe-
Jtang anchashi ¥ L B K AR), Jin Zhijun & Z 4R, was accepted by the em-
peror. The court’s approval allowed Jin to shift the duty of transporting
trbutary rice from conscrpted laborers to local officials. In preparation
for launching a large-scale provincial-level reform, Jin took the precau-
tionary measure of gathering information on local conditions. In order
to solicit feedback from the locals, Jin ordered magistrates to print his
approved memorial and distribute copies in front of their yamen in the
hope of attaining an accurate measure of local opinions.*’

In some cases, the solicitation of public opinion was executed in a
very aggressive manner. In Jiangxi, in order to convert postal labor ser-
vice into fixed payments, one local community (De’an li &3¢ 2) peti-
tioned the prefect, who met with community leaders and approved
their proposition. But before he put the reform in place, he wanted to
confirm that the village heads accurately represented the wishes of the
local public. He asked county government officials to post a board in
front of the office with detachable slips. All 180 residents of this com-
munity were to fill in their names and vote on whether or not they con-
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sidered this reform convenient and to return the slips within five days.*
In some places, the polling was conducted in person at the regular x7ang-
e #8#9 (community compact) meetings so that officials could com-
municate with the public directly regarding reform-related issues.® In
contrast, as discussed in the following section, to accommodate the
fluid urban environment of Nanjing, instead of polling residents at
regular meetings, Ding Bin took a more aggressive approach. He con-
ducted a series of both public hearings and home visits to solicit public
opinion about the proposed reforms.

Taken together, these developments bring to light the overlooked
populist dimension of the late Ming fiscal reform. Although the reform
was largely prompted by the failing of community-based corvée con-
scription, the solutions stll reflected a certain level of communal
autonomy. In recognition of the difficulty of devising a plan suitable for
a country as vast and varied as China, the Single Whip reform provided
general guidelines centering on a uniform annual silver payment, leav-
ing great room for local initiatives. Not only was there no mandated
timetable for implementing these policies, but adjustments made by in-
dividual communities were largely tolerated. Most significantly, many
local modifications were based on mutual agreements between local
governments and their people. The open-endedness of the Single Whip
method, in other words, created a new space for political negotiation
between locals and their presiding officials. The question was: Whose
voices should be heard and whose interests should be represented? On
one hand, the flexibility of the fiscal reform lent additional weight to
the established role of elite consultation in local politics. On the other
hand, the contentious corvée-exemption privilege of the gentry and its
prevalent abuse made that class a primary target of criticism. The esca-
lating social tension in many areas made it clear that the interests of the
gentry were not necessarily those of the general public. In an effort to
circumvent the gentry, we find officials actively polling local commu-
nity members, pursuing the “people’s will” in the most immediate
manner through methods such as town hall meetings or direct balloting.

In view of the social tensions engendered by the fiscal reform, it is
not surprising that popular participation was also widely solicited to
further cement the reform agreement. Multiple editions of tax registries
were published and stone tablets erected so that key components of the
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reform such as itemized government budgets and the rules by which
revenue was apportioned and collected were made transparent and
open to public scrutiny. Public documentation provided legal recourse
for locals to pre-empt attempts to alter the newly instituted statues, en-
suring that the reform policies were honored regardless of changes in
personnel. From the battle against an obsolete fiscal system, therefore,
emerged a renewed realm of public participation, one that expanded
from the eatly Ming reliance on community leaders to a more far-
reaching solicitation of grassroots support.

A Ming-Centered Perspective on the Fiscal Reform

All in all, the Nanjing reform reveals a new dimension of the
late Ming fiscal reform closely connected to the early Ming legislation.
The empire-wide implementation of the Single Whip reform and the
changes it wrought are generally considered a pivotal event in late im-
perial Chinese history.5° Economically, not only did this reform further
encourage the development of the silver economy, it also emancipated
much of the labor force from state control and conscrption. From a
social standpoint, it also entailed a fundamental revision of impenal
governance as the pamary focus of state taxation shifted to land; with
the eventual abolition of corvée labor, household registration and mi-
gration control were significantly relaxed.5! Nevertheless, these grand
assessments tend to view the significance of the reform from a /longue
durée perspective across dynastic boundaries. In contrast, the develop-
ments emerging from this discussion bear clear witness to the enduring
influence of the imperial infrastructure created at the inception of the
dynasty.

That is, as late Ming society outgrew the institutional framework
born out of a postwar economy, the ideal of self-governing villages be-
came the source of systemic malfunction. The consequences were se-
vere: this malfunction not only impovershed the state but also signifi-
cantly polarized rural society. The process of reconciling the idealized
rural vision of the Ming founder with a flourishing commercial econ-
omy concluded with the Single Whip reform, which featured the com-
plete commutation of labor conscription into a fixed tax payment. The
move was both realistic and accommodating;: it acknowledged the inevi-
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table monetization of imperial finance as well as the need to modify the
early Ming ideal of self-governing rural communities.

In spite of the struggles against the early Ming legacy, Zhu Yuan-
zhang’s distrust of the government and bureaucracy continued to reso-
nate until the end of the dynasty. Even in the face of the collapse of
self-governing rural communities, there was little effort to expand the
reach of local bureaucracies.5? Instead, reformers utilized print technol-
ogy readily available in the late Ming and solicited popular collaboration
at the grassroots level to facilitate the adoption of reform measures.
The unlikely continuity notwithstanding, we should also keep in mind
that, in contrast to the early Ming emphasis on the internal hierarchy of
local communities, the late Ming reform replaced reliance on community
leaders with far-reaching grassroots participation. The public participa-
tion sometimes even extended into the process of policy-making. The
open-ended nature of the Single Whip reform called for local consulta-
tion to determine the appropriate local formula for implementing fiscal
reform. Although public opinion was often represented by local elites,
the division of interests inherent in the fiscal reform sometimes com-
pelled presiding officials to pursue the “people’s will” by aggressively
polling local residents, a development best illustrated through the pro-
gressive reforms of Ding Bin in Nanjing.

Ding Bin’s Reform

Initiation and Obstacls. The preceding discussion has estab-
lished that the popular support witnessed in the Nanjing hugfia reform
was not an isolated phenomenon but part of the expanding trend
of popular participation during the late Ming fiscal reform. This par-
ticular form of political activism was shaped not by antagonism be-
tween the state and sodety but by the need for state agents and the
general populace to collaborate in order to justify and ensure the im-
plementation of reform measures. This feature requires us to unpack
the “state”—“society” dichotomy and in its stead focus on negotiations
between different agents and social groups driven by their specific in-
terests in a particular policy issue. Such an approach is especially crucial
in analyzing Nanjing’s hugsia reform since disagreement over the feasi-
bility of its implementation not only divided the local community
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but also the officials in charge. Only against this background can we
understand why Ding Bin, the presiding official for Nanjing’s hugjia re-
form, created one of the most systematic and progressive consensus-
building mechanisms in the Ming.

A Zhejiang native, Ding Bin spent over thirty years in various offices
in Nanjing.5? His lifelong commitment to the city is reflected in a long
list of reforms and achievements that won Ding the ultimate recogni-
ton by the Nanjing community: a shrine dedicated to him was built in
central Nanjing three years before he passed away.3* Probably due to
his reputation, soon after Ding Bin took office at the Nanjing Censor-
ate, residents launched another petition drve to convert the hugjia
corvée into a standardized monetary payment and relieve the draftees
from legal liability. This proposal did have a legal basis, especially the
precedent of Beijing, which began to convert bugjia into fixed payments
as early as 14215 Due to Nanjing’s status as the auxiliary capital, this
precedent was particularly relevant.> Nevertheless, as far as Ding Bin
was concerned, legal merits were not the most decisive factor in the
success of the reform. After Ding Bin received the petition, he checked
whether similar petitions had been filed in the past and found that the
same proposal had been submitted several times. However, according
to the records, a lack of “public consensus” had stymied the proposal,
pending further investigation by the Nanjing Censorate. Nonetheless
pro-reform gentry and urban residents persisted in submitting similar
petitions for reform.5” This situation must have alerted Ding that al-
though the demands for change might appear strong enough to warrant
official action, reform would not be uncontested. To ensure the success
of the reform, it was imperative for Ding to pre-empt all potential dis-
putes before the reform was launched. But how was such a public con-
sensus to be attained as well as ascertained? In the absence of modemn
polling technology, the building of public consensus was not a simple
matter.

What Did the Pegple Really Want? Ding’s Pursuit of Public Consensus.
Feeling compelled to ascertain that this course of action indeed repre-
sented the wll of the general public, Ding Bin decided to communicate
with local residents directly in order obtain firsthand confirmation of
the collective will of Nanjing residents. With this goal in mind, he
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started an unusual and prolonged pursuit of “public consensus” (gongy
2 &) in its most literal sense. This elaborate consensus-building
mechanism consisted of five stages:

Face-to-Face Interviews

The first stage of investigation was conducted at the Censorate in Nan-
jing. Each pu in Nanjing delegated three to four representatives, includ-
ing both rich and poor residents, to meet with Ding in person on a des-
ignated date. Ding then conducted face-to-face interviews, making
inquiries on such points as: Were all properties correctly registered?
Were all waivers of corvée requirements justly applied?®® Were the
listed corvée payments for 1608 accurate? And was each property accu-
rately assessed according to the ranking of its location (heavy traffic or
remote)? Based on the information collected in the interviews, Ding ad-
justed the household rankings.>¥ After all were adjusted and confirmed,
the information was then officially archived.

A Public Hearing with the Five Ward Censors

In the second stage, Ding asked the five borough censors to hold a
meeting at the Office of Convergence (Huitongguan # F}£) in order
to investigate concealment or abuses in waiving privileges, uneven ap-
portionment of payments, unjust rankings, and reluctance to pay the
tax. This investigaion was publicized in advance through posters dis-
played throughout the city. The posters clearly indicated that anyone
unwilling to pay his assessment could petition the censors in person at
this meeting. Once the petition was heard and approved, payment
would be waived immediately. However, even with such a generous of-
fer, according to Ding, not a single complaint was filed during the sec-
ond stage of the investigation.

A Public Hearing with Central Officials

Even so, Ding was still not satisfied, and he summoned all the most im-
portant central government officials as well as more than a thousand
Nanjing residents to a public hearing at the Office of Convergence. At
this conference, high central government officials from the six minis-
tries, supervising secretaries, and censors first asked the residents in at-
tendance whether such a reform would be appropriate. The reply was a
unanimous “yes.” Residents of lesser economic means were specifically
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asked the same question, and the answer was still a resounding “yes.”
Suspicious of this answer, officials further asked, “Since you do not
have money, why would you favor hiring with cash payments over serv-
ing in person?” The poorer residents explained that although they did
not possess substantial property, they still had to setve their turns as the
head of a neighborhood unit and might incur serious legal liabilities.
When problems arose, their lack of financial means to bribe the clerks
made the situation worse. Even if they were not subject to extortion,
involvement in lawsuits would prevent them from earning a livelthood
and taking care of their family. They therefore preferred to pay a fixed

fee in exchange for peace of mind.

Home Visits

Because of the unprecedented nature of the reform, Ding was still con-
cerned whether every resident had been properly heard, especially in a
densely populated city like Nanjing. So he sent out censors to visit un-
derprivileged residents (e.g., the poor, widowed, orphaned, and disabled)
at home to find out more details about these destitute households and
make appropriate adjustments accordingly.

Accounting and Final Confirmation

Only after every detail had been confirmed to Ding’s satisfaction did
the accounting process began. Since the wages for government services
had already been standardized,® Ding Bin’s goal was to match people’s
payments with the budget set by the Register of Corvée to eliminate
room for bureaucratic manipulation and corruption. After making de-
tailed calculations, Ding found that the collection of payments for the
year 1608 actually exceeded the projected budgets. Therefore he re-
duced the payment in the five boroughs proportionately. He then pub-
licized the new payment assignment list by posting it in each neighbor-
hood p# and again summoned the original petitioners in the five
boroughs for their opinions on the results of the reform.

Supervising the Implementation of the Reform.  After the extensive
public opinion survey and the accounting process were completed, each
household received a ticket from the Censorate in Nanjing. True to the
conventions of the Single Whip reform, it stpulated that on the first
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day of the fifth month, all residents were to deposit their payments into
a box at a designated station in each neighborhood. In Ding’s account,
the enthusiasm with which Nanjing residents poured into the streets to
pay their dues made the tax-paying stations as lively as marketplaces.
There was no delay whatsoever. Moreover, Ding set up three inspec-
tion offices outside the city gates so residents would be able to lodge
complaints about the procedure any time they needed.

To further facilitate public supervision, the details of the reform
were widely publicized in print and stone tablets. At the end of his
report to the emperor, Ding Bin announced that after the reform re-
ceived approval from the court, he would have the details published as
an official record to ensure that the fruits of the reform would be main-
tained. In fact, in additon to the publication of Ding’s official report,
we find numerous editions of the new tax registry printed privately with
prefaces by prominent Nanjing elites testifying to the accomplishments
of the reform. The most notable of these are Jiao Hong’s £ 3k “Pai-
men tiaobian bianmince xu” Hk PI# &€ R M A (The preface to the
Single Whip manual) and Gu Qiyuan’s Bi#& 7T “Difang fuchaice xu”
W Xk £M A (Preface to the local corvée book).o!

The seemingly excessive documentation of the Nanjing reform re-
flects the anxiety among local residents that their hard-fought reform
might be revoked in the future. In fact, Nanjing residents were so con-
cerned that they rallied to have the reform “inscribed in stone” and
displayed as a public monument, a task accomplished three years later.
The inscription on the stele states:

It is the people’s concern that as time passes, succeeding officials will not be
familiar with the motivation and purpose of the corvée reform and might
easily alter the system, placing an additional burden on the people. Further,
without a public testament as firm and clear as a stone inscrption, rumors and
confusion might hamper the reformed system. In our minds, the best way to
pre-empt this potental problem is to erect stone tablets so that no unwelcome
changes can be slipped in without public notice.6?

Such a deep sense of insecurity came from long-term frustration. Re-
form in Nanjing did not come easily but was the result of a series
of failed campaigns that exhibited a recurring pattern: as soon as the
reform-minded officials left for other posts, the changes in the system
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were abolished. After numerous thwarted attempts with short-lived im-
provements, Nanjing residents came to realize that the best way to
safeguard the new system was to publicize every stipulation in as many
ways as possible, leaving no room for future officials to rescind the
changes. As a result, not only were tax registers published in multiple
editions but even stone steles were erected in multiple locations—five
in each district and one in front of the office of the Nanjing Censorate.

Gerassroots Power, Collective Action, and the
Formation of an Urban Public.

The high level of civic solidarity manifested during the Nanjing hugjia re-
form is strking. According to Ding Bin, the whole reform was propelled
by the determination of Nanjing residents: it was initiated by residents’
petition; it was legitimized by a thorough investigation of residents’ in-
tentions and willingness to participate; it was implemented by residents’
voluntary submission of information and compilation of tax registers
and by their cooperation in paying their taxes directly to the government.
Finally, Nanjing residents supervised the implementation of the re-
form.$? By all indications, the success of the Nanjing reform points to
the appearance of an urban public bound by a specific cause. How
should we understand this political activism? Was 1t uniquely urban? To
what extent did Nanjing represent other late Ming cities?

The grassroots power Nanjing residents collectively demonstrated is
beyond dispute. Whether it indicates the emergence of an “urban pub-
lic” is, however, debatable—or at least needs to be strictly qualified. As
demonstrated in this section, the central roles of local initiatives and
grassroots activism in the Nanjing reform were made possible by the
expansion of public participation during the Single Whip reform across
the empire, a development closely related to the collapse of the early
Ming rural ideal. Yet although the political activism found in Nanjing
was not uniquely urban, the agenda—creating a new urban property
tax—was truly exclusive to urban residents at the time. Indeed, the
rural-centered bias of the early Ming system presented an additional
challenge to reform activists in cities. Despite all the local vanations
and changes, from junyao to the Single Whip reform, the trend was to
shift the basis of taxation to agricultural land. Yet clearly this method
could not be applied in ciies—What happened to urban residents who
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did not own such land? Surprisingly, not only was there no institutional
foundation for urban taxation, but throughout the reform there also
appeared to be little discussion of the subject. In order to be free of the
corvée, urban residents needed to devise an alternative means of fi-
nancing the commutation of labor services. Having surveyed the politi-
cal ramifications of the fiscal reform, I now tum to the de facto urban-
rural divide and explore how urban reformers overcame the structural
rural bias in the Ming system. The overall trajectory of urban reform in
the Ming dynasty also allows us to see how hugfie—originally created
for communal self-surveillance—became the focus of contention in late
Ming cities, including Nanjing,

THE MING URBAN
CORVEE REFORM

The Unique “Urban Question” of the Ming Empire

Negotiating Urban Taxation: Ward Corvée Reform. As discussed
above, one curious legacy of the rural-centered social vision of the early
Ming legislation lay in its ambiguity toward urban taxation. In sharp con-
trast to the previous dynasties, not only were cities no longer defined
separately from the countryside in the administrative hierarchy, but no
clear standard for assessing urban wealth was ever formally established.
Composed of an agricultural land tax and rotating corvée services, the
early Ming fiscal system never officially stipulated taxes for urban resi-
dents.%* As a result, although both urban and rural residents were liable
for corvée services, only rural farmland was subjected to taxation.5

This institutional ambiguity for aities was a unique product of the
Ming ideology. This “benevolent neglect” of urban residents, however,
turned out to be a double-edged sword: it could work either for or
against the interests of urbanites. To begin with, the lack of a formal dis-
tinction between Ajia and fangxiang yi 35 a4 (ward corvée) did not pre-
vent local governments from imposing different levies on urban and ru-
ral residents. Such de facto rural-urban inequality in corvée systems is
apparent in a gazetteer for Taiping prefecture X “F AF (modern Anhui):

The residences within the city walls are called fang wards, and the ones in the
rural areas are called 4 Each one has its leaders to head the community ac-
cording to the routine regulations of the Ming. Although urban residents do
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not own land and live by their trades, such livelihoods should be given the
same status as farming under a polity that treats its people with no discimina-
tion regardless of whether they live inside or outside the city walls. Alas! For
urban residents who live close to the county and prefectural governments, their
corvée is twice that of rural people.®

The sympathies of the gazetteer editor clearly lay with urban residents.
Their heavier levies were said to be a function of geographical expedi-
ence. Since they lived close to local government offices, urban residents
were convenient targets for extra corvée conscription. In Jianchang pre-
fecture 3 & AT (in Jiangxi), the burden was so great that “the wiser”
people started to move out of the city.5

In the Suzhou area, however, the scale seemed to tip in the opposite
direction. There, as in Jianchang, rural-urban differences in local corvée
conscription began during the Xuande reign (1426-35). Dunng this pe-
riod, urban residents answered calls for labor services from the local of-
fice, and rural peasants were in charge of the collection and transporta-
tion of the tribute grain. This system, however, underwent a series of
changes and reforms, and by the time of the Jingtai reign (1450—56) ur-
ban households were hable neither for corvée nor for any replacement
payments. Seizing on the loophole, many rural landlords falsely regis-
tered themselves as residents of Suzhou in order to evade labor service
conscription. 6

The rural bias also affected the implementation of the junyao fiscal
reform. In Nanchang dy & prefecture (Jiangxi), for instance, reformers
tended to focus on regulating rural inhabitants’ corvée obligatons ac-
cording to landownership. As a result, the burden shifted to urban resi-
dents. One gazetteer from late Ming Nanchang describes this unfair al-
lotment and the consequent suffering of urban residents:

Both urban and rural residents are like children of the state. For rural residents,
as soon as they complete the four types of corvée service, they can rest for the
remainder of the tax pedod. However, such a blessing was never bestowed on
urban residents, who are responsible for responding to the demands of both
the yamen and visiting officials, as well as for supplying all the equipment and
miscellaneous necessities for all official occasions, ranging from sacnficial ntu-
als to banquets. The corvée imposed on urban residents is unfairy harsh.%?

Clearly, since the implementation of jumyao focused on relieving the
burden on peasants, urban residents were left to fulfill the remaining
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demands of local government. The exclusion of urban residents from
the benefits of the fiscal reforms appears to have been a relatively
common phenomenon. It could be found in the southernmost reach of
the empire, Qiongzhou 3§ # prefecture (in Hainan).” Even those ut-
ban residents included in the reform plan tended to get the short end of
the stick. Since junyao converted only part of local corvée into a cash
payment (yinchai & %), local governments could still solicit labor ser-
vices in the name of /hai. Lichai, the part considered relatively burden-
some, was often specifically assigned to urban residents. Again, spatial
expedience was cited to justify the apparently unfair division of labor—
because urban residents were geographically close to government of-
fices, it was more convenient and less burdensome for them to serve in
person.’!

In the middle of the fifteenth century, jumyao was supplanted by the
Single Whip method, which converted all corvée requirements into sil-
ver payments. Yet the rural bias continued to affect the succeeding re-
form movement, and in some areas the reform measures were not ex-
tended to cities. For example, the editor of a 1609 Anhui gazetteer
indicated that ward corvée had become even more onerous since the
successful implementation of the Single Whip method. The irony, again,
is a product of the rural bias. Under the forceful execution and close
supervision of grand coordinators (xunfu 1 {&) and regional inspectors
(xun’an yushi 38 F B9 ), local governments were unable to levy corvée
on rural areas and all labor services fell on ward residents.”? Even in
places where cities figured in the considerations of reformers, the ab-
sence of an urban taxation system rendered the assessment of monetary
payments in lieu of corvée highly problematic.

Local solutions varied widely, with different consequences. For ex-
ample, in order to level the rural-urban inequality, Nanchang prefecture
converted both urban and rural corvée into a fixed silver payment
based on ding (adult males) and Zang (agricultural output). This solution
obviously favored urban residents with no agricultural land. Both rural
and urban residents paid the same poll tax in place of previous corvée
service, but peasants were still lable for land tax assessed by /lang
to subsidize the operations of local offices. Previously these offices
had relied solely on contributions from urban residents, and the im-
plementation of the Single Whip method substantially reduced the
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fiscal burden on urban residents.” The reduction was so dramatic that
in Xiaogan (Hubei), the shift toward silver payments provoked com-
plaints that urban residents paid as little as half the amount of taxes lev-
ied on peasants.’™

If land was not a fair means to determine the rate for commutation of
corvée, then what was? Indeed, the pros and cons of different tax bases
provoked heated debates. As noted above, the chief reason for using
land taxes as a substitute for corvée service lay in the fact that, unlike
other measures of financial capacity, agricultural land, owing to its im-
mobility and relatively stable output, was difficult to hide and less sus-
ceptible to clerical manipulation. But it was also recognized that if labor
services were converted into land taxes, those whose income was not
fully generated by rural land received an undeserved tax break. This
problem was exacerbated when more and more rural landlords moved to
cities during the economic boom of the sixteenth century. Particularly in
the south, the conflict of interests between landowners and merchants
appears to have been most intense since the economy was more com-
mercialized and yet the reformers tended to convert labor service re-
quirements into agricultural land taxes. As the main Single Whip advo-
cate in Jiangxi, Liu Guangji | %, pointed out in 2 memorial in 1588,
when determining the commutation rate, local governments in the north
used a composite index of men F] (household), ding T (male adults),
shi ¥ (liquid assets), and chan & (property), whereas those in the south
tended to use only tianliang W1 #E (agricultural out-put). The reliance on
land as the basis for corvée conversion not only exempted the increas-
ingly affluent merchant class from taxation but also drove peasants to
abandon their land, further damaging the already declining rural econ-
omy. Indeed, many contemporary critics observed that the heavy Single
Whip tax placed on land had caused peasants to abandon farming and
pursue frivolous professions such as trade (g7 ben zbu mo ¥ R & XK),
which in tumn led to land depreciation in rural areas.”™

The complexity of this issue and the social tension it generated are
best exemplified by two prefectures in Jiangnan, Jiaxing B $& and
Huzhou ##. In both regions the fiscal liabilities of urban residents
provoked heated debates, but the outcomes were very different.’ In Jia-
xing, the controversy surrounding urban taxation had become so
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charged that it made a pro-reform magistrate’s top-ten list of urgent lo-
cal issues. According to him, locals were tormn between two propositions
regarding the corvée reform. One side pressed the local government to
equalize the burden among all landholders, especially between gentry
(meaning their exemption privileges had to be modified or even abol-
ished) and commoners; the other side contended that greater social jus-
tice lay with the creaton of urban property taxes for urban residents
who owned no land. Supporters of urban taxation argued that this issue
had particular salience in Jiaxing because the local economy had al-
lowed people to get rich without investing heavily in land. Therefore,
even if the reform equalized the converted corvée rate among land-
owners (the so-called juntian juanyi 35 8 3 {%), the result still would not
satisfy locals’ demand for fiscal justice. In the end, the magistrate sided
with the second position and proposed a new tax on urban residential
property. He emphasized that the measure was not intended to exploit
the wealth of urban residents. Rather, it aimed to redress the loophole
in the current system that allowed wealthy merchants to escape the
reach of the Single Whip reform.”

In Huzhou, however, this debate took a different turn. Zhu Guo-
zhen, an active participant in the local reform movement, made a dif-
ferent argument in his “Shihu y1” il (A proposition regarding ur-
ban households).” A closer look at Huzhou’s economic practice, Zhu
asserted, would show that there were few rich people in this area who
did not invest in agricultural land. Therefore, a separate urban property
tax was unnecessary. The more pressing issue, Zhu believed, was to
limit the generous exemptions of the gentry class. Zhu’s point was
elaborated by another Huzhou reform activist, Ding Yuanjian T 5t &
(1563-1628), who contended that the conservative gentry’s support for
urban taxation was just a ruse to deflect the attack on their privileges.”
This tactic appears not to have been unique to Huzhou. For example, a
gazetteer for Quanzhou prefecture (Fujian) noted local criticism of the
Single Whip reform as favorng wealthy merchants with no landhold-
ings. The editor, however, dismissed this opinion as a self-serving claim
by local gentry whose interests were compromised by the reform. While
not denying that the current reform plan indeed benefited wealthy mer-
chants, the editor remained strongly convinced that the issue of gentry
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privileges should take priority: not just because this move was critical in
rescuing the peasant economy from collapsing, but, more important,
because it would eventually secure the welfare of the rural landholding
gentry class.80 Whether this point is valid or not, the conservative gen-
try’s tactic of using merchants as a scapegoat may have had more pro-
found consequences than intended. With the opposition to gentry
privileges on the rise, the perception that taxing the urban rich and re-
ducing gentry privileges were mutually exclusive options may to some
degree have prevented urban taxation from becoming a mainstream
measure in corvée reform.

In the end, the “urban question” received very localized treatments
in the late Ming fiscal reform. Even areas inclined to tax the urban rich
adopted solutions other than creating taxes on urban property. One
was to have urban residents establish yitian £ B (corvée fields) and use
the rental proceeds from these lands to fund the hiring of labor services.
In the Suzhou area, for example, the most affluent residents were urban
merchants who rarely invested in land. Therefore the assignment of
corvée fell unfairly on the much less well off peasants. In the mid-
sixteenth century, magistrate Song Yiwang R4 Z successfully raised
money from the urban rich to establish public corvée fields.8! The same
measure, however, was employed in nearby Songjiang #:2ix for an op-
posite purpose: since urban residents there bore a heavier share of gov-
emnment labor requisitions, they raised money and established corvée
fields to relieve the burden on themselves.®?

In sum, the rural bias of the Chinese administrative system devel-
oped to its strongest degree in the Ming era. The absence of urban
taxation in the Ming, for example, was a unique product of that dy-
nasty’s ideology. Like rural villagers, urban residents were liable for
corvée, but no specific taxes were levied on urban assets or properties.
As a result, despite the increasing importance of cities in Ming society
and culture, their fiscal capacity went untapped. This bias became even
more problematic when the corvée system underwent a fundamental
overhaul beginning in the fifteenth century, and land taxes began to
figure more prominently in the fiscal system. The failure of the original
fiscal scheme to take urban land into account, however, was never re-
dressed systematically at the central level. Rather, it was confronted on
a case-by-case basis. As observed above, some sought to hold urban
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residents liable by creating a new urban tax, and others chose to priori-
tize other issues in the fiscal reform (such as abolishing gentry privi-
leges). Yet amid the diverse policy positions, the growing recognition of
the problematic urban-rural divide in the early Ming fiscal design
opened room to renegotiate the fiscal value of urban space.

From Ward Corvée to Huojia: The Expansion of Urban Corvée Con-
seription.  Although the fiscal reform faced a much more complicated
situation in urban settings, to an extent it reduced the burden of ward
corvée in many cities. However, success, albeit limited, bred new prob-
lems for urban residents. Unfilled government requisitions were now
channeled into other forms of labor service, especially through security
organizations such as hugjia, as we have seen in the case of Nanjing,
This development is not surprising because hwgfia was not tied to the
now-obsolete household registration system and thus proved a more
efficient venue for labor conscription. Since the original purpose of huo-
Jia was to provide local security, the expansion of government levies
into other areas of labor service was deemed illicit and widely seen as a
sign of official corruption. However, recent scholarship has shed new
light on this popular view and found a deeper structural root for the
abuse of labor service in the promotion of frugal governance.

Dictated by the ideology of “low taxes / light corvée” (gingshui bofu
¥ 5 4 W), this emerging governing style was in line with the early
Ming ideal of minimal governance. The resultant conservative fiscal
practice often led to budget shortfalls, forcing underfunded local gov-
ernments to impose illicit requisitions on an ad hoc basis in order to
support routine operations. This tendency was aggravated at the height
of the Single Whip movement, a reform initiated at the local level and
encouraged under the auspices of Chief Councilor Zhang Juzheng 7k
J&iE (1525-82). Granted, thrifty governance was consistent with the
goal of the Single Whip reform in regulating local budgets. Neverthe-
less, as was true of Zhang’s many measures to centralize the imperial
bureaucracy, his championship of this policy was driven by the interests
of the central government. In order to survive the military threat from
the north, the court needed to secure more revenues, which had shrunk
seriously over the course of the two hundred years of the Ming’s exis-
tence. To avoid unpopular measures, such as imposing new or higher
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taxes, Zhang opted instead to recover taxes in default. Since the court
competed with local governments for the same pool of revenues, as
long as local offices continued to cut their budgets, they would be able
to remit more tax revenues to the state treasury. Thus by emphasizing
“thrifty governance” in evaluating the performance of local bureaucrats,
Zhang was able to channel more revenue to the state treasury.®!

Frugality, however, was detrimental to the fiscal health of local gov-
emments since it encouraged bureaucrats to radically reduce local
budgets in order to score political points. The faults of this policy were
not lost on contemporary observers. Sun Chengze # K F (1592-1676),
a late Ming—early Qing high official, for example, found policy-makers’
glorification of “light taxes” during the Single Whip reform highly
problematic. Sun was particularly averse to the extreme reduction of lo-
cal budgets (jiesheng hishuo ¥ 4 2. 3). He believed that this ideal of
frugality had led local officials to engage in self-deceiving political
rhetoric that would serve only to destroy local financial stability.?4 In-
deed, we find that as ambitious officials eagerly campaigned for budget
caps far below operational costs, the resulting deficits were relieved ei-
ther by channeling funds from other sources or by imposing illegal
taxes or corvée requisitions. With the collapse of the /s organization
in both cities and countryside, local governments sought to fulfill their
unmet needs by imposing further demands on the security organization.
This tendency proves to be the key to understanding the impetus for
bugjia reform in Nanjing #>

Coping with the “Urban Question” in Ming Nanjing

Ward Corvée Reform in Nanjing. Corvée reform in Nanjing
shared the general features of the late Ming fiscal reform, but it was
also shaped and conditioned by its unique setting. As an impenal capital,
Nanjing was a heavily bureaucratized city that housed three levels of
government: the county, prefecture, and central court. From early on,
two corvée systems, namely ward corvée and hugjia, were put in place to
serve the numerous government offices in the city.

The heavy demand for corvée drastically declined when Chengzu
AR (the Yongle emperor, r. 1402-24) moved the capital to Beijing.
Following the example of forced migration set by Taizu, Chengzu also
moved 27,000 households to Beijing. As a result, the populaton of
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Nanjing dropped by half, as did ward requisitions. In fact, demand was
so low that ward corvée was sometimes funneled to support 4z opera-
tions in rural areas (Nanjing wards were under the jurisdiction of two
metropolitan counties, Shangyuan and Jiangning, which governed both
the city of Nanjing and its neighboring villages). In 1437, metropolitan
governor Kuang Ye #f#4 consolidated the existing 318 wards into 79
and set an upper limit of 300 taels of silver for each season of the year
to cover the expenses of hiring out ward corvée services.

The light burden of government requisitions, however, did not last
long in Nanjing. As the economy of the empire continued to prosper,
population increased and the bureaucratic workload expanded, causing
the burden on ward residents to grow heavier and heavier—one source
estimates that it multiplied by forty.#s As elsewhere in the empire, a vi-
cious cycle began: the heavier the burden became, the more people
evaded registration. The fewer residents on the roll, the heavier the fis-
cal burden for the remaining ones. When the ward funds became ir-
reparably deficient, county clerks abolished the fixed payment, and
ward residents were again on call for unlimited government requisitions
of labor services. Every season, “wealthy households” were appointed
to make good on the deficits either by collecting the sum from fellow
ward residents or paying the difference from their own pockets. As-
signment of those responsible for the arrears was completely at the dis-
cretdon of local county clerks. There were no objective property as-
sessment standards whatsoever. Naturally this system was open to
abuse and corruption. To make things worse, beginning in the Hongzhi
reign (1488-1505), requisitions from the central government skyrocketed.
In bleak language and meticulous detail, Gu Qiyuan described this dark

age for his hometown:

More labor service is requested from [the Ministry of Revenue] for the nine
storehouses, eight domestic custom houses, and five boroughs [in Nanjing].
Other extra requests include: purchase and transportation of firewood in place
of the Ministry of Works for the Court of Imperial Entertainment; providing
the Court of Imperial Sacrifice nine kinds of fresh food; paying for document
copiers as well as building maintenance for all yamens [in Nanjing). From 1539
on, [the Nanjing ward levy] started to be responsible for providing [labor and
supplies] for yet another eight yamens. This does not yet include all the ex-
penses spent on banquets, festivals, and lanterns. Furthermore, emissares or
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messengers [passing through Nanjing] issued tickets drafting services including
running errands, supplying food, and even escorting marching bands on their
way in and out of the city of Nanjing. On top of everything else, officials,
cletks, and lesser functionaries abused the system to satisfy their personal
needs by way of extortion and intimidation. These practices became such a
problem that that many people on duty went bankrupt. Every day suicides
were teported. People wete on the verge of collapsing.8’

The situation apparently continued to deteriorate until the 1570s, when
a local shengyuan, Zhao Shanji 44, initiated a campaign to reduce
government requisitions.® Zhao’s uncle had died on corvée duty,
probably from imprisonment due to a failure to fulfill his assigned work.
Zhao’s family originated in Henan and was one of the “wealthy house-
holds” forably relocated to Nanjing at the beginning of the Ming. De-
spite the Hongwu emperor’s prohibition against the involvement of
students at county schools in local politics, Zhao organized students
from local families to join his cause. Their pnmary goal was to reduce
the extra requisitions, the feichar, imposed by government offices in
Nanjing. Indeed, as Zhao observed, even if each yamen requested only
a few items at a time, the cumulative burden far exceeded the figans of
Nanjing residents. His strategy was to use personal persuasion by show-
ing officials how their seemingly innocuous requests were severely im-
poverishing Nanjing’s ward residents.

Zhao’s biography describes in vivid detail what it took to accomplish
a fiscal reform that involved the interests of every Nanjing yamen.
Along with his fellow county school students, Zhao first rallied public
support through a campaign of printed petitions submitted to gentry
and officials of all ranks in Nanjing. After receiving a green light from
the metropolitan governor, students lobbied individual offices to join
the reform. Their efforts met with many different reactions.®? Some bu-
reaucrats were resistant to change; others deliberately used “requisi-
tions” as favors to grease their way up the bureaucratic ladder; still oth-
ers were simply too vested in the corrupt system to contemplate change.
Many times their petition was accepted and then overturned the very
next day, and they had to start all over again. Nevertheless, because of
their persistence, consciousness of the problems of the ward corvée
system grew, and officials began to take a more sympathetic attitude
toward their petition. With extraordinary determination, Zhao Shaniji
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went from office to office pleading his cause. This personal approach
to reform, however, also led to its quick demise after Zhao passed away
at the end of the sixteenth century. The transience of Zhao’s personal
approach might have encouraged Ding Bin to take a more aggressive
approach to building public consensus.

True to the general pattern of Ming fiscal reform, Zhao Shanji’s
campaign sought changes in Nanjing by regulating the demands of gov-
ernment offices. However, it was also clear to contemporary observers
that as long as ward residents were subject to unlimited requisitions
from government, the root cause of their suffering remained intact.
Therefore, another stream of ward corvée reforms was initiated to con-
vert on-call service liabilities into fixed tax payments. In 1567, the
Longging era’s first year (always a prime time to initiate reform), the re-
gional inspector and metropolitan governor decided to restore the rules
of the Zhengtong reign and removed ward residents from the on-call
roster of the county yamens. Once a set quota of silver had been paid
in by city residents, they were relieved of their official obligations. The
tax revenues, which were just 10 percent higher than the amount set in
the mid-fifteenth century, were used to hire laborers and buy supplies
for the Nanjing offices. Soon after the governor left, however, his suc-
cessor restored the old system of on-call conscription. From this point
on, Nanjing’s ward corvée seesawed between fixed payments and in-
person service. The struggle continued at least until the early seven-
teenth century.®

One reason for the constant shifts in policy may have been the
court’s increasing appreciation of frugal bureaucrats. In 1575, after nu-
merous setbacks, the reform effort began again when a new metropoli-
tan governor took office. After reviewing the account books of the two
metropolitan counties, the governor realized that the heavy burden on
ward residents was caused by the inclusion of private expenses from
the yamens. To curb this abuse, he cited a precedent from Beijing and
set 540 silver taels per year as the upper limit for ward corvée. This
measure gained great support and collaboration from County Magis-
trate Lin Dafu #k X #, who is said to have excelled in frugal gover-
nance. However, soon after Lin left his post, four-fifths of the annual
budget was already spent within the first season. A subsequent proposal
to restore corvée conscription stirred such a public outrage that it
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almost resulted in an urban riot. The government relented under public
pressure: county funds were used to cover budget shortfalls in the city,
the cletks involved were punished, and, most astonishing of all, the
ward corvée budget was further cut by 100 silver taels to appease the
angry crowd. Despite the inflation that accompanied the economic
boom, population growth, and bureaucratic expansion, the ward corvée
fund was less than half of the amount set more than 150 years before!
The plummeting budget may also reflect the sharp decrease in regis-
tered ward members during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which
is not a surprising development given the excessive burden imposed on
ward residents.”! These factors aside, however, the needs of local of-
fices did not diminish. With ward corvée increasingly regulated, the
unmet government requisitions morphed into fezchai levied through the
hugjia organization.??

From Ward Corvée to Huojia. The abuse of hugfia developed
into a major issue when Hai Rui # ¥4 served as the Nanjing censor-in-

chief (1586-87). As he pointed out:

Huojia were established for the purpose of local defense. For all the hundreds
of officials in the capital, cletks and runners are appointed to be at their dis-
posal. However, this is not the case in Nanjing, [All the extra burden] imposed
on local residents was so unbearable that they had to appeal to the officials
above. . . . The people suffered for a long time under this hugjiz corvée. None-
theless, as soon as such an issue was raised in a memorial and the resolution
was approved, the same problem fillicit conscrption] recurred. Soon after, the
same proposal was raised in another memorial again [and the situation contin-
ued as before]. It is because the officials in charge took a lenient attitude and
never really intended to deal with it. All the memorals were nothing but lip
service.??

It seemed as if Nanjing residents would never see an end to their miser-
ies: the same issue had been brought to the attention of the court over
and over again, but any changes were soon abandoned. Pm Hai's
point of view (typical throughout Hai’s famous but controversial ca-
reer), most of the problems could have been resolved if the officials in
charge had acted with sufficient determination and moral commit-
ment.% However, human failing was only partly responsible for the
misery caused by the hugfia system. As discussed in the previous section,
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Nanjing’s malfunctioning fiscal system suffered from a much deeper
structural flaw: a disproportionately low statutory budget for bureau-
cratic operations repeatedly forced local officials to impose nonstatu-
tory levies on locals.® Still, Hai Rui’s view was typical of the general
perception at the time: the fiscal crisis was attributed to moral, rather
than structural, failings.

To solve the problem, Hai declared his determination to enforce a
set of new regulations to prevent further abuses by yamens at all levels
in Nanjing. Hai also compiled Fuchai ce (Register of corvée), a compre-
hensive list of all the labor services for which Nanjing residents were to
be responsible. Any official requisition beyond those listed in the regis-
ter would be deemed illegal and subject to chastisement. Interestingly,
Hai’s reform did not seek to restore hugjia to its original form as a secu-
rity service. Instead, his compromise realistically acknowledged urban
corvée as an alternative source for government operations. The aim of
this reform, therefore, was to protect the status quo from further dete-
rioration. The Regéster of Corvée listed five main categories of yamen work,
further broken down into more than a hundred types of labor service:

Yamen hall watchers (more than 5o types)

Palace and yamen cleaners (12)

Night watchers for officials’ personal residences (24)
Yamen lantern holders (28)

Yamen nonroutine laborers (12)

This lengthy list of duties provides concrete proof of how extensively
the huojia system had been expanded into a complementary labor sup-
ply system for government offices in Nanjing. Because of the special
status of Nanjing as the secondary capital, the list was unusually long
compared to that of regular prefectural government. Indeed, Nanjing
hosted offices for the palace, the six ministries, one prefecture (Ying-
tian M X), and two county governments, all of which required staff to
run their daily operations as well as to help on ritual occasions. When
insufficient funding prevented these government offices from recruit-
ing an adequate workforce, the burden was transferred to local resi-
dents by way of bugiza. In fact, so much of this workload had been
channeled through the hugjia, even a list as meticulous as Hai’s could
not meet all the government’s needs. As a result, a dual “ticket and
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book” system was put in practice. Any request outside the corvée regis-
ter needed an officially approved ticket to be fulfilled. This expedient
opened the floodgates for even more itregular demands on Nanjing
residents and paved the way for a more radical reform during Ding
Bin’s tenure.%

Reinventing a Taxable Urban Space

It should be clear by now that despite Nanjing’s unique status
as the auxiliary capital, the trajectory of its urban corvée reform was
typical of that of many cities at the time. On one hand, officials recog-
nized the urgent imperative to regulate local government’s excessive
impositions by converting levies into fixed silver payments. On the other
hand, because of the ever-present shortage of local funding, illicit con-
scription in the form of fechai survived the end of the Ming dynasty and
continued to haunt the new Manchu empire.”” One of the most com-
mon reincarnations of the old corvée conscription was made through
the local secutity system, bagjia 7% ¥ . The abuse appears to have been
so rampant that it compelled the court to take action. In 1603, the Min-
istry of Revenue memornialized the emperor to further stipulate the im-
plementation of the Single Whip method, emphasizing that bagjia, the
local security organization, should not be exploited as a venue for illicit
levies.”

Although the malfeasance was not confined to cities, urban residents
probably felt its impact the strongest since bagjia was based not on offi-
ctal household registration but on a residence-by-residence rotation
called paimen $FP9.% Thus it reached a more extensive social base, in-
cluding sojourning merchants and new migrants, who evaded levies
based on the outdated household registration.!™ In an urban environ-
ment with a constant influx of new population, paimen was clearly a far
more productive method for local governments to allocate levies. As
huojia became more widely adopted as a security organization in cities,
however, the problems of its abuse grew. In 1609, in Jianchang prefec-
ture (Jiangxi province), a censor forbade all forms of paimen urban la-
bor consctiption such as hugjia or gongjia $# P, which emerged affer the
implementation of the Single Whip method had nominally abolished in-
person corvée services.!"! Apparently, hugjia was exploited as an alterna-
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tive to the recently abolished ward corvée, a development also observed
by the editor of the Qiongzhou gazetteer:

At the beginning of the [Ming] dynasty, other than the statutory 4jia consctip-
tion, people were not bothered at all. This situation changed drastically later on,
when people were burdened with all kinds of extra-statutory conscrptions. . . .
The position of gongxzagia 8.1V (also called huofy X k., zongjia $8F , bao-
ghang %K) was onginally set up to inspect wrongdoings, and yet whoever is
on duty is often harassed with onerous requisitions.!?2

Indeed, as Li Kun & 3¢ (1536-1618) stated, the rampant exploitation of
huojia had made it a de facto official levy, chai wai 2hi chai £ %b2 £ (an
extra corvée that was not a part of the prescribed labor services).!0

The abusive conscription of hugjia led Nanjing, as well as many other
cities, back to the same quagmire as with ward corvée. On one hand,
the ever increasing extra-statutory requisitions from local offices had
pushed the system to the verge of collapse; on the other hand, the
wealthy and the powerful were able to evade conscription, leaving the
urban middle and lower classes to shoulder the burden alone. There-
fore, it is not a surprise to find that calls for reforming the hugfia system
were often voiced by members of the urban lower middle class who
were not sheltered by the exemptions built into the system for the gen-
try. Shouldering burdens far beyond their means, these unfortunate city
residents were obliged to respond to all daytime service calls and mate-
rial requisitions as well as nighttime patrol requests. The high number
of urban upnsings, especially in places such as Hangzhou and Suzhou
in the economic center of Jiangnan, gives clear evidence of the mount-
ing frustration among the urban middle class.!™ The threat of imminent
urban unrest precipitated another wave of urban hugjia reforms, includ-
ing the one in Nanjing.

Nevertheless, compared with the way in which Axgjia reforms un-
folded in other cities, the reform process in Nanjing was remarkably
peaceful, probably because of the leadership of the presiding official,
Ding Bin. As discussed above, the key to Ding’s success in preventing
open confrontation between supporters and opponents of the reform
lay in the process he developed to establish public consensus. Before he
officially implemented the reform, Ding Bin personally met with the
petitioners, dispatched officials to interview residents in their homes,
held public hearings, and posted notices urging dissenting residents to
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speak their minds. The oft-cited Confucian ideal of “respecting the
people’s will” was agpressively pursued in the most literal terms. Al-
though Ding Bin explained his repeated surveys as cautionary measures
to assure public consensus, in view of the contentious history of Nan-
jing’s fiscal reform, they might well have served to create effective pub-
lic pressure. Indeed, compared to the personalized reform strategy of
Zhao Shaniji, the conspicuous display of public consensus in Ding Bin’s
reform proved to be a much more successful tactic both to force offi-
cials into cooperating and to appease the agitated urban public.

Yet, as with earlier urban corvée reforms, the conversion of the la-
bor services of the hugiia system into silver payments was not as
straightforward as it was in the countryside: it required reformers to
create an urban equivalent of agricultural land to determine the tax rates.
To solve this problem, Ding Bin again resorted to the support lent by
the community leaders. The petitioners put forth an innovative pro-
posal, calling on Nanjing residents to voluntarily register on the tax rolls:

Since we [Nanjing residents] have been hining substitutes to serve for hwgjia on
our own, there is a going price for each household to share. Since the prce is
based only on a tacit agreement among residents [no prices are written down],
we volunteer to compile a book on the exact share for each household, rich or
poor, in the year of 1608. Every pu [the neighborhood unit for the huofia sys-
tem] will meet to collect and compile this information into a list named
Wucheng puce B 35% S8 M (Neighborhood almanac for the five boroughs of Nan-
jing), and together we will send it to the government to be used as an official
reference.105

To forestall any lingering hesitation on the officials’ side, residents fur-
ther volunteered mutual surveillance to assure the accuracy of the col-
lected data: “Since each book is to be compiled in public in every
neighborhood, no one will dare to cheat by recording a lesser amount
than their actual portion, nor will anyone report more than they are
bound to pay.”1% According to Ding’s account, within a few days more
than a thousand levy registers were compiled and sent to him directly.
This information was then used as the basis for the new graduated ur-
ban propetty tax (fanghao yin B SR5%).

Although similar measures were found in other cities, property tax
was not the only possible answer to the problem.!”” Some localities
opted to convert labor service into existing tax categories such as the
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stamp tax (fanfanggi B B ) or store franchise fees (mentan P9 #).
Some revived elements of the Song urban tax system, which used
the size of a person’s house, rental income, or real estate value to de-
termine tax rates.'® As noted above, some cities established ystian
(corvée fields).!" In one case, the revenue generated by chanty houses
was used for this purpose.!’® The diversity aside, in the end fanghao yin
emerged as the favorite choice for converting urban corvée into silver
payments. It was widely adopted in Shanxi during Li Kun’s tenure as
regional inspector!!! as well as in Shandong, where it was reported that
merchants in Linging avoided local registration in order to evade this
new tax.!12

Here we find an unexpected return—though not fully—to the Song
system of urban taxation. Instead of being driven by state economic ac-
tivism, however, the revival of an urban land tax was prompted mainly
by popular demands to overcome the obstacles posed by a rural-based
fiscal system. In an ironic turn of history, the system that marginalized
the place of cities inadvertently brought urbanites together.

The Urban Dimension of the Late Ming Fiscal Reform

To be sure, a fiscal reorganization of the magnitude of the Sin-
gle Whip reform was bound to provoke conflicts of interest and power
struggles on multiple fronts. Traditionally the reform movement was
deemed a battle against bureaucratic corruption and the abuse of gentry
privileges. Recent studies also point out another factor contributing to
the lengthening of the reform process: competition for revenue be-
tween the central and local governments. By promoting frugal gover-
nance, the state was able to recover revenues that had been absorbed
by the ever-growing local expenses. Yet the unrealistically low caps set
by ambitious officials further strained the finances of local governments,
sometimes forcing local offices to resort to illicit conscription.

This chapter brings to light yet another important, but often over-
looked, dimension of this grand war for fiscal justice—the spatial. As
land taxes emerged as the favorite solution to fiscal injustice, urbanites,
through numerous petitions and sometimes even uprisings, endeavored
to overcome the de facto urban-rural division in the fiscal reform. In or-
der to be included in the Single Whip reform movement, many cities,
like Nanjing, reinvented their cities as a taxable space by installing a



74 “We Must Be Taxed”

graduated property tax. With urban space being redefined in fiscal terms,
new perceptions of the “city” emerged on the political landscape of the
empire.

CONCLUSION: STATE, SOCIETY, AND
A POPULIST URBAN REFORM

We now return to the question with which this chapter began: Why did
Nanjing residents, after repeated petitions, pour into the streets to reg-
ister to be taxed? How can a seemingly incongruous populist move-
ment for faxes possibly be explained? This chapter has given us two in-
sights for understanding this puzzle. On one hand, it argues that the
active role of Nanjing residents was a product of the expansion of po-
litical participation in the fiscal reforms. On the other hand, the imple-
mentation of fiscal reform proved to be particularly challenging in cities
where no specific taxes had been imposed. What drove the impressive
civil solidarity in Nanjing, it turns out, was the particular agenda of late
Ming urban residents to reinvent a taxable urban space.

Indeed, the Nanjing hwgjia reform took place at a time when, in the
wake of a collapsing fiscal system premised on self-supetvising rural
communities, both state and society were preoccupied with fiscal justice.
The intense anxiety gave fise to a series of reform efforts and eventually
culminated in the creation of the Single Whip method, which converted
all labor service obligations into fixed silver payments. The adoption of
silver as the fiscal currency marked a monumental change in Chinese
history but did not fully resolve the problem of fiscal inequalities. The
ability to restore fiscal justice rested on two other factors: just criteria to
measure financial capacity and a well-designed procedure impervious to
malfeasance. Taxes, especially when based on the most concrete, visi-
ble, and hard to hide form of property—land—proved to be an ideal
candidate for both the state and the people. In the long run, the trend
toward land taxes prevailed in the early eighteenth century when corvée
was officially abolished and rural landownership became the primary
basis for taxation.!!> Public demand for a tax in place of corvée—as in
the case of Nanjing—was an important element of this collective effort
to formalize and publicize fiscal transactions between the state and its

people.
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Furthermore, in order to create new procedures for tax apportion-
ment and collection, grassroots power was widely enlisted to circum-
vent bureaucratic expansion. Since the Single Whip method allowed for
a wide range of local modifications, officials sometimes appealed to the
general public to determine reform-related policies, to confirm the re-
sults of property inspections, and to supervise the implementation of
reform statutes. The active engagement of the Nanjing community was
thus no accident: with the voluntary cooperation of urban neighbor-
hoods, the local government was able to undertake a new tax system.
The power demonstrated by urban residents was so impressive that it
may have inspired Ding Bin to present his reform in the same spirit. In
his accounts, Ding characterized his reform as the persistent pursuit of
public consensus coupled with enthusiastic grassroots participation.

Although the expansion of public participation was a general trend
during the fiscal reform, the form it took in cities differed from that in
the countryside. Thus, the second part of this chapter treats the impor-
tant, and often overlooked, spatial dimension of the Single Whip re-
form movement. The urban-rural divide arose from the ideal of self-
governing rural communities in the early Ming fiscal system. As a result,
no specific statute regulated the fiscal responsibility of cities to the state,
even as the empire underwent energetic urban development. This omis-
sion, however, did not necessarily work to the advantage of urban resi-
dents; rather, in some cases, it exposed them to further corruption and
exploitation. Above all, the lack of urban tax registries made the con-
version of corvée into silver payments especially difficult. As traced in
this chapter, the path of fiscal reform in Ming cities was convoluted.
The lack of institutional attention continued throughout the late Ming,
and the reform of urban corvée tended to proceed on a case-by-case
basis and never became a formal component of the Single Whip
method. However, the shared effort to define urban wealth for tax
purposes is of great consequence. It forced institutional recognition,
albeit limited, of the inadequacy of the rural-centered bias of the
Ming system and the need to administer cities in a separate manner.
The creation of new property taxes in cities such as Nanjing, in this
sense, reinvented the idea of urban space for a Ming political geography
originally defined by idealized rural communities.



CHAPTER 2

To Wall or Not to Wall

The focus of investigation in this chapter is Nanjing as a region, a city-
scape defined by a network of city walls. Indeed, for Ming contempo-
raries, Nanjing, often under its cultural sobriquet, Jinling 2 # (Golden
hills), referred to both the walled city and the prefectural region (Ying-
tian prefecture, or the Nanjing Metropolitan Area)* under its rule. This
spatial ambiguity resulted from the fact that a Chinese city did not con-
stitute a formal political unit. Rather, it served as the administrative cen-
ter of a greater region, most of which was rural. In this extended sense,
the actual “urban space” of Nanjing was composed of a network of
administrative cities (cheng %) and commercial towns (gben 4f). How-
ever, only the government seats were physically bounded by city walls.!
Trading towns, despite their rapid growth during the mid-Ming urbani-
zation, were neither institutionally nor architecturally distinguished
from villages at this time.

City walls, in this sense, not only were the most prominent architec-
tural feature of the Chinese cityscape but also marked the boundary be-
tween two city systems, one symbolizing the state’s presence and the
other commercial vitality. Yet the walled boundary itself was by no
means permanent. In the case of Ming Nanjing, changes were precipi-
tated by the city’s elevation in status to imperial capital and the conse-
quent extensive territorial restructuring of the Nanjing Metropolitan
Area. The expansion took place in two stages. At the beginning of the
dynasty, Taizu incorporated Luhe =4, a county across the Yangzi
River, into the jurisdiction of Nanjing and then carved a new county,
Jiangpu iL i, out of Luhe to strengthen the defensive ring around the

*T'he term “Nanjing Mctropolitan Arca” refers to jingzhao ¥ 9%, the unofficial
designation of the prefectural area surrounding the impenial capital. 1t differs from ghid
B or Nan <hiti dy B3 (after 1421), the Southern Metropolitan Arca, which was
roughly composed of modemn Jiangsu and Anhui provinces. Sec ucker, Dictionary of
Official Titles.
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capital. Later, in the fifteenth century, another new county, Gaochun
# ¥, was established and placed under Nanjing’s rule. Both of the new
county seats had been unwalled trading towns prior to the creation of
the new counties, and with the change in status came the task of city-
wall construction. Although dissent was voiced in both counties against
the wall-building projects, in the end not one but two walls were built
around Jiangpu city. Following a heated protest, however, Gaochun city
remained unwalled. This outcome drastically redefined the cityscape of
the Nanjing Metropolitan Area, and the striking contrast between Gao-
chun and Jiangpu 1s the central issue in this chapter.

Unlike the preceding Song and Yuan dynasties, the Ming court was
adamant that all administrative cities should be walled.2 This policy was
emphatically enforced in the wake of pirate attacks in the sixteenth cen-
tury, leading to a revival of the wall-building movement. Yet despite the
general frenzy for city-wall construction, the popular response to wall
building varied considerably. In areas threatened by the pirates, the lo-
cals often took the initiative, petitioning for permission to construct or
expand city walls in order to defend themselves more effectively.’ Yet
for residents in other areas, city walls, the most symbolic spatial feature
of the Chinese cityscape, were luxuries that consumed money and labor
at public expense, and opposition to their construction was often vocal.
Nevertheless, in most cases, local dissent was managed or quelled, and
the imperial project of wall building proceeded. The success of the
Gaochun anti-wall campaign 1s even more unusual given its location
within the Nanjing Metropolitan Area. Since city walls had come to
play a cntical role in regional defense and secunity plans in the sixteenth
century, it is curious that, in a strategically significant area such as Nan-
jing, the anti-wall protest not only went unpuntshed but even succeeded.

The Gaochun protest, as it turns out, drew heavily on a long-term
campaign by local residents to restructure local finances after a major
defeat in a water dispute. The scope and efficacy of Gaochun lobbying
clearly refute the conventional wisdom that the Ming dynasty was the
epitome of Chinese despotism.* To be sure, under the Ming founding
emperor, monarchical power expanded significantly. Most notable of all
was the abolition of the office of prime minister in 1380, a move that
drastically undermined the autonomy of imperial bureaucracy.’ Yet fur-
ther studies have also demonstrated that the monarch’s power was far
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from absolute. The emperor, his officials insisted, was still bound by
constitutional precedents.® Moreover, in an empire of China’s scale, the
state’s authority was inevitably far removed from its subjects, and
commands had to be filtered through not only the imperial bureaucracy
but also the local gentry before they reached their targets. As intermedi-
aries, the elite played a critical role in social control and state gover-
nance, and not necessarily always in conformity with the state’s goals.”

This complicated interaction, as Timothy Brook has recently sug-
gested, allowed great space for negotiation, and as a result, the Chinese
state’s power was strongest only when it successfully integrated the in-
terests of these mediating groups, a unique feature that Brook elo-
quently terms the “capillary effect.” This analogy vividly captures the
social embeddedness of the Ming state: “percolation from above with
no guarantee of where the moisture of state influence might reach, and
capillary action from below with potentially no limit on the capacity of
soclety to remake the state.”® This delicate play of power and the rough
equilibrium between state and society depended greatly on the capacity
of local elites to mediate and keep underlying tensions from erupting
into conflict.? Sarah Schneewind’s work on the development of com-
munity schools throughout the Ming era similarly testifies to the Ming
state’s precarious control over local society. As she remarks, “State per-
sonnel and those they ruled not only served and thought about the state,
but also turned it to their own uses. The Ming state was built from be-
low as it was from above; as people colonized government institutions
and documents for their own aims, they lengthened the reach of the
state.”10

Indeed, the works of Brook, Schneewind, and other scholars have
significantly modified, if not subverted, the view of the Ming polity as
despotic and supplied ample evidence of local resistance and manipula-
tion. Nevertheless, the state is still perceived in these studies as a re-
pressive power with which social agents had to contend. In contrast,
the previous chapter highlights collaboration between government
agencies and local residents during the fiscal reform and presents a very
different view of the tug-of-war between state and society. The case of
Gaochun further brings to light the overlooked space of local lobbying
and political negotiation in the implementation of seemingly incontest-
able state policies. By shifting the analytical focus from contention to
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negotiation, we will find that what was at stake was not just the power
struggle between state and society but, more important, the issues and
concerns that informed and shaped the course and outcome of such
political negotiations. Indeed, central to Gaochun’s campaign against
the wall mandate was the new identity of Gaochun city. Gaochun, for
the first ime in the town’s history, had been promoted from trading
town (ghen) to county city (cheng), a change of status locals normally
embraced with enthusiasm for the political clout and other benefits it
brought.’! The resistance of Gaochun residents, therefore, throws into
sharp relief the growing tension between the official and the commer-
cial city systems in the wake of the sixteenth-century boom. In the pre-
vious chapter, we saw how the rediscovery of the fiscal value of urban
land during the Single Whip reform challenged the state’s prescription
of urban space. This chapter presents another challenge to that notion,
one physically marked by the construction of city walls.

THE GAOCHUN
CITY-WALL PROPOSITION

The Plot

The story of Gaochun’s legendary wall protest opens in 1597
with a scene of mass panic. Immediately after Magistrate Ding Rijin T
H iff announced his plan to build a city wall, more than four hundred
people ran, as one account had it, “in tears” to Regional Inspector Li,
one of the three regional inspectors of the Southern Metropolitan
Area.!2 Although Li’s statutory duties were to supervise the conduct of
local officials and report directly to the emperor, since the mid-Ming
these inspectors had come to be increasingly embroiled in local gover-
nance.” In this case, Li’s intervention was particularly justified by an
earlier wall-construction edict.'* To be sure, a crowd of four hundred
was a considerable turnout in a county of some 6,000 registered male
adults, especially since many of those lived in remote areas and thus
were unable to show up at the petition site in such a timely fashion.
Even though official population data in the Ming are notorious for be-
ing low, since only registered males would be drafted for the construc-
tion of city walls, the figure happens to be meaningful in measuring the
significance of the size of the crowd.
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This was not the first ime that wall building became a public issue in
Gaochun. Two decades eatlier, in 1573, then-magistrate Xia Daxun B_
A %) also proposed building a city wall following an edict mandating
that all government seats be walled.!> This action stitred such an uproar
among locals that the plan was shelved. Yet after the 1597 protest, the
tension between locals and county government over wall construction
appears to have been resolved. For example, in 1635, upon receiving
another edict reiterating that all unwalled county and provincial capitals
had to build walls, the county magistrate immediately sided with the lo-
cals and reported back to the emperor that Gaochun could not follow
the edict because of geographical and financial difficulties, the same
conclusions as reached in the 1597 wall controversy. The wall proposi-
tion was dropped again, and Gaochun was never walled.

The sharp contrast between heated contention in 1573 and firm con-
sensus in 1635 indicates that the 1597 protest was indeed decisive. The
local gazetteers, however, record the event without comment, as if a
popular protest that succeeded in defying a state mandate were a nor-
mal occurrence needing no further explanation. Yet this narrative,
smoothly slipping over the contours of the incident, is deceptive. The
success of Gaochun’s anti-wall campaign was unusual, especially in view
of the aggressive wall-building policy in the wake of pirate attacks. Af-
ter all, city walls safeguarded not only individual cities but also the
whole region by interrupting the supply lines of pirates. They consti-
tuted effective inland defense frontlines. Thus, it is not surprising that
one of the main defensive tactics to counter the pirate incursions was
to have more cities walled or, rather, properly walled.!s In fact, as early
as the fourteenth century, the founder of the Ming dynasty recognized
the threat posed by pirates and launched a wall-building campaign on
the southeast coast himself.!” However, despite repeated edicts through-
out the dynasty reaffirming the court’s position on wall construction,
the policy had never been thoroughly implemented because of the tre-
mendous cost of building and maintaining city walls.’® Thus when pi-
rate attacks peaked in the mid-sixteenth century along both the coastal
area and the lower Yangzi region, the court was dismayed to find that
most city walls needed substantial reconstruction. The unexpected
turmoil inflicted by pirate attacks made the Ming state once again rec-
ognize the vital role of city walls in regional security, leading to what
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Japanese scholars refer to as the “reviving of the inland regional de-
fense policy”’!? and a new wave of city-wall building.

The court’s much stronger intent to enforce the wall policy is appar-
ent in the 1573 edict. Announced in the first year of the Wanli reign, this
edict called for “vital” local constructions (xingjian yaokai F3E % %)
with the building of city walls as one critical item:

Walls and moats are intended to protect people and are especially critical in
coastal and frontier areas. Although the court has issued numerous edicts, they
have been ignored by the authorities. As a result, all cities and settlements
[without the protection of walls and moats] are easily seized when attacked by
pirates/bandits. The Ministry of War now asks all supedor commanders, mili-
tary supetintendents, regional commanders, grand coordinators, and regional
inspectors to inspect every city wall and moat in their jurisdiction, distinguish-
ing the ones that are defensible and those that are not, and then propose
budgets and possible sources for financing repair. Furthermore, determine
what to do with the cities which ate not walled. The above assignment needs
to be accomplished in three months, with a report back to the emperor.20

Although earlier wall-building edicts also expressed the court’s frustra-
tion regarding the lack of wall maintenance and construction, they paled
in comparison with the urgent tone in the 1573 edict, which specifically
delegated responsibilities for wall construction and expressively stated
the court’s determination. Pressed by a series of defeats by pirates, the
emperor launched a new wall-building campaign that demanded the in-
volvement of military units at all levels. But although the strongly
worded edict for the most part put military officers in charge of the
inspection process, when it came to the actual building, the burden of
labor recruiting and fund raising still fell on local civil officials.2!

This larger background helps explain the timing of wall controversies
in Gaochun: the first wall-building proposal was a response to the 1573
edict. Governing one of the two counties in the Nanjing Metropolitan
Area that were not walled (for the other county, Jiangpu, see below), the
magistrates of Gaochun may have felt this top-down pressure acutely. In
response, Magistrate Xia Daxun proposed to finance construction of a
city wall in part by selling horse pastures, the Shuiyang Granary, and mili-
tary exercise fields, to relieve the burden on local people. However, this
proposal still met with vehement local opposition and eventually fell
through. Under pressure from the court, it is not surprising that the same
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proposal was made again in 1597. What the political context fails to ex-
plain, however, is the leniency granted to Gaochun in the middle of an
intensive wall-building campaign. As discussed above, the local outrage
was so strong that it not only derailed the current proposition but also
pre-empted future attempts. Why was the 1597 protest so powerful in
settling the wall issue in Gaochun? To answer this question, I examine
the event from both the locals’ and the state’s perspectives. The follow-
ing section looks first at the anti-wall campaign in Gaochun, especially
how locals perceived the issue of wall construction. As to why the state
would allow Gaochun’s anti-wall initiative to prevail, given the lack of
sources detailing the official decision-making process, I place Gaochun’s
wall protest in the context of contemporary wall-building politics to
identify the factors that contributed to its unusual success.

Wall-Building Debates and the Anti-Wall Discourse

Pro-Wall Opinions. How did Gaochun locals perceive the issue
of wall building? The “local construction” chapter (jiangzhi £ & , a
common place in local gazetteers for documenting the construction of
city walls) in the 1683 Gaochun gazetteer offers some clues. Under the
rubric of guanfang menlon W) B P14, “watch towers and guardian gates,”
the editor states that Gaochun had never been walled. Only after a sern-
ous theft in 1526 at the county treasury did the magistrate decide to
build seven gates at strategic points to safeguard the county office. The
entry refers readers to a group of three essays on wall building, two by
local literati and one by a magistrate, who by the law of avoidance was
not a native of Gaochun county. All three essays express strong anti-
wall sentiments. Their consensus, however, should be regarded not as
proof of local unanimity, but as a result of the suppressing and silenc-
ing of dissent. The opinions of Magistrate Ding and his reasons for
proposing a wall-building plan, which triggered the protest, for example,
do not appear in the gazetteer.

It is noteworthy that although historians consider gazetteers the
most authoritative sources regarding local history, they were also con-
temporary forums of local politics; the politics of local gazetteers is of-
ten subtly reflected in such matters as the titles used to refer to locals.?
Thus it is not surprising to find the heated wall debates in Gaochun be-
came a one-sided anti-wall discourse in the gazetteer. Yet the source’s
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bias is not insurmountable since the pro-wall opinion survives in the
presentation of arguments against specific plans and proposals. Four
possible wall locatons, for example, were recorded. Two plans, one in
which the walls were confined by the river and the other in which the
wall enclosed it, were the main targets of attack in the ant-wall essays
and portrayed as unrealistic, if not physically impossible. The others
were mentioned only in passing and involved the alternative of moving
the county seat or enwalling a market town in the northern part of the
county named Xunzhenpu % Ji 4% in lieu of walling the county seat.
Some specific funding plans, such as requesting aid from nearby coun-
des or selling government property, were also mentioned and refuted in
the ant-wall essays. Taken together, beneath the deliberate effort to
present a “local consensus” are traces pointing to a heated debate that
provoked broad attention and active involvement from locals.

The Anti-Wall Discourse.  Despite the contentious nature of the
argument, it is clear that anti-wall opinion prevailed in 1597 and put an
end to further debate. Playing a critical role in shaping local consensus,
the anti-wall essays collected in Gaochun gazetteers warrant a close ex-
amination:

Han Zhongshu #1#3% local (yirn & A) and Han Zhongxiao #
X, shengyuan % §, “Nan cheng shuo” ¥ 3L (On the difficulty
of building a wall).2

Xiang Weicong A 28 ¥4, magistrate, 1606, “Jiancheng lun” 3 3K
(A thesis on wall building).

Huang Bingshi % ¥ %, local (yiren € A), “Cheng Gaochun yi” 3%
b9 & ] (A discussion on walling Gaochun).24

The focus on these three essays in the local gazetteers is no accident.
The biographical information on the authors is scanty, but it appears
that they were connected to the local elite circle behind the compilation
of the 1606 gazetteer.> Magistrate Xiang, in his preface celebrating the
completion of the Gaochun gazetteer, proudly described the accom-
plishment as a group effort involving intensive participation from locals.
The compilation sprang from a meeting between the magistrate and
two local literati, Qin Shangbin % # 3 and Chen Yuling .8 &, who
convinced Magistrate Xiang to undertake the project. After the meeting,
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a special bureau was set up to collect information, and arrangements
were made to interview village heads (4zhang £ k) for information on
taxes and levies, students for stories about local schools, and gentry for
past and present local issues.?6 The activists Qin and Chen were county
students (shengywan) and noted for their literary talent. Their tightly knit
literati circle included both Huang Bingshi and Han Zhongxiao.?”

The close relationships among the authors did not preclude personal
idiosyncrasies in the ant-wall essays. Huang’s essay is the most radical.
He began by stating: “Walls are built to protect people. But if today
Gaochun is forced to build a wall, then it [Gaochun] will end up with
no people and thus defeat the whole purpose of wall building. Why?
Please hear me out before condemning me to death.”? Huang’s plea
for immunity alerts us that the anti-wall discourse consciously ran
counter to imperial policy. Considering the political atmosphere,
Huang’s forthright objection to wall construction as well as his implicit
suggestion of popular defiance should this unwelcome policy go for-
ward make his treatise the most radical and outspoken of the three. In
comparison, although Han’s essay also speaks with similar urgency, his
criticism is skillfully muted with multiple allusions to the Chungin #& %
(Spring and autumn annals). On the conservative end is the piece by
Magistrate Xiang, whose status as an imperial bureaucrat prevented him
from enjoying the same level of liberty as his fellow authors. Xiang ac-
knowledged the importance of building walls for the purpose of guard-
ing Nanjing, but he also admitted the difficulty of wall construction in
Gaochun and proposed the short-term compromise of walling the
county office in lieu of the whole city.

Despite differences, the three essays not only share the same posi-
tion on the wall-building issue but also exhibit a strong structural re-
semblance. A passage in Xiang’s essay nicely summarizes their core
message:

The Yijing % #& (Book of changes) calls for geographical/physical barriers in
order to guard a county and multiple gates to protect against violence. There-
fore, establishing fiefdoms and developing the realm requires not only moral
inculcation but also the strength of city walls. However, circumstances some-
times force this ideal to be either restricted by space or limited by time. Even
with a strong desire to reinforce the defense system, the situation simply does
not allow it to happen.?
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In essence, the authors conceded that the court’s insistence on wall
construction was justified and in line with classical ideology. However,
as desirable as this ideal was, sometimes reality simply just did not per-
mit its materialization. Indeed, these essayists did not dispute the le-
gitimacy of wall policy; rather, they aimed to establish that Gaochun in
1597 was neither the time nor the place for a city wall. Not only was the
county struggling with near-bankruptcy, but its topography made the
plan of a city wall infeasible.

Judging from the determined local opposition, the argument was
well received in Gaochun. Since the three essays exhibit such strong af-
finities of content, authorship, and influence, it is approprate to treat
them as one “anti-wall discourse.” As becomes apparent in the follow-
ing discussion, this discourse consists of two main elements: first, a
detailed cost-benefit analysis calculating all the gains and losses, both
social and financial, to attest to the impracticability of wall building
in Gaochun at that time; and second, a discussion of Gaochun’s local
topography illustrating the city’s virtual “unwallability.”3

“The Wall of Public Will”: Cost-Benefit Analysis of Wall Construction.
If the main impetus for the top-down political pressure for city-wall
construction was to prevent recurrences of the massive destruction in-
flicted by pirate attacks, in the eyes of Gaochun locals the edict for wall
construction came too late to be of any use. As Han points out, if the
aim of the wall-building project was to repel the pirate attacks plaguing
southeast China, then timing was crucial. However, since Gaochun had
no pre-existing wall structure to expand or repair, a solid 7 of wall
would require at least several months of work. The project could never
be finished in time to address the urgent crisis. Even for the sake of
improving local security against bandits arriving by water, Gaochun
stood to lose more through wall construction than it risked by being
unprotected. Indeed, Han argued, if the purpose of wall construction
was to protect the county treasury and prison, then one had to wonder
if it were worthwhile to spend tens of thousands of taels to guard a
treasury not even worth one thousand, or to sacrifice the lives of hun-
dreds of thousands of people just to make sure that a handful of pns-

oners stayed in jail. The costs and benefits of the project just did not
balance.
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The scale tipped further away from wall construction when the so-
cial costs were considered. Not only did the wall offer little in the way
of protection, but the pfessures and financial burdens of construction
might have turned the residents of Gaochun into rebels. Han cited the
ancient adage “People’s minds will become walls”;3! that is, local de-
fense ultimately depends on people’s willingness to take part; no matter
how tall and thick the wall, it still relies on people to function. In this
sense, Han argued that it was pointless to build a physical wall at the
cost of the “wall of public will.”

To substantiate the point that wall construction would indeed be an
unbearable burden, Han presented two types of cost-and-benefit calcu-
lations. First, building a wall would cost tens of thousands of piculs of
tax tice in a county that produced annual revenues in the amount of
forty thousand piculs. Therefore, for every picul of rice produced in
Gaochun county, an extra tax of 20,000 copper cash would have to be
added. Since 90 percent of Gaochun households paid taxes of roughly
one picul of rice every year, this meant that 9o percent of the local
population would have to shoulder an extra tax burden of 20,000 cop-
per cash! Such heavy supplementary tax rates, argued Han, would take
every penny that peasants made from the most productive land, not to
mention that most land in Gaochun land did not reach that level of
productivity. As a result, peasants would have to sell their land to pay
for the wall tax. And if the majority of Gaochun residents went broke
and lost their land, Han asks, what was the point of having a city wall?
There would be no people and no land left to be protected.

Huang Bingshi, in his “Cheng Gaochun yi,3? offered his own calcu-
lation based on the price of bricks and the proposition to assess a wall
tax of 40 bricks for every mu (6,000 square meters) of land. According
to brickmakers, every brick cost 0.02 tael of silver, and therefore for
each 74 an extra 0.8 tael of silver would have to be added to the regular
tax to pay for the 40 brcks. Further discussion with local craftsmen re-
vealed that building the proposed 11.2-meter-high wall would require an
additional levy of 4 taels of silver on each m«. The problem was, even
the most fertile land in Gaochun was worth only about 4 taels per mu!
Not to mention the fact that most fields were worth much less. For the
poorest land, the yield was not enough to pay the regular tax; the land
value was so low that sometimes people had to beg others to take their
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land for free in exchange for clearing their tax debts. To make things
worse, although in theory the county could rank agricultural land based
on its productivity and thus even out the burden of wall tax, in reality
every land inspection, when executed by cletks, was fraught with bu-
reaucratic abuse and extortion. In the end, as Huang forcefully pointed
out, the poor would suffer most from the wall project.

Even if we set aside the problems of corruption, the two budgets
provided by Huang and Han make it clear that Gaochun was in no fis-
cal shape to support the building of a city wall. In theory, it was possi-
ble to channel funds into the county through the practice of xigi ##&
(collaborative fund-in-aid), a fiscal procedure in which the state trans-
ferred funds from elsewhere (usually nearby counties or prefectures) to
areas suffering from severe deficiencies. However, as Huang pointed
out, given the floods and droughts in the Jiangnan area in recent years,
every nearby county office was already struggling with deficiencies.
Sharing the construction costs would exacerbate the problems of
neighboring counties and yet do little to relieve Gaochun locals since
they would stll be liable for the labor services of wall building. The lo-
cals would, Huang predicted, either starve or run away. In a time of
peace and general prosperity, Huang asked, how could this catastrophe
possibly be justified?

Indeed, the desolate picture of Gaochun painted by anti-wall authors
stands in sharp contrast to the general prosperity during the sixteenth-
century boom. Why was this the case? The financial difficulties of
Gaochun only hinted at by the authors were extensive and arose from a
specific local context: namely a flood-control project that benefited
downstream residents at the expense of Gaochun (discussed in detail be-
low). As a result, most of Gaochun’s fields were submerged by the flood-
control lake.33 According to Magistrate Huang, Gaochun’s economy had
deteriorated to the point that locals had to sell their houses, land, and
even children to meet regular tax dues.’* The sense of imminent fiscal
crisis is echoed in Han’s opening statement “Gaochun, a tiny, small
county, is located in the Three Lakes area (Map 2.12). With much farm-
land ruined and many harvests failed, people are destitute and buried in
deep debt. All high officials with a kind heart would look at such poverty
that had reduced people to bare survival with sympathetic eyes. .
Given these conditions, how could Gaochun afford a city wall?”35
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In the end, the wall was a financial problem. Gaochun simply could
not afford to build it. Many cities faced similar obstacles, but the issue
in Gaochun appeared to run deeper and was symptomatic of greater fi-
nancial failings. The bottom line was, even without an expensive proj-
ect like city wall construction, Gaochun was already approaching bank-
ruptcy. Although the authors did not expand on the root cause of
Gaochun’s fiscal crisis—probably because it was so well known among
locals that it needed no elaboratton—the particular circumstances that
led to Gaochun’s impoverishment, when combined with a problematc
decision to make Gaochun a county seat, significantly shaped the
course and outcome of Gaochun’s anti-wall movement.

The Unwallable City of Gaochun.  As if financial ruin alone was
not sufficient to abort the wall project, the authors used local geogra-
phy to further illustrate the unwallability of Gaochun. Although topo-
graphic difficulties were commonly cited in contemporary oppositions
to wall construction, Gaochun authors took an unusual step in attack-
ing the “city-ness” of Gaochun and, ultimately, the decision to promote
Gaochun from trading town to county seat.

What kind of city was Gaochun to be deemed “unwallable” by its
residents? In the words of Magistrate Xiang, Gaochun city was in real-
ity more of a trading town than a county capital: “Gaochun is desig-
nated a county despite its being virtually a town.” In Xiang’s estimate,
the county seat ranged only one / (117.7 m) from north to south, and
one-half / east to west, rather small by the standards of the time. Most
residents were concentrated in the southwest corner, which had started
with a few reed shacks scattered around the lakeside. Only recently had
the city witnessed development and populaton growth. The whole city
population was home to a couple hundred households, more than half
of them in the lakeside area. The northeast section was mostly hills, and
people there had settded along a dirt wall built earlier as a temporary de-
fense measure after the theft of the county treasury occurred. The rest
of the hill area was packed with one tomb after another. Such was
Gaochun “city,” Xiang lamented.

Exaggerated or not, this self-effacing image was repeated throughout
the anti-wall essays and geographically grounded the anti-wall discourse.
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For example, in Han’s estimate, the “city” (or as the Gaochun people
preferred, the “town”) was just two streets intersecting in the middle of
this topographically marked space. Each street was only tens or a hun-
dred w# (no more than 8o meters) long.*¢ How could such a humble
and undersized settlement be responsible for a wall? After all, as the
three authors reiterated over and over, “Does Gaochun even qualify to
be a county seat? It is merely a trading town along the lake. Historically
there was never a county unit in this area.” The emphasis on
Gaochun’s identity as a trading town is no mere rhetorical tool con-
cocted for the purpose of the anti-wall argument; rather, as we shall see,
it is a highly politically charged statement closely intertwined with
Gaochun’s ongoing economic problems. For now, I focus on the role
of this identity in the ant-wall discourse.

Based on their analysis of local topography, the authors further con-
tended that not only was Gaochun not qualified to be a walled city, but
also there was simply no place to build a wall within Gaochun county.
In Huang Bingshi’s vivid descniption, Gaochun county

to its four directions is nothing but polder fields facing rivers. In the north
spread a few mountains and woods, beyond which is still nothing but polders
[farmland reclaimed from lakes]. People build burial grounds on the upper
land and houses in the lower, which then become the core of this newly made
county. Since all the trading profits come from water [transportation], the ur-
ban settlement is closely built along the niver, and every inch of the riverside
land is developed.®

The crowded landscape had to do with locals’ dependence on waterways.
As 1s apparent in a seventeenth-century map (Map 2.1), Gaochun county
1s topographically defined by the Three Lakes and numerous rivers. Not
only do these waterways structure transportation and commercial activi-
ties throughout the area, but they also play an important role in local
agriculture, which relies heavily on polders. In Huang’s description, the
polders largely dominate Gaochun’s built environment. Amid the inter-
lacing polders are settlements on the lowlands (along the lake and dirt
wall) and burial sites on the higher ground. Typical of southern China,
Gaochun people exhausted every possibility the land offered.

Clearing space for a city wall in such a crowded landscape would
significantly disrupt the balance between land and inhabitants. To begin
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with, a fair number of the manmade structures would have to be
moved or demolished, be they human settlements or bumnal grounds. As
Huang pointed out, “After all these years, the high ground is fully oc-
cupied by tombs row after row. Seeing the density of land use here,
once we start building city walls, half the buildings would have to be
torn down and countless tombs dug out and corpses exposed. It would
be as if the place had been severely hit by a war—only there would be
no war, just a city wall being built.”? The damage would affect the liv-
ing and the dead alike since the prospective wall would not only destroy
the locals’ property but also violate their ancestral burial grounds.

Despite the staggering social cost, the wall could still be justified if it
brings compensatory benefits. Thus Huang further asks: What would
Gaochun make of the destruction of numerous people’s homes and
family tombs? What would the proposed city wall look like? According
to Huang’s estimate, which somewhat corresponds with that of Magis-
trate Xiang, the prospect would be barely worth the sacrifice:

Look at Gaochun’s topography: from south to north it extends no more than
the distance one arrow can reach [about 190-240 meters]; between east and
west there runs a street, people built their houses face to face. . . . The scale of
Gaochun city cannot even compare with an off-wall city ward in other coun-
ties. Should a wall be built, Gaochun would look more like a passageway than
an actual city. Is this the “city” we are looking for? It does not even have the
shape of what we call a “city.”%

The image of a city wall looking like a corridor is indeed appalling. Yet
compared to other plans, the corridor-shaped wall tums out to have
been one of the better choices for wall. In a city defined by nvers,
Gaochun’s wall plans had to take into account some remarkable topo-
graphical restriction. According to Han, there were two alternattve sites
for the wall (apparently relocating the county seat altogether, another
proposal, was too expensive to even consider): one would enclose only
that portion of the city inside the river and use the niver as a natural
moat; the other would enclose the whole city within it by placing the
walls outside Gaochun. In the first plan, the wall would be placed on an
elevated area between the river on the south and hills to the north. Due
to the population density (both alive and dead), half the residences on
the street as well as eight- to nine-tenths of the bural grounds would
have to be destroyed in order to make way for the new walls. The east
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gate area would be half-deserted in order to build a river dike, whereas
to the west, the Yongfeng Granary would be outside the city wall. Han
questioned the actual amount of land that would be enclosed and asked,
“What is the purpose of building a wall to protect such a tiny piece of
land?”

On the other hand, should Gaochun go with the second plan, incor-
porating fields and the river into the walled city, then “it would damage
the geomantic channels on the north side of the city.”! In a cultural
environment that considered it imperative to position county offices
and schools so that they aligned with auspicious geomantic veins, this
flaw was unacceptable. Further, the east and west sides of the wall
would be built on polders, forcing residents to lose their livelihoods.
Finally, the south walls would be set along the river and exposed to
flooding. And because the walls would cut through the niver, there
would have to be two water gates, adding further costs of tens of thou-
sands of taels. However, even with such a heavy investment, the water
gates might not be sturdy enough to tame the lake. During a flood, the
surrounding polders would be inundated. To make things worse, in the
summer flood season, the water might extend up the walls to a height
of three ban (a ban K& is 0.64 m x 2.56 m) and it would take endless
work to simply keep the wall standing. In view of the potential prob-
lems, Han concluded, “could there be anything more harmful than
building a city wall?”

This powerful exposition of the unwallability of Gaochun raises the
inevitable question: Why even establish a county seat on such an im-
possible site? Indeed, such was the undetlying sentiment embedded in
the anti-wall discourse, pointedly articulated by the outspoken Huang
Bingshi:

Gaochun was divided from ancient Lishui county. Seeing the prosperous fields
and houses in Lishui, locals already wish that they could have just carried their
children to reside within the territory of Lishui. How can we in Gaochun af-
ford another expensive project like wall building? . . . After all, what city walls
are really about is to protect powerful gentry families who stick together in big
cities. It is not meant for a place like Gaochun, which is no more than a small

village.42

The message here is astonishing. Above all, it questions the wisdom of
dividing Gaochun off from Lishui as a new county in 1491.43 Being a
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county meant becoming part of the official administrative system, rep-
resenting the state at the grassroots level, and thereby being subject to
expenses and duties much heavier than those of towns—for example,
the building of city walls. Ironically, for Gaochun, the burdens of pro-
motion appear to have been so onerous that they destabilized the newly
imposed identity and led to nostalgia for the pre-separation era.

The Said and Unsaid. In brief, the anti-wall discourse used de-
tailed budgets and textual maps to illustrate the financial and spatial
unwallability of Gaochun city. Yet when read closely, their message
seems to be more than the impracticability of building a city wall in
Gaochun. Rather, the authors suggest that the failing local economy, in
connection with the problematic decision of making a county out of
Gaochun, were the underlying causes of locals’ discontent. The subtlety
of this undercurrent, however, should not belie its importance to the
success of Gaochun’s wall campaign. As demonstrated in the following
section, despite the compelling arguments presented by Gaochun’s
anti-wall discourse, such strong vocal dissent was not uncommon dur-
ing the late Ming wall-building movement. In fact, even this celebrated
popular protest pales in comparison with many much more intense and
heated contemporary controversies over walls, which ended with the
walls being constructed. The remarkable efficacy of Gaochun’s anti-
wall campaign, as it turns out, drew on the particular context of
Gaochun hinted at by the anti-wall authors, namely, a failing economy
burdened by separation from Lishui county. The resultant local activ-
ism transformed the state’s perception of Gaochun’s wall protest and
eventually allowed the locals to prevail during the height of the wall-
building movement.

The Public Forum for City-Wall Debates

Despite the frenzy of the wall-building movement, it was not
unusual to hear locals voice hostility toward such socially and finan-
cially expensive public projects for reasons similar to those of the resi-
dents of Gaochun. Case studies of the social responses to wall building
have concentrated mostly on coastal areas such as Fujian and Zhejiang,
since they had long suffered from pirate attacks.# According to these
studies, the opposition was mostly financial, since wall construction
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often inflicted a painful tax spike that continued long after the con-
struction was completed. Residents who lived close to the planned wall
site were also concerned about the confiscation of private property and
the prospects for receiving fair reparation from the government. Some-
times the dispute broke out along urban-rural lines, since city walls
were usually funded and built with the labor and taxes of rural residents
but the security benefits belonged mostly to those who lived in the
city.* Yet even urban residents sometimes opposed wall construction
on the grounds that new walls would further enclose urban space and
constrain traffic in and out of the city. The wall plan in Suzhou, the
economic capital of the sixteenth century, is a case in point. As commer-
cialization spawned urban development beyond Suzhou’s walled quar-
ters, the suburban area west of the Chang Gate became the core market
of the city. Following several pirate raids, the government decided to
expand the western wall to include the newly developed marketplace.
However, strong opposition from merchants thwarted this plan—they
feared that a wall might hinder commercial traffic.#

Many sources testify to the existence of local opposition in general,
but the descriptions are rather vague. The story of Li Kun, however,
allows us to look into one such “local complaint” in concrete terms. A
famous late Ming scholar, Li Kun was implicated in a political conspir-
acy because of his book Guifan f] §, (Virtues in the inner quarters). Lii
was exiled to his hometown, Ningling % f% in Henan, where he re-
mained for more than two decades until his death. During this time, Lii
participated actively in local affairs, including tax reform and wall build-
ing. One of Li’s proposals on wall building was taken as proof of a ma-
licious conspiracy and provoked vehement attacks and criticism. To
clear himself and to further advocate his cause, he published two pam-
phlets clarifying his position. In the first pamphlet, Lii described the in-
tense local reaction that had prompted him to defend his opinion:

The wall-expansion proposal has been in place for years, and I was never the
only one who believed that it should be done. Last winter, however, there sud-
denly appeared anonymous flyers specifically attacking me. The words used
were horrifying and the intent malicious. . . . If I did not come out and clear
my name, it would look as if I was intimidated by the slander and dared not
speak up again. . . . Therefore I wrote this book in the format of questions and
answers and give it away to everyone that I know.4’
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The booklet did not have its intended effect. Lii attributed its lack of
popularity to his overtly literary writing style, which made it difficult for
county folks to appreciate his message, and he decided to produce an-
other, more colloquial version.*® The “translated” copy relates the poli-
tics of Lii’s wall scandal more explicitly. Lii recalled that the city-wall
proposal began with an encounter with a gentryman surnamed Wang,
who was in deep legal troubles and asked for Lii’s help. In return, the
Wang family promised to pay for the expense of wall construction. Li
and another member of the local elite decided it was worth the effort to
help Wang since it would relieve the whole county of the burden of pay-
ing for the wall. However, despite Lii’s insistence that his action was to-
tally altruistic and that he had no self-serving agenda, the locals did not
agree. Once the deal was exposed, the whole county became so outraged
that hundreds of folk songs as well as anonymous posters appeared, all
targeting Li Kun. The scandal was even adapted into a drama and
staged.*” The public outcry put an end to the deal, and the city wall re-
mained underfunded. Even those convinced of Lii’s good intention sus-
pected that Wang had tricked Lii into the deal without any intention of
paying. To dispel such doubts, Lii explained that, to hold Wang to his
promise, they had a sworn contract in Wang’s own handwriting, and one
copy had already been submitted to the local government. Lii concluded
by swearing on the lives of his family, “As witnessed by all the deities and
ghosts and my county folks, I have said nothing but the truth.”

Even with popular protests of this scale, the city-wall project went
through. Perhaps Lii’s persistence finally convinced the residents of
Ningling. In any case, Lii’s story offers a vivid example of confronta-
tion among locals on the matter of wall building. Even in the absence
of modern media, the communication of views via printed flyers, letters,
booklets, folk songs, and even local dramas was impressively active.
The growing influence of public opinion in local politics has been well
established by scholars, but cases in such a remote town as Li Kun’s
Ningling are rarely noted.5! If the wall debate could develop into this
level of engagement in a small, obscure county like Ningling, we can
only imagine what kind of turmoil resulted from these “complaints
about walls” in more advanced areas such as Jiangnan.

Furthermore, when people started to use mass media like folk songs
and dramas to advance their objections, “local” politics became less
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local. Their words circulated so widely that residents of other areas
could compare the implementation of wall-building policies and decide
what to make of (or how to interpret) their own situation. The story of
Zhuji and Xiaoshan is a case in point. Both were located in pirate-
plagued Shaoxing prefecture (modem Zhejiang) where almost every
county endeavored to construct or reinforce its city wall. However,
when the new Zhuji magistrate announced his plan to rebuild the city
wall, he met with strong opposition from locals. Clearly, one cause of
the deterioration of the city walls was the habit of locals of building
houses against the wall and approprating sections of the structure into
their residences. As a result, in the middle of the Jiajing reign (1522—66),
when pirates became a serious threat, only the gates were left intact to
protect the city. Since the old walls had virtually become part of locals’
residences, however, the new wall proposition provoked strong objec-
tion. To appease local residents, the magistrate posted a public an-
nouncement declaring: “City walls belong to the state and will not be
ceded to the people. However, I assure you that the building of a aty
wall will not disturb your daily life. You shall not dispute again.” Soon
the magistrate launched the construction and completed it quickly
without harming the residents. A wall fund granted from central gov-
ernment was not even touched. The smooth process formed a sharp
contrast to neighboring Xiaoshan county. The magistrate there became
so notorious that there appeared a saying, “The city wall in Xiaoshan
was ‘punched in’ [built by force], whereas the one in Zhuji was ‘talked
in’ [built by persuasion]. Ask people which magistrate is better? The city
walls are the answer.”52

These contemporary cases throw the partiality of Gaochun accounts
into sharp relief: despite their celebration of the anti-wall protest, local
opposition was not uncommon during the sixteenth century’s frenzy of
massive city-wall building. In fact, the resistance in many places was
much fiercer than that in Gaochun yet was stll unsuccessful. How,
then, did Gaochun manage to frustrate the mounting pressure for wall
construction? Clearly the causation was not as straightforward as that
presented in the local gazetteer: a popular protest obliged an immediate
positive response from the state. Instead, a unique local context gener-
ated an extraordinary result.
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Local Activism in Gaochun

As we have seen, wall building was a public issue that often ig-
nited heated debate. Although in some areas traumatized residents
fought to get governmental help in building or reinforcing existing city
walls (as in the case of Songjiang),>’ because of the tremendous invest-
ment of resources such building projects demanded from locals, more
often than not officials and gentry had to convince people of the ur-
gency of the work. The spirited engagement from both sides took the
form of popular protests, political tracts, and even satirical dramas. In
view of contemporary wall controversies, it is not surprsing that
Gaochun residents became so involved in the decision-making process
about wall building. What distinguished Gaochun’s protest and its un-
usual success was that the ant-wall protest was not an isolated event
but deeply embedded in a history of activism in Gaochun.

Indeed, all the authors of the anti-wall essays belonged to a literat
activist group with an impressive track record during the Ming era. In
the preface of the 1606 gazetteer (which, as we have seen, was also the
product of local advocates), Magistrate Xiang proudly announced nu-
merous reforms in Gaochun county. At the top of the list was the level-
ing of tax rates between official and private cultivated land. In the Ming
system, cultivated land was subject to one of two tax rates, based on
type of ownership. The rate for government-owned land was much
higher than that for privately owned land. When Gaochun county was
carved out of Lishui county in 1491, the division was based on agricul-
tural productivity, not the type of ownership. So on the surface, the di-
vision left Gaochun a fair share of agricultural output, whereas in fact,
most of the land assigned to Gaochun was owned by the state and
therefore subject to a much higher tax rate. This created great eco-
nomic hardship for Gaochun residents. Thus, when the difference in
rates was eliminated, the burden was partially relieved. Another suc-
cessful reform was the conversion of ranches that supplied horses for
state use into taxable farmlands; again this helped to relieve the finan-
cial burden of the county government. Third, the obligation to supply
tribute grain was commuted into cash payment. This in effect cut taxes,
since the conversion rate was favorable to peasants. Fourth, temple lands,
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which had previously enjoyed full immunity from state taxes, were now
taxed at the same rate as privately owned land, and this, too, increased
county revenues. Finally, since, as the number of households dropped,
fewer people were available for public labor service, the county gov-
ernment adjusted its budget accordingly.

Immediately after these achievements, Xiang noted two disappoint-
ing developments in Gaochun: first, the building of East Dam (also
called Guangtong Dam) led to the flooding of hundreds of thousands
of mu of fields; and second, the ever-increasing ad hoc demands from
the central government far exceeded the amount set in the onginal tax
system. The first problem was unique to Gaochun; the second was a
national fiscal cancer that was eating up virtually every corner of the
empire. The combined result was a severe deterioration of local fi-
nances. Such difficulties made reform even more urgent and necessary.

The reforms that made Xiang proud aimed at increasing tax reve-
nues and relieving locals’ tax burden, both more or less the goals of the
Single Whip reform, which gradually spread all over the country during
the sixteenth century. However, the scale of the Gaochun reform was
unusually wide, ranging from state-owned farms to pasture lands to
monastery property. It also included significant reductions in tax and
labor services. In the end, Gaochun county’s fiscal structure and land-
ownership system were radically transformed in favor of local peasants.
The magnitude of the change was extraordinary, even durning this time
of frenetic fiscal overhaul. Most impressive of all, most of these re-
forms were initiated by locals under the leadership of the Han family.

The author of one anti-wall essay, Han Zhongxiao, came from this
family. Zhongxiao’s grandfather (Han Shuyang #4%/55), father (Han
Bangxian $# ## &), and brother (Han Zhongyong # 1} #) were Met-
ropolitan Graduates, the highest degree that could be achieved at the
time, and all of them were devoted to the welfare of their hometown.
Han Shuyang started this family project when he personally funded
_yitian yicang # B & & (charity lands and granaries) in Gaochun.>* Han
Banggxian retired early from the bureaucracy to take care of his father.
After returning to his hometown, Han Bangxian worked closely with
Magistrate Deng Chuwang #F # £ (who served in Gaochun in 1567—69
and wrote an essay honoring the charity granary Han Bangxian’s father
built) on the matter of land survey and measurement (gingzhangliang
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# 3 ¥) for the purpose of fair taxation, a common practice during the
Single Whip reform. His most important project was lobbying for tax-
grain reduction.?> This became a Han family enterprise throughout the
rest of the Ming dynasty. When Bangxian’s grandson Han Bin ##if
died in Beijing in 1636, he was still fighting for the tax reduction at
court.3

The theoretical and moral foundations of this family mission were
declared in an article by Han Bangxian on the East Dam, in which he
traced the dam’s history back to an ancient classic, the Zuoghuan % 1§.5
The dam, which lay on the east side of Gaochun, controlled the water-
ways in the Three Lakes area, which were the largest source of water
for Lake Tai in the Suzhou and Changzhou regions, the most produc-
tive region in the empire. However, management of the East Dam soon
became a zero-sum battle between eastern Gaochun and the Lake Tai
area. If the East Dam closed off the flow completely, the downstream
Lake Tai region could be spared the annual inundation. But then the
water backed up and flooded much of Gaochun. If, however, the river
was unblocked to keep Gaochun county from turning into a lake, then
the Lake Tai region would experience serious flooding.

Further compounding this dilemma was the shifting political geog-
raphy of Nan zhili, the Southern Metropolitan Area. In 1393, when
Nanjing was still the primary capital, the state built the Rouge Canal
(Yanzhi River B8/% ) through Gaochun to ship tax grain to Nanjing
in order to avoid the high-risk Yangzi River.*® However, once the pni-
mary capital moved to Beijing, the canal was no longer needed and
soon became silted up and was abandoned. This significantly under-
mined the strategic importance of Gaochun and its bargaining power in
the subsequent tug-of-war between the Three Lakes and the Lake Tai
regions regarding the East Dam. Naturally the upstream (Three Lakes
area) lobbied for increasing the flow to relieve flooding in their area,
whereas the downstream (Lake Tai area) proposed to lessen the flow to
keep their area safe from flooding. Merchants and inland couriers also
jumped into the fight to protect their own interest, which was to block
water transportation.

In 1512, Gaochun lost the battle. The court ordered the height of the
dam to be raised by three cb/ (0.96 m). As expected, the river sub-
merged most of the Gaochun area. Local elders stll recalled what a



100 To Wall or Not te Wall

great town Gaochun had been. And these bitter memories were aggra-
vated when the water level dropped and exposed the relics of houses or
furniture to remind locals of the long-gone prosperity. The reality was
harsh: people knew that either they or the people downstream must
bear the brunt of an untamed river, especially since the bottom of the
Three Lakes was at the same level as the top of the watch towers on the
Suzhou city walls. If the water in the East Dam were released, the most
glamorous city of their ime would soon be swallowed by Lake Tai.

Because of Gaochun’s suffering and sacrifice, the local population
soon dropped by 70 percent. However, the tax quota remained the same,
and the tax burden on those who remained suddenly surged more than
threefold. At the end of his essay, Han Bangxian pleaded: “Ever since Su
Shi in the Song dynasty, all the discussion around the East Dam has fa-
vored the people downstream. No one ever considered the problem
from the perspective of the people upstream. I have been witnessing all
the misery the people of Gaochun went through, and therefore I write
this.” In an important essay entitled “Gaochun shiyi” b & Xy (Four
propositions on Gaochun affairs) written in 1569, Han Bangxian ex-
tended the scope of the prospective reforms to include a full-fledged ca-
dastral survey and a restructuring of labor corvée and horse ranch regula-
tions (a legacy from Han’s father).> Han also elaborated his vision in
“Jianshui yi” & #% 2% (Discussion on tax reduction) and “Sitian yi” ¥ &
ik (Discussion on temple lands).® But the most influential work was the
“Four Propositions.” This essay essentially outlined a full-scale reform
program for Gaochun. It soon became so popular that Han ran out of
personal handwritten copies to be circulated among his friends. He was
then prompted to put the essay into print. Han remarked on his work in
a tone of courteous modesty, but his ambition in reaching out to the
public 1s clear: “This thesis was not done in an elegant style as my pur-
pose was to make it easy to understand and accessible to the public. It
turned out to be rather verbose and lengthy.”’6!

Not only did Han Bangxian write prolifically about local reforms,
but he and his brother Han Bangben ###8 K put their thought into ac-
tion by “donating a thousand taels to advocate the cause of tax reduc-
tion and mobilize people to participate.”6? Their call received an enthu-
siastic response from locals. In addition to Han’s petition for tax
reduction, which was granted by the grand coordinator, the residents of
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Gaochun also initiated petitions to convert their tax grain obligations
into cash payments and to adjust the rents on horse and elephant
ranches, temple lands, and the like. According to the documents pre-
served in gazetteers, Gaochun residents launched five rounds of peti-
tions, each time to different officials, including the grand coordinator,
regional inspector, prefectural governor, and even the Nanjing censor.63
On each petition different names are listed. Some are identified as
“county school student,” and others as “gentry,” but for most the label
is “county people.” And indeed most of them were too obscure to
leave a trace in the documentary record.

These petitions generated not only paperwork but also numerous
rounds of field inspections and local interviews by officials sent from
Nanjing. Each ume a petition was filed, locals had to gather signatures
and raise money for travel expenses. In response, Nanjing would send
officials to Gaochun, and the locals would mobilize again to receive
and meet these inspectors. All this networking and mobilizing of
Gaochun residents eventually shaped the way people perceived and re-
acted to local politics. Indeed, during the latter half of the Ming dynasty,
collective petitions and negotiations with the state became the way
Gaochun residents survived the catastrophic East Dam decision. The
connectedness of the local community is clearly seen in the swift con-
gregation of more than four hundred Gaochun residents at the petition
site without any apparent planned coordination. The stream of collec-
tive actions not only redefined the local community but also shifted the
government’s perception of Gaochun’s anti-wall protest; rather than
open defiance, the government saw it as a new initiative in the cam-
paign for East Dam relief measures.

The Wall Protest in Context. In brief, the anti-wall discourse in
Gaochun presented two arguments: Gaochun was an unwallable city,
and the costs of walling it outweighed the possible benefits. The finan-
cial burden was a common local objection to the mandate to construct
walls. However, Gaochun’s local activism gave the anti-wall petition ex-
traordinary meaning and effects. In the eyes of both Gaochun residents
and the state, it was not an isolated event but one of a series of peti-
tions and protests attempting to control the damage stemming from the
state’s earlier decision regarding East Dam. Only from the perspective
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of local activist politics can we explain why, among so many cities that
opposed wall building, Gaochun alone succeeded.

In the same vein, “unwallability” was not merely a fact of natural to-
pography. Since city walls symbolized an official administrative status,
an oxymoron such as “unwallable county seat” would make sense only
when read against the political undertones. In this light, the “unwall-
ability” of Gaochun ultimately lay in its dwindling importance in the
area. The sense of decline and disempowerment is clearly reflected in
the repeated emphasis in the anti-wall discourse that Gaochun city was
still a town (zhen). When Gaochun had been promoted to be a county
seat (cheng), it was described as a thriving town truly worthy of such a
change in status. The quibble between cheng and ghen was not just a dif-
ference over the evaluation of Gaochun’s development but referred to
the drastic decline precipitated by the construction of the East Dam.
The defeat in the dam dispute was closely related to Gaochun’s dimin-
ished ties to Nanjing following the move of the capital and the growing
importance of the Grand Canal as a transportation route for tax grain.
With little bargaining power against the empire’s financial center (the
Lake Tai area), Gaochun residents were forced to make a self-
destructive sacrifice that furthered their own decline. Economic hard-
ship, not surprisingly, bred misgtvings among Gaochun residents to-
ward the new status they now could not afford. As Huang Bingshi
acidly remarked, the people of his hometown could not help but won-
der if their life would have been better had Gaochun still been part of
prospering Lishui.#* Underlying the wobbly sense of identity is the de-
spair of a newly created county that had lost two-thirds of its income.
No wonder that the tone was distressed and the message poignant.

When the anti-wall discourse is placed in the context of Gaochun’s
activism, we find that ultimately, it was the political terrain, not the to-
pographical one, that made wall building unfeasible in Gaochun. The
central role of political geography in shaping wall politics is further il-
luminated when considering the story of another county in the Nanjing
Metropolitan Area, Jiangpu. As we shall see in the following discussion,
the dilemma “to wall or not to wall” was to a great extent determined
by each individual county’s relation with Nanjing, and the dynamics of
regional geopolitics came to define the most conspicuous feature of the
urban landscape—-city walls.
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JIANGPU: A CASE IN CONTRAST

Located north of Nanjing across the Yangzi River, Jiangpu resembled
Gaochun in many ways. It had never been a county before the Ming;
its riverside location presented topographical difficulties for wall con-
struction; and its residents also strongly resisted city-wall projects.
However, in the end, Jiangpu built not one but two city walls in the
sixteenth century. What explains the contrast between Gaochun and
Jiangpu?

Jiangpu was made the seat of a newly created county in 1371 under
the jurisdiction of Yingtian prefecture. Like Gaochun, Jiangpu was a
trading town when Taizu promoted it to a county in order to expand
the Nanjing Metropolitan Area across the Yangzi River. This move
gave Nanjing a military advantage in defending itself from potential at-
tacks along the Yangzi River. Obviously a capital on a major river en-
joyed great commercial benefits. At the same time, such openness also
exposed Nanjing to more security threats and thus created the need for
stronger fortifications.

When Jiangpu was first made a county in 1371, a city wall was built.
Yet because of a subsequent northward shift in the course of the
Yangzi, the walls were repeatedly attacked by the niver and severely
damaged. In 1391, the county seat was moved to a higher plain farther
away from the river, and no new walls were constructed at that tume.
After the county seat was moved, the old walled city was renamed Puzi
78 -F, and continued to house several central government offices, in-
cluding such offices as the Wuwei & f#f (Five Guards), Hubu fensi /2 3f
% 8] (Branch Bureau of the Ministty of Revenue), Sancang = £
(Three Granaries, the capital granary), and Shouyufu F # 4t (Yamen
of the Commandant of the Transport Command), all under the jurs-
diction of Nanjing. In effect, Puzt became a mulitary bastion directly
overseen by Nanjing, and all its wall-related i1ssues were managed by
capital-level officials (such as the Ministry of War and the Censorate).¢>
For example, in 1503, the Puzi walls collapsed into the Yangzi River.
Because of the military importance of Puzi, Nanjing officials mandated
a ritual ceremony to appease the spirit of the nver. The emperor
approved this motion, and one of the highest officials in Nanjing,
the Nanjing shoubei dy F. F # (grand commandant),% was appointed
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to perform the ritual.¢” Obviously the ritual did not work, since during
the Hongzhi reign (1488-1505) the Yangzi continued to encroach on
the southern walls of Puzi. The Nanjing minister of war petitioned
to relocate the city, but his proposal was not approved.®® The officials
who worked on this matter held the two most important military
posts in Nanjing5® attesting to the close ties between Nanjing and
Jiangpu.

This close link began when Jiangpu county was founded: 2,000
households were taken from Jiangning, the county in which the city of
Nanjing was located, and assigned to Jiangpu.” Since that time, Jiangpu
became visible to Nanjing in both literary and administrative terms.
Take the inspection of salt shipments, for example: previously mer-
chants shipping salt via the Yangzi River had to stop at Nanjing and
wait to be inspected. Because of the heavy traffic, it often took months
to go through the routine procedure, which substantially delayed the
shipment. Consequently merchants appealed to have the inspection
conducted by the salt-control censor at Puzi, across the river from
Nanjing.”" In other words, since Nanjing could not process all the traf-
fic expeditiously, it in effect extended its jurisdiction across the river
into Puzi. The granaries established by the Ministry of Revenue in Puzi
were for similar purposes.’

Nanjing took full advantage of the open space in Jiangpu as well as
its heavy military security. Of the ten Nanjing guard units north of the
Yangzi River, six were located in Jiangpu. Because of its geographical
availability, Jiangpu came to function as a satellite city and military for-
tress for Nanjing.” It also controlled the overland route between Nan-
jing and Beijing, over which commuting central officials as well as their
clerks constantly shuttled back and forth. Because of such close tes,
when the main river route between Nanjing and Jiangpu, the Duijiang
River #iL 3, was blocked, dredging was initiated and administered di-
rectly by the Nanjing metropolitan governor in cooperation with other
Nanjing central government officials.” Judging from the unusual num-
bers of ports, custom offices, and military guard posts, it is no wonder
that Jiangpu’s gazetteer called Jiangpu the most critical corner of the
Nanjing Metropolitan Area.”s
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Puzi City Walls

Jiangpu’s close ties to Nanjing significantly affected the pro-
cess of wall building there. The city walls of Puzi were built at the be-
ginning of the Ming dynasty and started to fall apart in the late fifteenth
century. As noted above, the court denied a memorial requesting per-
mission to relocate Puzi city. Starting in 1585, the Nanjing Censorate
proposed alternatives cosponsored by the prefectural governor, the
Southern Capital ministers, and the Capital Training Divisions to re-
pair the walls.”” After more than thirty years of debate between the two
capitals, in 1617 Nanjing finally prevailed. Minister of War Huang Ke-
zuan K X, # supervised the wall building with support from the minis-
ters of revenue and works as well as a powerful eunuch and a few cen-
sors from Nanjing. The grand commandant and the minister of rites in
Nanjing jointly oversaw the final design of the city wall. To ensure the
quality of construction, members of the Nanjing Censorate inspected
the work and kept all Nanjing central offices informed of its progress.

Huang Kezuan explained to the emperor the main barriers to build-
ing a city wall at Puzi:

In my humble opinion, Puzi is the principal shield of the Southern Capital.
Since one side of the walls have collapsed, however, the protection is essen-
tially nonexistent. Although the urgent need to repair the southern side of the
city walls is apparent to everyone, there are two reasons why the issue is still
unresolved: First, whoever launches the project will provoke strong grievances
and even resentment from those whose property is destroyed by the construc-
tion. Second, a wall so close to the river is at high risk of collapsing and caus-
ing severe consequences.’8

The obstacles to walling Puzi were certainly reminiscent of those in
Gaochun: resistance from locals who had to relocate, and difficulties in
maintenance due to the wall’s proximity to water. As in Gaochun, two
plans were devised: one called for walls next to the niver and the other
for walling an upland area to the north. Both plans involved substantial
relocation. Nevertheless, Huang pointed out, since most of Puzi’s resi-
dences were built along the river to take advantage of the waterfront, it
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would be pointless to build a city wall with no people living inside.
Therefore, Huang concluded, the well-being of the majority—meaning
the security of Nanjing residents—should take priority over the inter-
ests of the minority facing relocation. Like many of his colleagues,
Huang appealed to the “greater good” in convincing locals of the ur-
gency of the walls. Yet unlike the typical local officials, Huang actually
presented a concrete and well-considered plan for reparations:

Regarding the [illegible characters, probably names] 113 households who would
be affected by the construction of walls, it was decided at community compact
meetings to offer them [a total of] 407.9 taels of silver [to offset] relocation
costs. Locals appeared to be eager to collect their share and willing to relocate.
In fact, ever since the southern end of the wall was inundated and collapsed,
business has gone down so badly that the rich residents moved away long ago.
Even most of those staying in small, shabby sheds moved into the city soon
after the wall project was announced, leaving no need for us to force these
people out. For those required to tear down more than seven jian [a measure-
ment for the size of houses] of property, we plan to compensate them with
either official land in the city or money if no land is available.”

The meticulous attention to reparations is indeed impressive, but, com-
pared with other cases, Jiangpu’s wall construction was led by much
higher level bureaucrats. With richer resources at hand, officials were
able to put a detailed plan into action to appease local opposition.

Jiangpu County City Walls

As in Puzi, influence and intervention from higher offices in
Nanjing can be seen in the construction of Jiangpu county’s city wall.
Following the 1573 Wanli enthronement edict calling for wall construc-
tion, a Grand Coordinator Zhou issued a plan for walling Jiangpu.
However, this proposal was not received well among Jiangpu residents
and officials. As in Gaochun, the locals claimed that such a huge under-
taking did not suit their remote small town. A compromise between
Nanjing and Jiangpu called for building a _y#an 38 (a smaller dirt wall) as
a temporary expedient. Soon thereafter, a_ysan was erected to secure the
county office, followed three years later by another yuan, further forti-
fied with defensive stations and stockades. Although a ywar was not as
sophisticated as a chenggzang (a brick city wall), it was still buit on a
stone foundation, had wooden stakes at the top, and was faced with
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ceramic tiles and thorny caltrop bushes on the face. A yuan was, how-
ever, much cheaper (by a hundred thousand copper coins).®

Unsatisfied with Jiangpu’s quasi-city walls, in 1575, Yingtian Prefect
Wang, the highest official in the field administration of the Nanjing
Metropolitan Area, proposed to build a formal wall for Jiangpu with
defensive stations. Although this plan did not materalize, three years
later, following a promotion to censor-in-chief at the Nanjing Censot-
ate, Wang again proposed to wall Jiangpu. With his previous failure in
mind, Wang was far less sympathetic to local opposition. In a memonial
to the throne, Censor Wang made it clear that the strategic importance
of Jiangpu should trump local interests:

The territory is grand, and our vision needs to extend much farther. Given this,
how can we conceive an important project in collaboration with common
folks? In the Jiajing reign, pirates attacked the Lake Tai area and some of them
went farther, to the west of Nanjing. The strategic position of Jiangpu not only
directly guards Nanjing but also is a pivotal point in controlling the Yangzi
River.#!

He concluded, “Considering that Jiangpu faces Nanjing across the
Yangzi River, guarding the most crucial strategic point, it should, by all
means, be properly walled.”

Wang’s argument successfully convinced the minister of war and the
grand coordinator, the top military and civil administrators, respectively,
in Nanjing, of the urgency of walling Jiangpu. In Wang’s plan, part of
the funding would come from the sale of confiscated smuggled salt at
the disposal of Nanjing authonties. Responsibility for finding the rest
of the funding as well as supervising the construction work would fall
on the shoulders of the local magistrate. The task was first entrusted to
Magistrate Shen Menghua i & 1t, who had the whole project planned
out in detail. However, before Shen could start executing his plan, he
was promoted to Beijing and left the wall project unfinished. In light of
previous local objections and the heavy-handed management from
Nanjing, Jiangpu’s wall building became a difficult task for the new
magistrate, who was caught between Nanjing and Jiangpu. Because of
the strategic importance of the walls, finally the court appointed a for-
mer censor, Yu Qianzhen 4 $£ §1, as magistrate to take on the task.

The whole process was closely observed by Nanjing literati. An essay
by Yu Menglin & £ #%, a prominent Nanjing literatus serving as a junior
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editor (bianxin $at¥) at the Hanlin Academy, commemorated the ex-
pansion of Jiangpu’s school, another project undertaken by Magistrate
Yu at the same time. Yu Menglin recalled that when he first heard the
news of the wall construction project in Jiangpu, like many other Nan-
jing literati he responded with suspicion: “How could a small county
like Jiangpu afford to undertake such a huge project?”” The suspicion
deepened when Yu Qianzhen was appointed magistrate and immedi-
ately launched not one but two major projects: the school expansion
and the wall. However, to everyone’s surprise, Magistrate Yu completed
both jobs in one year without any disturbances. According to the
somewhat euphemistic description of Yu Menglin, an effective meth-
odology and equitable distnbution of responsibilities were the keys to
his unlikely success. What, then, was Yu Qianzhen’s “methodology”?82

As was true of other localities, the hardest part of building a wall lay
in the financing. Earlier, Magistrate Shen had done an excellent job of
finding extra funding for the construction. Shen successfully over-
turned a previous denial of a proposal to lease official land reserved for
imperial ritual use and hence off-limits to locals. He also made a case at
the ministry level that since the walls would benefit both the local civil-
ian and military populations, the costs should be shared by both. In
theory splitting the costs appeared to be a fair solution, but working out
the details proved to be rather complicated—especially in light of the
long-term disputes over jurisdiction between civil and military offices.
The tension was heightened by the fact that although three-fourths of
the county land was under military jurisdiction, the burden of corvée
service was much heavier on the civil side. To everyone’s astonishment,
Magistrate Yu was able to reconcile the relationship between the county
and the Guard units stationed there, even convincing the military to
supply 30 percent (40 percent, according to another record) of the la-
bor and expenses.8?

Yu’s success was not pure luck; he was handpicked and well sup-
ported by high officials from Nanjing. In fact, his very appointment ap-
pears to have resulted from consideration of his talents in tactical media-
tion. The construction of the Jiangpu wall, in this sense, should be
considered a collective effort of Nanjing high officials. Indeed, the long
list of acknowledgments in a local gazetteer, including the grand coordi-
nator, minister of war, river controller (a concurrent assignment with
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vice-censor-in-chief or assistant censor-in-chief of Nanjing), Censorate
regional inspectors, military commandant, and ward-inspecting censor,
bears clear witness to the deep involvement of Nanjing offices and their
critical role in the successful completion of the Jiangpu city wall.?4

Gaochun V's. Jiangpu: The Role of Political Negotiation

Despite the shared obstacles to wall building, the trajectory of
wall politics in Gaochun and Jiangpu could not be more different: in
Gaochun the building of city walls was embedded in a matrix of local
initiatives, whereas in Jiangpu it proceeded under close supervision of
the Nanjing government. In the end, Gaochun remained unwalled, and
in Jiangpu, two walls were built. The sharp contrast in outcome reflects
above all the relative positions of Jiangpu and Gaochun in regional
geopolitics: one was a satellite city across the niver from Nanjing, and
the other was an orphan town half-destroyed for the benefit of the em-
pire at large. As newly designated county seats, both exhibited unstable
identities. But because they were differently situated vis-a-vis the politi-
cal geography of the Nanjing Metropolitan Area, identity took on dif-
ferent, if not opposite, forms. Gaochun clung to its past and longed to
rejoin the “mother county” from which it had been split and to resume
its old status of market town. Jiangpu, on the other hand, shielded by
its patron Nanjing, welcomed its new status. In fact, Jiangpu was so
empowered by its new position and identity that it immediately initiated
a campaign against its mother county, Luhe 55 4.

This rivalry between Jiangpu and Luhe over the construction of a
river dam began in the Ming era and continued untl the nineteenth
century. It was triggered by the drastic reshaping of political geography
in the Luhe area. Before the separation, the main transportation route
to the Yangzi River for Jiangpu locals was along a niver that passed
through Luhe. When Jiangpu became a county, the route was seen as a
detour and an annoyance. Jiangpu would want to create a waterway of
its own that would be a shortcut to the Yangzi River. In the eyes of
Luhe residents, however, the new canal would significantly undermine
the geographical advantage of their town and thus they strongly op-
posed its construction. Both sides lobbied hard for their cause at the
prefectural and provincial levels. Ironically, both sides made stmilar ar-
guments. Both highlighted the possible costs and benefits to farmlands
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in each county in terms of irrigation and flood control, and both ac-
cused the other side of seeking to benefit not peasants but merchants.85

Here again, the regulation of lived space through such things as ca-
nals, walls, or dams fundamentally shaped and defined people’s lives,
and the high stakes naturally triggered strong reactions. What is particu-
larly striking are the ways in which people negotiated these issues. In-
deed, the long-term and persistent negotiations in Gaochun are consis-
tent with the momentous, late sixteenth-century trend demonstrated in
Chapter 1, in which reform plans were often initiated at the bottom and
locals succeeded in forcing the state into negotiations. The examples in
this chapter shed further light on the growing number of collective ac-
tions in late imperial China. This phenomenon first drew the close at-
tention of historians because it indicated a shifting balance between the
state and society at a time of enormous economic development. For
example, the surge in the number of urban popular protests in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries was considered a clear sign that ur-
banization had transformed the role of Chinese cities from sites for
state authority to battlegrounds of political strife. Earlier works took a
Marxist view and maintained that such incidents of political disobedi-
ence exemplified class conflict and a burgeoning class-consciousness
induced by the market economy. The emergence of a distinctive “urban
ethos” (shimin sixiang W7 Ik, %) appeared to be at odds with the agrar-
ian values of Confucian orthodoxy and thus substantially undermined
traditional (“feudalistic”) political authority.8¢ Peasant rebellions, en-
demic in Chinese history and often marking the end of dynastic cycles,
now were joined by popular movements led by the urban lower classes.

This line of scholarship, however, was dictated by specific teleologi-
cal agendas (such as the search for evidence of class struggle facilitated
by economic development), sometimes at the cost of blatant oversim-
plification of historical developments. As Harriet Zurndorfer rightly
points out, “What is relevant [to these historians] is the general idea of
opposition, not understanding the specific conditions which generated
violence and political protest.”®” To rectfy this problem, scholars began
to pay closer attention to the specific social-political environments that
bred popular movements. For example, Kobayashi Kazumi examined
the ideological dimension of popular movements and argued that, con-
trary to previous belief, not all popular protests challenged existing au-
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thority.8 In the same vein, James W. Tong conducted a statistical
analysis of 630 cases of collective action throughout the Ming era and
concluded that the statistical pattern correlated less with theories of
class conflict or social change than with ideas concerning a survival
mentality and the regime’s capacity to contain collective action.?® In
terms of popular protests (about 150 out of the sample of 630), Tong
found that proportionately more cases occurred when extreme hard-
ship was not ameliorated by government relief or local public works
and when the state capacity to contain and prevent internal distur-
bances diminished. Overall, few of the 630 events involved antagonistic
class conflict, and more urbanized and commerdialized counties did not
have significantly higher levels of collective action.?

Since empirical studies do not support traditional paradigms of
popular protests such as dynastic decline or class struggle, Harriet Zurn-
dorfer has called on the field to move “toward a typology of violence
and political protest in China.” In a review essay, she categorized popu-
lar movements as urban riots, peasant rebellions, feuds, and millenarian
uprisings.”! Subsequent scholarship has further nuanced the typology of
popular protests, thereby giving us more insight into the power struggles
underlying political confrontation. For example, Wu Jen-shu’s works
provide a systematic and comprehensive survey of urban collective ac-
tions between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, including food
riots, strikes, ant-official activities, protests against royal family mem-
bers and eunuchs, tax-resistance movements, and bond-servant upns-
ings. He analyzes the correlation between collective action and fluctua-
tions in rice prices, fiscal policies, governmental responses, and law
enforcement regarding popular protests. In order to achieve a general
understanding of the nature of collective action, Wu also surveys the
geographic distribution and social backgrounds of leaders and partici-
pants, the means and organization of social mobilization, and motiva-
tions for participation (as discerned by analyzing posters and dramas).5?

In brief, the academic approach to popular protests has progressed
from treating them as symbols of grassroots opposition to understand-
ing them as context-specific and historicized products of a capricious
power-dynamic between state and society. However, most studies still
focus largely on the act of protest itself and consider violence and
antagonism the intrinsic elements of protest. The nonconfrontational
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collective actions of Gaochun locals and the conciliatory responses by
the government bring to light a new aspect of collective action that has
not yet received adequate attention in the field. Indeed, nonviolent col-
lective action is not as exceptional in late imperial China as might appear
in modern scholarship. Although expressions of dissatisfaction easily led
to violence, violence did not constitute a defining element of popular
protest. James W. Tong acknowledges that in the hundreds of cases of col-
lection action that he reviewed, some were of a nonviolent nature.??
Through his study of organized merchant groups and guilds, Tong finds
that organized political action often took the form of political contribu-
tons to influence government decision-making. Since joint petiions were
not unusual, a political action initiated by an organized group might involve
people from multiple counties or provinces as well as different trades.
Most significantly, “many of these collective actions were not just sponta-
neous expressions of grievances but sophisticated and well-informed lob-
bying efforts.”* Petitioners would cite pertinent articles from Da Ming
huidian X B4 # (Collected statues of the Ming dynasty), the ultimate
authority in imperal administrative regulation, as legal grounds to justify
their complaints, and the petitions were addressed to specific officials.

In this sense, the Gaochun city-wall protest extended nonviolent po-
litical action from guild members to general taxpayers. After all, what-
ever triggered it, popular protest was, in essence, about unmet popular
expectations and perceived social injustices. People voiced discontent in
hopes of official redress. Violence erupted only when the situation pro-
voked open confrontation. Yet the focus on violence and confrontations
in histonography often overshadows the calculated and well-strategized
aspects of popular protests. Fully explicating this dimension of popular
action requires a somewhat different perspective. That is, when we view
collective action as a form of rational political negotiation, the center of
analysis shifts from challenges to and struggles against state authority to
the process by which agreement and compromise are reached between
locals and state agents. This approach allows us to transcend the tug-of-
war view of the state-society relation and, in its stead, focus on the inter-
active process in which both sides bargained according to their own per-
ceptions of the issues of contention. The final section of this chapter,
therefore, analyzes the two main factors that informed and shaped the
negotiations over wall construction in the Nanjing Metropolitan Area:
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(1) the shifts in political geography, particularly those ansing from the
move of the capital from Nanjing to Beijing; and (2) the tise of commer-
cial towns in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which problema-
tized the meaning of “city” for urban residents.

THE NEGOTIATION OVER
THE METROPOLITAN CITYSCAPE

The Geographic Factor

So far, the story told in this chapter has taken a few turns. We
started with a popular protest against a city wall in the Nanjing area and
the perception and presentation of this local crisis by Gaochun elites.
As the story unfolded, we found that the protest itself, the seemingly
decisive factor in the success of the Gaochun anti-wall campaign, was
simply one segment in an ongoing history of local activism in response
to a defeat in a major water dispute. This development was not surpris-
ing in light of the absence of stable sources of funding or prescribed
procedures for implementing the Ming court’s wall-building mandate.
Thus, the order to build a wall was an added fiscal burden on an already
overstretched budget and local offices forced to scramble for funding
from all possible venues. The ad hoc nature of wall construction lent
itself to embroilment in local politics, and as a result, local objections to
these projects could take a wide variety of forms—protest was some-
times voiced as a distrust of the gentry, sometimes as defiance of un-
popular magistrates. In Gaochun’s case, the ulumate source of the local
objection lay with the East Dam and the decision to change the status
of Gaochun from a trading town to that of an administrative city, a
change that required, among other things, a city wall.

Our understanding of the successful outcome of the Gaochun wall
protest is further nuanced by consideration of another metropolitan
county, Jiangpu, which encountered similar obstacles to its wall con-
struction plan. Although the two situations were analogous, they pro-
voked very different government responses, the dynamic of which was
largely dictated by geographical factors. The physical proximity of
Jiangpu and Nanjing translated into unusually tight political ties be-
tween the two cities. This political intimacy increased when Nanjing
became the southern capital and its main function shifted from political
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center to military stronghold overseeing south China for Beijing.?> This
change fortified the importance of Jiangpu since it was located at a stra-
tegic point across the Yangzi River from Nanjing. In order to gain full
command over southern China’s defense line, Nanjing had to extend
itself across the river into Jiangpu county.

By the same token, geographical placement also plays a key role in
the catastrophic development of Gaochun and the subsequent local ac-
tivism that eventually defeated the city-wall mandate. Located along a
transportation route to Nanjing, Gaochun prospered when that city
served as the capital of the Ming empire. Its importance was greatly en-
hanced after the Yangzi River became too dangerous to be used for
tribute grain transportation. Since the best alternative was a water route
across the southern Three Lakes area, the Nanjing court invested tre-
mendous amounts of money and labor to carve a canal, the Yanzhi
River, out of hostile terrain. Centrally located along the new route,
Gaochun became a key point connecting the imperial capital and the
Lake Tai region, otherwise known as the “empire’s granary.”% How-
ever, when the court moved to Beijing, the Grand Canal became the
main transportation route for tribute grain and the lifeline of the empire.
Having lost this main source of income, Gaochun was already heading
into decline. Conditions only worsened when Gaochun lost the battle
over the East Dam.

The greatest irony of the story is that Gaochun was not promoted to
the level of county seat until after the court had moved to Beijing and
trbute transportation rerouted via the Grand Canal. Why was this pro-
motion belated? The only document that discusses the reasons for this
change of status attributes the change to fiscal factors: the vast size of
Lishui county made tax collection, already in arrears, difficult, a ratio-
nale commonly cited in adjustments (either annexation or separation of
territorial units) of field administration.?” In addition to fiscal considera-
tions, the state may have believed that its location at a crossroads for
traffic to Nanjing had made Gaochun prosperous enough to stand as a
county on its own. One thing is clear, however: having lost its major
sources of income, Gaochun was being promoted to a position it could
no longer afford. This may have compelled Gaochun residents to re-
flect on their place in the area and conclude that Gaochun was essen-
tially a “town” being made to shoulder undeservingly heavy responsi-
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bilities. What Gaochun locals did not recognize is that their predica-
ment was not merely an unfortunate product of poor timing. It was
also symptomatic of a greater issue, one that concerns the institutional
management of two urban systems, which had deeply penetrated each
other by the early seventeenth century.

G. William Skinner’s theorization of urban hierarchy is useful here.
In his seminal essays in The City in Late Imperial China, Skinner presents
two urban hierarchies: one created and regulated by the imperial bu-
reaucracy for the purpose of field administration; the other shaped by
commercial transactions. The first represents, in Skinner’s words, “offi-
cial China,” a world of yamens and ranked officials in a graded bureau-
cratic system, whereas the second reflects the “natural” structure of
Chinese society, a wotld dominated by trade and informal politics. The
two worlds were brought into close interaction by the long-standing in-
stitutional practice of converting prominent trading towns into admin-
istrative sites.”® As Kawakatsu Mamoru’s research indicates, the institu-
tional transformation of market towns into capital cities continued
from the Song through the Qing dynasties.”” As he also points out,
however, the criteria for such changes in status were rarely, if ever,
specified. He suggests that the change in status should be understood
within the particular context of each region, especially in relation to the
dominant city. In the case of Gaochun, the influence of the central city,
Nanjing, extended into the issue of city walls, a symbol that marks the
boundary between official cities and commercial towns.

To wall or not to wall, as revealed in the clash between Gaochun
and the state, presented different challenges and problems for both
sides. The Ming state’s responses to local dissent regarding wall con-
struction appear to be rather disparate. The inconsistency proves to be
less a function of local opposition (voiced in both Gaochun and Jiang-
pu) and more a result of the relative weight of each city in the political
geography of the Nanjing Metropolitan Area, one that was radically re-
oriented in the transition from primary to secondary capital. For Nan-
jing’s “core counties,” which had been part of the Nanjing area for cen-
turies and were more tightly integrated into the region, the impact was
weaker. For new counties like Gaochun and Jiangpu, however, the im-
pact of Nanjing’s change in status was momentous: no longer the cen-
ter of imperial administration, Nanjing was repositioned as a regional
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Map 2.2 The Nanjing Metropolitan Area (source: Chen Yi, Jinling gujin tukao, 1516. (The
counties of the Nanjing Metropolitan Area are marked by double squares.)

military stronghold. Jiangpu, the city right across the Yangzi River,
came to be perceived as a vital component of defense, to which city
walls were essential. To achieve this goal, financial and political re-
sources at higher levels were pooled to overcome local reststance. In
Gaochun, the transfer of the capital led to a decline in importance. The
Yanzhi River soon became dilapidated, and the resulting impairment of
the water connection between Gaochun and Nanjing stripped Gaochun
of its military relevance. As a result, the debates over the need to wall
Gaochun became a financial issue, one that soon became enmeshed in
the fiscal overhaul of Gaochun following the disastrous result of the
East Dam dispute.

The uneven geopolitical structure that resulted from the move of the
capital stands in sharp contrast to the idealized political geography por-
trayed in contemporary maps. Typically, these maps enviston political
space as centered on the highest government office with each subordi-
nate unit situated in a homogeneous political space equal in both picto-
nal size and distance from neighboring units. In Ming maps of the
Nanjing Metropolitan Area (see Map 2.2), the geographical proximity of
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Nanjing and Jiangpu is significantly masked in cartographical represen-
tation (for a comparison with a modern map, see Map 2.3, p. 122). The
idealized cartographical space belies the harsh political reality by im-
pressing on viewers that, from the perspective of the central office in
Nanjing, all counties are evenly viewed and treated in the political
space.1®

The Rise of Market Towns

From the perspective of Gaochun residents, the city-wall pro-
posal was another step in the long-term blight locals had suffered since
their defeat in the fight over East Dam. The symbolic meaning of walls
led Gaochun residents to question the decision to promote Gaochun.
In their words, Gaochun was no more than a market town “the size of
a village.”1% In view of the proliferation of market towns, which is of-
ten considered the main charactenstic of late imperal urbanization, the
conflict over Gaochun’s appropnate status is indicative of the increas-
ingly complicated boundary between the official and the commercial
city systems. Indeed, the transformation of market towns into adminis-
trative cities (or vice versa) had been a regular institutional practice
since the Song dynasty, when the mushrooming of market towns sig-
naled the promise of great revenue growth. When the state wanted to
create new territorial units in the field administration, market towns
were usually considered natural candidates for administrative seats.
Such changes were often embraced by locals with enthusiasm since
they brought closer ties to the power center and more political re-
sources, including increased quotas for the civil service examinations.'%
Gaochun’s unusual resistance was undoubtedly the product of the mis-
fortunes following the water dispute after Gaochun was divided from
Lishui. At the same time, the locals’ heightened self-awareness of being
“town dwellers” reflected a growing sense of identity and was shared by
contemporary market town residents.

One clear indication of this newfound local pride is the emergence
of xiangzhen 2hi $B4R & (gazetteers of villages and towns), an offshoot
of local gazetteers.10? The appearance of this genre is particularly strik-
ing in the late Ming, when the compilation of local gazetteers had be-
come routine governmental business. As early as the fifteenth century,
the court issued edicts mandating the compilation of gazetteers corre-
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sponding to the different levels of the bureaucratic hierarchy (province,
prefecture, county) and using a specified organizational scheme.!™ In
contrast to these state-sponsored publications, town gazetteers were
produced through local initiatives, and the content of these works ex-
pressed the specific concerns of each town. The voluntary and sponta-
neous production of xtangghen zhi clearly distinguishes them from offi-
cial gazetteers following a standardized format. Most interesting of all,
since market towns were not formal territorial units, the editors had to
demarcate the boundaries of their towns according to the actual reach
of their lived experiences. With no ready archives to draw on, the edi-
tors of town gazetteers had nothing but their personal observations and
experiences. This intimate vantage point not only lent unusual orginal-
ity to their accounts of town life but also facilitated a sense of commu-
nity. Common in the prefaces of town gazetteers are remarks distancing
these works from official gazetteers. To the editors, the difference be-
tween town gazetteers and official gazetteers was more than apparent:
town gazetteers were produced through communal effort, not bureau-
cratic routine. Official gazetteers were mandated from above, whereas
town gazetteers were initiated from below.!"5

This burgeoning communal identity might have been provoked by
the fact that market towns, regardless of their economic significance,
were often underrepresented in official gazetteers because of their lack
of formal status in the administrative hierarchy.!™ The sense of neglect
was sometimes expressed through implicit hostility toward administra-
tive cities. For example, the editor of the gazetteer of Hengtang 1% 3%, a
market town outside Suzhou, bitterly remarked on the lack of attention
in the official gazetteer: “Seen from the viewpoint of the prefectural
seat [Suzhou], Hengtang is nothing but a grain of tare; however, in the
minds of Hengtang residents, how could our town stll be as trivial as a
tiny speck of grain?”'"7 In an important sense, the compilation of town
gazetteers defied the official definition of “city.” Similar challenges and
transgressions can also be found in the realm of popular religions. For
example, the Ming code stipulated that only capital cities could house
city god temples (chenghuangmiao 3% Bi). However, in the late sixteenth
century many market towns in Jiangnan built their own. !

The lack of institutional support for market towns meant that the
nse and fall of these places was subject to the caprices of the market.
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Despite their critical importance in mediating between official adminis-
trative cities and the countryside, during economic downturns some
market towns quickly dwindled back to villages. For example, Wugqing
zhen & # 4R, a renowned market town in Zhejiang, first claimed its
name during the Chunxi era (1174-89) of the Southern Song; however,
after half a century’s boom, in 1275 it abruptly went into decline. By 1276
all the shops and wine houses of the town had disappeared or been con-
verted into residences. Only in the mid-Ming did Wuqing again experi-
ence economic prosperity. Perhaps this very instability prompted town
dwellers to compile gazetteers, not only as a testament to their affluence
but also in the hope that an articulated sense of cultural identity would
sustain the town through future economic downturns. !

Not surprisingly, this elevated self-consciousness was undergirded by
the extraordinary economic performance of market towns in the six-
teenth century. As Skinner has noted, one unique trait of Chinese urban
history lies in the “limited proliferation of capital cities.”!!V In the mil-
lennium between the first urban revoluton in the Song dynasty and the
end of the impenal era, the number of administrative cities remained
relatively constant despite drastic population growth. In other words,
the impressive economic growth of late imperial China, one that in
many historians’ esamation is on a par with that of western Europe
prior to the industrial revolution, might be due in great part to the pro-
liferation of commercial towns. However, despite the vital importance
of market towns in late imperial China, little attention has been paid to
the institutional response to the flourishing of market towns. This curi-
ous omission may have resulted from the fact that the academic interest
in the rise of market towns has focused on the alternative urban model
they posed in opposition to traditional official cities. Indeed, supported
by commercial wealth and immune from the heavy-handed governmen-
tal control experienced by admintstrative cities, many market towns ex-
hibited a high degree of autonomy deemed inherently lacking in Chi-
nese cities by Max Weber.!"" This tendency was further exacerbated by
the imperial state’s cap on the number of administrative cities. There-
fore, although efforts were made to convert some market towns into
administrative cities, many established towns, such as the famous Four
Great Towns, which boasted populations of over a million in the high
Qing, remained outside the official urban hierarchy and functioned
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primarily as commercial centers. In the absence of the institutional re-
sources that administrative cities enjoyed, these powerful market towns
instituted their own systems of social welfare, defense work, and social
service. In many cases, these measures amounted to de facto self-
governance. However, scholars have cautioned us of the danger of as-
suming that the unique niche of liberty enjoyed by market towns, despite
their seemingly progressive profiles, naturally gave rise to a class of elites
resembling the European urban bourgeoisie. David Faure, in his re-
search on Foshan, one of the Four Great Towns, found just the oppo-
site: as the town grew increasingly prosperous, leadership was gradually
assumed by a group of degree-holding literati whose social attributes and
practices were similar to those of the traditional rural gentry.!12

In other words, the unofficial status of market towns should not
automatically be taken as a sign of independence from the imperial
state. Although many powerful market towns were never converted
into administrative cities, the state was still able to extend its authonty
into these towns. In the Song, market towns mediated between admin-
istrative cities and the countryside not only economically but also ad-
ministratively by assisting the field administration below the county
level. Under appointed town-supervising officials (jianghen guan % 88t
‘F), major market towns were administered and taxed in the same fash-
ion as regular administrative cities.!’ Initially, the Ming regime contin-
ued the administrative practice of setting up police stations (xusmjian si
i 4 8]) and tax bureaus (shuike siju HLI% 3] /&) in market towns in or-
der to maintain social order and extract commercial taxes.!'* However,
during the late Ming fiscal reform, this kind of administrative oversight
was decreased in the hope of stimulating economic activity.!’> In place
of police stations and tax bureaus, less permanent assistant-level offi-
cials from county or prefectural offices were stationed in major market
towns. The withdrawal of an official presence was intended not to un-
dercut state authority but to provide for greater flexibility in accommo-
dating the swift nise and fall of market forces.!'6 This withdrawal was
not, however, universally welcomed by town residents; many took great
pains to petition for, not aqgainst, an additional state presence in their
towns or sought to attain official approval of their de facto self-
governance.''? Indeed, such institutional connections could have bene-
fited both sides. The wealth of market towns and the opportunities
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found in them drew people from all walks of life, including criminals
and greedy “wicked” yamen clerks. As a result, as evidenced in the pet-
tons collected in town gazetteers, requests for governmental interven-
tion were not uncommon.'!® In other words, the relationship between
the state and cities may not have been perceived by contemporaries as
being as antagonistic as modem scholars tend to believe.!”

All in all, the emergence of a potent commercial city system indeed
marks a watershed in Chinese history. However, rather than treating
this phenomenon as an antithesis to the official city system in the belief
that the nivalry between the two impacted heavily on the nature of Chi-
nese modernity, we may find it more productive to examine the interac-
tion between the two city systems; namely, the institutional practices
that mediated the two systems as well as the social ramifications of the
relevant adjustments, such as the phenomena we have observed in
Gaochun and Jiangpu. After all, both sides had plenty to offer to each
other: the state coveted the rich revenues that market towns generated,
and despite their economic sway, markets towns could not sustain their
prosperity without the political and cultural resources monopolized by
the state. When circumstances allowed, such mutual reliance might re-
sult in a basis for negotiations.

CONCLUSION

To wall or not to wall, in the final analysis, was a negotiation between the
official and the commercial city systems. Walls are about boundaries, and
boundary making is always a product of power and negotiation. More
important, the boundary between the two systems grew sharper in the
Ming, which saw city walls as the ulimate marker of civilization funda-
mental to its Mandate of Heaven.'? This development is particularly
noteworthy, since city walls had long been considered a defining mark
not only of Chinese urbanism but of Chinese civilization at large:

Chinese civilization was identified with the growth and spread of walled urban
centers up to the end of the imperial era. Walled cities, with their carefully se-
lected sites, their close association with local drainage systems and waterways,
their cosmologically significant designs, their ideologically informed patterns of
land use, and their role as functional nodes of largely self-sufficient regions,
were perhaps the major landmarks of traditional China. Their morphology was
determined above all by the layout of the city wall and the patterning of its
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gates. The result was a family of urban forms distinctively Chinese, and despite
gradual evolution, remarkably stable in wotldwide perspective.!2!

As exemplified in this widely cited characterization by Sen-dou Chang,
since the spatial reach of Chinese civilization was marked by walled
cities, it is only natural that the physical manifestation of this cultural
symbol remained relatively stable over the past two millennia. However,
this generalization may in fact be more a reflection of a cultural ideal and
less a description of reality.'22 The Ming’s aggressive position on the ne-
cessity of city walls to all official administrative sites, therefore, is an
anomaly rather than the norm.!2 Not only were city walls elevated to
ideological centrality, but also construction was persistently enforced
through impenal proclamations. City walls in the Ming were not just the
most visible urban architecture but an embodiment of state presence.
Viewed from this perspective, the contrasting cases of Gaochun and
Jiangpu reveal a dynamic picture of the intersection of the two city sys-
tems. Formerly a market town, Jiangpu smoothly took on its role as a
military stronghold for Nanjing while continuing to expand its com-
mercial reach through its water dispute with Luhe. In contrast, Gao-
chun, another market town at the southern end of the Nanjing Metro-
politan Area, failed to sustain itself on either the political or commercial
front. This failure prompted locals to question its promotion to the
status of a county seat and to oppose the construction of a city wall. In
view of the insistent enforcement of the city-wall policy in sixteenth-
century China, Gaochun’s trumph is indeed strking. The order to
build a city wall was rescinded, and Gaochun remained an unwalled
county seat, as the activism of local residents led to negotiation and
amendment of a critical element of imperial spatial ideology.



CHAPTER 3

Imaging Nanjing: A Genealogy

Published in the early seventeenth century, the urban guidebook Jin/ing
tuyong & H B3k (Illustrated odes on Nanjing) consists of a selection of
pictures, each of a different scenic spot, accompanied by texts and car-
touches identifying and describing their special attractions. Jinling tuyong
also provides brief directions telling visitors how to get to the sites,
along with specific instructions to guide the viewing experience. Yet de-
spite these instructions for actual tourists, the book was created for a
much broader audience. Its author, the famous native Nanjing official
Zhu Zhifan %k Z % (1564-?), claimed in his preface that he commis-
sioned the book out of a desire to see the sights and document a tour
of them, a plan long hindered by illness. With its detailed directions for
seeing Nanjing, the book purported to be a substitute for an actual tour-
ing experience and was intended to facilitate “armchair travel” (woyox
BA ##)'—a celebrated cultural practice among literati.2 Obscuring the
boundary between actual and imaginary travels, the idea of woyox brings
to light the multifaceted functions of Jinking tuyong, which aimed not
only at directing physical spatial experiences but also at presenting the
imagined space of Nanjing to the reading public.

What the preface does not address, however, is that this “imagined
Nanjing” was envisioned through the eyes of a particular social group.
Immediately after its well-received first publication, Zhu published a
revised and enlarged edition with an addendum containing dozens of
poems on Nanjing as well as a historical atlas of the city.? However cu-
rious at first glance, the assembling of three seemingly disparate works
in the second edition proves to be not a random choice but a statement
to the literary world—a visualization of Nanjing authored by a group of
prominent native families.* As demonstrated in this chapter, by includ-
ing two other works in the second edition, Zhu was able to point his
readers at a genealogy of Nanjing images created for different needs to

124
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allow them to “see” the city through imaginary eyes: through the eyes
of an emperor who wanted his subjects to be awed by the glamour of
his new capital, which most of them would never see; through the eyes
of a natuve Nanjing scholar who yearned to uncover the long-vanished
past of his city; and, finally, through the eyes of Zhu Zhifan himself,
who created a virtual tour of the scenic sites of Nanjing to commemo-
rate the enduring friendship among four prominent Nanjing families.
Provoked by particular desires and agendas, these efforts to “see” in-
spired a series of unique renderings of Nanjing as an imagined space.

Specifically, as the story of Jin/ing tuyong unfolds, Nanjing, with its ex-
pansive reconstruction at the beginning of the Ming dynasty, is first pre-
sented as a monument to the founding of the Ming empire. This imperial
vision is gradually countered by images marked by the increasing pres-
ence of native elites as well as urban prosperity, a process that coincides
with the changing urban character of Nanjing. That is, as the city was
transformed from an imperial capital to a metropolis where cultural and
economic activities, rather than political functions, dominated and de-
fined urban life, so too its images changed from depictions of sacred
space that epitomized imperial power and glory into those of a lived
space crowded by locals and their daily activities. These distinct efforts
to visualize Nanjing do not operate in isolation. The following analysis of
Tuyong’s images demonstrates that the visual cues in each set of Nanjing
images are closely related and contingent on one another to a degree that
makes the spatial imagining of Nanjing an ongoing dialogue. In this
sense, Jinling tuyong was not just a book but an active force in shaping the
imagined space of Nanjing through its own vision of the city.

Finally, the shifting ways of looking are not unique to Nanjing but a
variation of greater cultural trends during the Ming era. The images col-
lected in the expanded 1624 edition of the Nanjing guidebook resulted
from two separate projects: Nanjing atlases and Nanjing tours, each of
which represented a popular mode of spatial imagination with very dif-
ferent visual interpretations of urban space. The analysis of Jin/ing tuyong,
therefore, can also serve as a guide to look into the creation, social use,
and cultural influence of city images during the Ming. With this goal in
mind, this chapter begins with an investigation of the social biography
of the 1624 reprint of Jinling tuyong, followed by an analysis of the visual
projections of Nanjing included in this collection. Together, the social
biography and visual analysis elucidate the particular purpose and
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intended audience for each of the different “imagined Nanjings” while
bringing into focus the changing vision of urban space during the
course of the Ming dynasty.

SOCIAL BIOGRAPHY OF THE EXPANDED
VERSION OF JINLING TUYONG

The Two Editions

Following its first publication in 1623, [inking tuyong was ex-
panded in 1624 to a three-volume set: a historical atlas, a compilation of
collaborative poems, and the original illustrated tour guide (see Fig. 3.1):

Chen Yi Bt (1469-1538), Jinling gujin tukao 4tk & 4~ WM % (Histor-
cal and contemporary #« of Jinling; hereafter Historical Atlas of Nan-
Jing).

Yu Menglin 4 & ¥, Gu Qiyuan B#& 7T (1565-1628), Zhu Zhifan
%k z ¥, and Jiao Hong & 3k (1541-1620), Jinlking yayou bian 2 Wk T8
# %8 (The elegant tour of Nanjing).

Zhu Zhifan %k Z ¥, ed,, illustrated by Lu Shoubo t ¥ #4, Jinking
tuyong & ¥ M 3%k (Illustrated odes on Nanjing).

Zhu Zhifan offered some clues as to how the three works came to-
gether. The connection between the tour guide, Jin/ing tuyong, and the
poetry collection, Jinling yayou bian, is explained in the preface. The
poems in Jinking yayou bian were written by four famous native Nanjing
literati, including Zhu Zhifan himself, for twenty sights in the Nanjing
suburbs. Each author made a poem using the same rhyme for each
sight, resulting in a set of four poems for each of the twenty scenic
spots. The initiator of this project published the poems under the title
Jinling yayou bian at the turn of seventeenth century.’ Two decades later,
Zhu extracted his twenty poems, added another twenty, and commis-
sioned illustrations for each scene; these were published as Jinling tuyong
in 1623. Thus, the f#yong continued and expanded the lyrical elaboration
on how to look at Nanjing found in Jinking yayou bian.

Compared to the direct connection between the poems and guide,
the reason for including Chen Yi’s Historical Atlas, published a century
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1516

Maps Historical Atlas |~

/S ——
1623
Jinling tuyong [~
18t edition
—

1624
Jinling tuyong
2d edition

Guidebook

E—
1614

Poems The Elegant Tour
of Nanjing

Fig. 3.1 Componcats of the 1624
edition of Jinling tuyong

earlier in 1516, is less straightforward.* Zhu’s preface to the 1624 edition
points out that, despite its high intellectual value, this atlas was on the
verge of disappearing. He hoped that including it in the guidebook
would enhance its circulation. Zhu commended Chen’s atlas for its ex-
cellence in presenting Nanjing both textually and visually, praise that
applies equally to Zhu’s work. Chen’s atlas accounts for the geographi-
cal features and evolution of Nanjing since its inception as an urban
center and documents changes in the city by pairing each map with a
textual account. Similarly, Zhu Zhifan’s Jinling tuyong is organized as a
dialogue between textual and visual accounts of 40 scenic sites in and
around Nanjing. Taken together, whether the imaging of Nanjing is
mediated by poems, maps, or pictures in Jin/ing tuyong, the three vol-
umes invarably concern the physical appearance of Nanjing and ways
of looking at it.

*l'or analytical convenience, the fw in Jinking gujin tukao and Hougwa jingeheng tuzhé arce
referred to here as “atlases” since they do exhibit qualities similar to those of modern
maps. It is important to keep in mind, however, that contemporaries thought of these
imaggs, as they did thosc in Jinking tsyong, as tv. For a detailed discussion of the cultural
connotations of /» B (a broadly construed visual tradition that includes almost every
kind of graphic representation ranging from texeual charts, diagrams, and maps to illus-
trations in gencral) vs. hua ¥ (paintings) in the Ming era, sce Clunas, Pictures and 1Visual-
#ly, 104—9.
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Through Native Eyes: Nanging Atlases and Tours

A shared concern with the visualization of Nanjing only par-
tially explains Zhu’s production of the set. Chen Y1’s Historical Atlas, ac-
cording to his preface, was not an isolated creation but a sequel to
Hongwu jingcheng tughi # X, ¥. 3% M % (Illustrated gazetteer of the
Hongwu capital, 1395; hereafter Hongwn Atlas), compiled under the
name of the founding emperor of the Ming dynasty. Since the Ming
dynasty was only a small part of his atlas, Chen referred readers inter-
ested in Ming Nanjing to the earlier work. The deference was not sim-
ply a matter of paying homage to the emperor; as discussed in the next
section, the internal contnuity between the two atlases was so strong
that they were intended to be viewed together.

When examined against this background, the collection of maps,
poems, and guides in the second edition of Jin/ing tuyong in fact contains
two separate projects, both of which visualized the urban space of
Nanjing through varied literary and artistic formats: atlases (Hongw jing-
cheng tuzhi and Jinling gujin tukao) and tours (Jinling yayou bian, a poetry
collection; and Jinling tuyong, a guidebook) as illustrated in Fig. 3.2. By
putting the three volumes together, Zhu responded to a contemporary
trend of trying to establish a genealogy of texts and images about Nan-
jing by Nanjing natives separate from those by nonnatives. For example,
Gu Qiyuan, one of the coauthors of Yayow bian, distinguished between
Nanjing gazetteers created by Nanjing natives and those that were not.
Gu also compiled lists of literary works in various genres authored by
Nanjing natives.6

Indeed Zhu’s publication was not an isolated act but part of a group
of publications about Nanjing by a close circle of native literati:?

Chen Y1, Jinling gujin tukao, 1516.
Chen Yi, Xianhuayan 2hi R i 8 % (Gazetteer of Xianhua Grotto),

author’s preface dated 1576; reprinted and prefaced by Jiao Hong,
dated 1603.

Yu Menglin, Gu Qiyuan, Zhu Zhifan, and Jiao Hung, Jinling yayou
bian, ca. 1600.

Zhu Zhifan, Jinlin tuyong, 1623.
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Fig. 3.2 Sources of the 1624 edition of Jinfing tuyong

Gu Qiyuan, Kezwo 3huiyu F B % 3% (Superfluous chats from the
guests’ seat), 1617.

Zhou Hui P18, Jinling suoshi & Mg 3 ¥ (Trivia about Nanjing), pref-
ace by Jiao Hong dated 1610.

Jiao Hong, Jinking jiushi &t % ¥ (Past events in Nanjing) and Jing-
xcue whi F- % & (Gazetteer of the prefectural school in the [Southern]
Capital), preface dated 1603.

Sheng Shitai 28§ £ (fl. 1552—60), Qixia xiaozhi R I» & (Short rec-
ord of Qixia Monastery) and Niushou shan zhi 4 & o & (Gazetteer
of Mount Niushou, 1577), both published by Jiao Hung; and Jiniing
quanpin &M F s (Springs in Nanjing). According to Jinking suoshi,
this last book was produced at Zhou Hui’s urging.

The close connections among this group of Nanjing natives ties their
individual works into a collective and deliberate effort to narrate Nan-
jing from a “native perspective.”’® Of these works, the three volumes in
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the second edition of Jin/ing tuyong appear to be the most visually ori-
ented, which may be part of the reason why Zhu Zhifan chose to pub-
lish them together. More important, the omission of Hongwu jingcheng
tuzzhi in the second edition highlights the change of authorship from the
imperial court to Nanjing’s native literati. By breaking the ties between
the two atlases, Zhu reclaimed representational Nanjing from the em-
peror for Nanjing natives.

While highly original, Zhu’s rendition was also a product of its time.
The two projects—atlas and tours—that gave rise to [inling tuyong
epitomize two modes of city images popular in the Ming era. The first
type, as discussed in the next section, highlights a state-centered view of
urban space, which continued to resonate with those produced in local
gazetteers. The second type, as we will see, grew out of a new cultural
trend in the sixteenth century—a rising interest in the “particularity of
places.””” This trend presented great metropolises such as Nanjing as a
space for leisurely touring and cultural performance. By examining the
expanded edition of [inling tuyong against the two modes of spatial
imaginaton, we will find that what became open to negotiation was not
only the authorship of Nanjing images but also the perspectives
through which urban space was to be viewed.

MAPPING NANJING

The Imperial V'ision of the Hongwu Atlas

The Representations of Imperial Capitals. According to the pref-
ace of the Hongwu Atlas, the founding emperor of the Ming dynasty
commissioned the work when he decided to establish the empire’s capi-
tal in Nanjing. Laden with political messages, representations of impe-
nal capitals often extend beyond the city itself to symbolize the empire
at large. Rhapsodies on the capitals of the Western and Eastern Han
composed in the Eastern Han, for example, present a strong critique of
the Western Han regime through the seemingly innocent description
and comparison of the two capital cities.!* Anthologies such as the
Southern Song Dongjing meng Hua lu 7. %- #8% (A record of Dream-
ing of Hua [Xu] in the Eastern Capital) serve as nostalgic laments over
a fallen dynasty. Politics of capital representation can also be found in
visual productions. The famous Qingming shanghe tu i 8 L. B (Spring
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festival on the river) handscroll, for example, portrays a festival in the
Northern Song capital city, Kaifeng. All the details of urban life, such as
the busy streets overflowing with commodities, flaunt the empire’s
wealth and prosperity to its audience in the most immediate form of
visual display.'! By the same token, ideological concerns also affected,
and often dictated, the production of city maps, especially those of im-
perial capitals.!? Indeed, due to their symbolic importance, both visual
and textual representations of the capital were rarely, if ever, only about
the capital city itself.

What, then, was the agenda behind the Hongwu Atlas? Its compila-
tion at the beginning of the dynasty and the absence of representations
of other capital cities seem to exclude the possibility that the atlas func-
tioned as political nostalgia or critique. In addition, since the maps are
rather schematic and, unlike Tang images of the capital Chang’an, show
few urban street or architectural details, the maps were probably not of
great practical use for administrative or military purposes.!* Why, then,
did Hongwu commission this atlas? The preface by one of his court of-
ficials offers a few clues:

Even though the emperor has created a capital city as grand as possible, people
from afar are still unable to see its glory themselves. Therefore, the emperor
has ordered the Ministry of Rites to portray the city in minute detail This way
the magnitude of a united empire can be grasped at a glance. Further, the em-
peror has also produced wood-block prints based on the picture of the capital
so that the image of the imperial capital can be circulated to the four corners
under heaven and someone who has never set foot in the capital can see its
grandeur.'*  (Italics added)

This preface indicates that the Hongws Atlas was produced to present
the new imperial capital to /anxia, the realm under heaven, as a symbol
of the greatness of the newly founded Ming empire, which had just
successfully united China after centuries of alien rule and interdynastic
wars. Although the original handscroll is no longer extant, judging from
the wood-block prints modeled after it, what was on display was not
the urban cwvilization and commercial prosperity of an agricultural
empire as shown in Qingming shanghe tu but the urban structure and es-
tablishments of the capital city. However, the goal was the same: to
display the empire’s power and wealth through representations of its
capital city and overwhelm the world “at one glance.” Apparently the
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illustrations—a series of capital portraits—measured up to Hongwu’s
expectations and were converted into wood-block prints for even wider
crculation, most likely through official channels.'> What 1s the “Nan-
jing” that Hongwu desired his subjects to “see” with their imaginations?
The answer to this question lies in the particular site that the Hongwu
emperor chose for the display of imperial grandeur.

Negotiating with Nanjing’s Past: A Topographically Defined City. In
1378, after prolonged debate, Hongwu finally settled on Nanjing as the
primary capital.!é The court’s task now became to present Nanjing, a
city with a long history as an imperial capital, as a unique “Ming” capital
city, a task significantly compounded by the city’s past. Since first estab-
lished as a major city in approximately 333 BCE, Nanjing had accumu-
lated an unfortunate record of being the capital for regimes that had
failed to unite the Middle Kingdom. In fact, before Hongwu’s time,
Nanjing had served as the capital seven times.!” Given its long and in-
auspicious history, it is not surprising that the Hongwu emperor had to
strive to distinguish Nanjing as the capital of his newly united empire
from the many other historical cities built on the same site.!8
This agenda is clearly visible in a literary campaign initiated by the
Hongwu emperor. The emperor solicited writings from high officials for
a pavilion named Yuejiang lou B} i (River-viewing pavilion), which
was situated on a hilltop in Nanjing’s northwest comer, overlooking the
Yangzi River and the city. The Hongwu emperor was so dissatisfied with
the essays submitted by his officials that he wrote an essay himself (as-
suming the role of a fictitious official) pleading with the emperor to sus-
pend the construction plans in the name of frugality. Naturally, the re-
quest was granted. Although the pavilion was never built, the essays of
the emperor-official and one of his closest advisors, Song Lian K %, be-
tray crucial insights into the regime’s vision of the capital. “Nanjing,”
Hongwu claimed, although it shares the same location, “is not the Jinling
of antiquity, nor is it the Jianye of the Six Dynasties.”'? Why? According
to Song Lian, since none of those regimes had succeeded in unifying the
realm, Jinling in the past had failed to embody the royal aura of its sur-
rounding mountains and rivers.2) But this was certainly not the case now.
With the newly established Ming empire, Nanjing was the capital of a
new, “revolutionary enterprise” that had successfully united China.?!
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The difference between historical and Ming Nanjing was more than
mere rhetoric. Under Zhu Yuanzhang’s supervision, Nanjing was ex-
panded in a way that defied the traditional ideal form of impenial capi-
tals. The ideal Chinese city, imperial capitals in particular, had always
been square in shape with the throne facing south, the royal position.
The earlier cities built on the site of Nanjing had generally conformed
to this norm.22 However, the Hongwu emperor made an unusual deci-
sion to priontize military function over tradition.?’ He expanded the
city to its natural limits so that Nanjing could “take full advantage of
the surrounding mountains and rivers” (jin_ju shanchuan hi sheng & ¥
i N Z_f§).24 As a result, the shape of the city was significantly dictated
by the peculiarities of the surrounding landscape. To the west it was
bordered by the Yangzi and low marshlands and hills and to the north
by hills and Xuanwu lake. Only on the southern and eastern sides did
the contours of the city wall display any regularity. There the city pro-
jected south and east in two square sections like the bottom and right
arms of a Greek cross. The southern section was based on the old
Yuan city of Jiqing with additions to the northern side of the square.
The square arm of the cross extending to the east contained the Ming
imperial city and the highest government offices.

Zhu Yuanzhang’s decision to deviate from the ideal form of imperial
capital, though unusual, was not exceptional in the history of capital
planning. Despite the symbolic value placed on the ideal form of capi-
tals, owing to different natural constraints and pragmatic concerns, de-
viations and modifications were hard to avoid. However, even when to-
pographical reality forced a deviation from the classical norm, the court
still tried to maintain symbolic integrity at the representational level. For
example, the Southern Song capital of Lin’an faced east, but images of
the capital were turned 9o degrees “west-up” (as opposed to the usual
north-up) so that on paper the throne still faced south, with the emperor
presiding over his subjects in the correct orientation.?> Indeed, imperial
city planning not only was intended to align people and the universe ac-
cording to the traditional cosmology but was also part of a representa-
tional program that affirmed and asserted a new regime’s ideological le-
gitimacy. As Nancy Steinhardt has pointed out, “In China the imperial
city is more than the ruler’s capital. It is an institution. It is an articulated
concept for which a design is drawn and about which ideology—namely
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purpose and meaning—has been written, accepted, and transmitted
through the ages.”? As a result, the reality of a city was often masked by
officially promoted representations. Since these plans deliberately high-
lighted the new capital’s continuity with traditional designs, many inno-
vations to the physical capitals on the ground went unpictured.?’

In light of the perpetual struggle between ideal and reality in city
planning, the Hongwu maps are indeed striking for their candid ac-
knowledgment, if not highlighting, of the irregular shape of the city as
defined by the surrounding terrain. Since ancient times this terrain had
been known for its “royal air.” Its commanding position was character-
ized by the phrase “coiling dragon, crouching tiger” (Jongpan huju 4
Jt %), implying that the surrounding hills made it impregnable. Yet de-
spite this ancient belief, the cities built on this site had for the most part
been presented as square in shape, and the natural terrain had never
featured as prominently as it did in the planning of Ming Nanjing.
Breaking with the tradition, the idiosyncratic presentation of Nanjing in
the Hongwu Atlas visually confirmed the insistent claim of the Hongwu
emperor that Nanjing was the capital of the only regime to accomplish
the unification enterprise and that separated it from other “Nanjings”
of the past.

Indeed, different from all its predecessors, Ming Nanjing was cleatly
defined topographically and, more significantly, represented as such in
the Hongwu Atlas?® Although the map was still not scaled proportionally,
unlike later Qing maps (see, e.g., Fig. 3.13, p. 148),%° the contours por-
trayed on the map recognized the natural outline of the city. This natu-
ralism became a unique signature of images of Ming Nanjing and was
widely adopted in later popular guidebooks and encyclopedias, such as
the tourist map in the early seventeenth-century Haines giguan g 13 ¥ ¥,
(Fantastic spectacles within the realm; see Fig. 3.12, p. 148).2°

Viewing Nanjing as Layered Spaces. With a topographically de-
fined base map, the Homgwu Atlas was able to claim a spedial place for
Ming Nanjing in this city’s long and complex history. Yet built on this
base map, what was the “imagined capital” intended for the imperial
subjects to “see” with their imaginary eyes?3! Maps, like any kind of
spatial representation, are inevitably a reductive representation of actual
space. Often the choice of what is to be depicted is not random but
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carefully calibrated to highlight the underlying message. We can dis-
cover the intended vision behind this set of Nanjing images by closely
examining the aspects of the city that were chosen as emblematic to-
kens of the “imagined capital.”

In brief, the Hongws Atlas consists of thirteen topoi: palaces, city
gates, mountains and nvers, shrines, temples, schools, government of-
fices, bridges, streets and markets, entertainment quarters, warehouses,
pasturelands, and gardens. To better illustrate these themes, two types
of images were made: architectural diagrams (palaces, shrines, and
schools) and city maps (landscapes, temples, entertainment quarters,
streets, bridges, and government offices). The themes of the Hongwu
Atlas were by no means randomly chosen but spoke directly to Hong-
wu’s vision and urban policies in Nanjing. The atlas thus personifies the
imperial presence and dominance in the re-creation of Nanjing, an an-
cient city that for first time became the capital of a united empire. For
example, in contrast to traditional impenal city planning, Taizu moved
the palace city (buangcheng % 3k from the central axis to the eastern side
of Nanjing. This placement was intended to avoid the old palace site of
the Six Dynasties states because their failure to unite China was consid-
ered an ill omen for the newly established Ming empire.3? By the same
token, the congregation of temples in the suburbs, as clearly shown on
the temple map, resulted from Hongwu’s policy of separating temples
and marketplaces so that the spiritual and secular realms would not mix
spatially.’ Even the natural landscape was partially confiscated by the
state. The two most prominent landmarks, Bell Mountain and Lake
Hou, were converted into an imperal cemetery and a bureau and store-
house for census archives, which were off limits to Nanjing residents.
The mountain and dver map demonstrates clearly how Hongwu pushed
the city to its natural limits and had the capital defined by the surround-
ing terrain. The entertainment quarter was also Hongwu’s invention,
but this did not mean he tolerated licentious pleasures. He was widely
known for throwing street idlers into prison for their lack of “productiv-
ity.”3* To confine the entertainment quarters to a group of state-
controlled buildings was merely another means of social regulation.s
Finally, amid the welter of streets and bridges lie 2 number of city wards,
created under Hongwu’s policy of forced migration of craftsmen and
service workers into the capital to support court and government
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14g. 33 /\ongwu Atlas (1395) government offices

operations. In the end, the atlas bears the distinct signature of urban
planning and policies during the Hongwu reign. Hence this atlas not
only symbolizes the dominant presence of die state in recreating Nan-
jing as imperial capital, its selective representation of Nanjing also
closely associates the city with Taizu as an embodiment of his “revolu-
tionary enterprise” of a newly unified empire.

Furthermore, on the foundation of the topographically defined base
map, the HongwuAtlas creates a set of extraordinary city maps by differ-
entiating Nanjing into multiple layers, each with a different function. Us-
ing the same base map, this series presents Nanjing as a city of multiple
spaces overlaying one another, adding up to the one city of Nanjing. Al-
though the contemporary cartographic convention provided templates
for cities, these city maps tended to lump all urban institutions and
streets together in one layout. Never before had there been a series of
superimposable maps, each with the same contours, portraying various
aspects of the same city. For example, the map of the government of-
fices (Fig. y“*guanshu * details all the major civil and military institu-
tions located in the capital, thus highlighting the political aspect of Nan-
jing as a capital city.3 The map of temples and shrines (Fig. 3.4, siguan
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l;ig. 34 / Atlas (1395) temples and shrines

) marks not only Buddhist and Daoist temples but also the state
shrines for legendary officials, presenting Nanjing as a space for reli-
gious dedication and state worship.37 The map of markets, streets, and
bridges (Fig. 35 > = specifies traffic routes and
connections, central marketplaces, and residential wards, signifying
Nanjing as a space for transportation, transaction, and human resi-
dence;3B while the maps of the entertainment quarters (Fig. 3.6, louguan

and mountains and rivers (Fig. 3.7, jo m " demonstrate
Nanjing as a space for social entertainment and natural landscape, re-
spectively.3®
The innovative format of Hor*Wwu Atlas presents an intriguing inter-
pretation of urban space. The city is not just about many individual es-
tablishments placed next to one another within a single walled space, as
in conventional city maps. Instead, the serial aspect of the adas layers
one space over first one and then another space. Again, differentiating
the multiple functions of a city, just like the making of maps itselt, is
inherently selective and subjective. It highlights certain aspects of urban
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Fig. 35 f (1395): streets markets, and bridges

space while suppressing others. Taken together the subjects chosen by
Honvu Atlas point to Tai2u% unique vision of Nanjing as a capital fit
for a united empire. The innovative cartographic design further created
an effective medium for conveying the imperial vision: the topographi-
cally defined base map fashioned a unique $Ming perspective,* from
which to view the capital city of Nanjing; the selectively crafted super-
imposable images pay tnbute to its patron emperor, Hongwu, and pre-
sent Nanjing as a monument to the revolutionary enterprise he created.

Standardised Production o] Lity Images in the Ming Era. The ex-
plicit emphasis on the underlying political authority in picturing the
space of the Hongwu capital resonated m the subsequent projection of
Ming cities, albeit in a very different form. Most representative of this
trend are difang ~hi, local gazetteers, in which the greatest number of
city images could be found. As the compilation of difang *hi became
routine government business in the early Ming and the format was
standardized, the supplementary maps became increasingly schematic.40
Compared to the maps in Song and Yuan gazetteers, the Ming maps
simplified spatial details to focus on two central institutions: the gov-
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l;ig. 3.6 /\ongm Atlas (1395) entertainment buildings

emment offices in charge of field administration and official schools to
train future bureaucrats. Often the gazetteers included individual arclii-
tectural plans for these structures. To visually highlight their impor-
tance, these core institutions would be placed in the center of a map of
the capital city. By the same token, being the locus of imperial state
power, the capital city would be pictured at the center of the map of the
territory. In actual presentation, the reader would find his gaze gradu-
ally focusing on the power center, typical difang*hi begin with a bird5-
eye overview of an idealized political territory with a city representing
state authority positioned in the center. The map of the city then fo-
cuses on its political and cultural centers—government offices and
schools—whose inner structures are further illustrated with architec-
tural maps.4L Together, the architectural, the city, and the territorial
maps create a visual scheme that views the imperium through the trap-
pings of political power.

This visual scheme is underwritten by a cultured perspective on lived
space. After surveying hundreds of extant Ming gazetteers, Chang Che-
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jiaconduded that the cartographic conventions in gazetteers did not re-
flect contemporary techniques, which were sufficiendy advanced to
produce more accurately scaled grid maps. Yet although grid maps do
appear in some gazetteers, this cartographic tradition occupies only a
marginal place in the production of Ming maps. In other words, what
gazetteers sought was not physical accuraqr but the proper interpreta-
tion of space. The cartographic idiosyncrasy also manifested itselfin the
projection of urban forms. Edward Farmer, for example, points out
the insistence on representing (or, rather, misrepresenting) city walls in
the ideal rectangular shape even where the site would not allow this.42
Thus, the Honvu Atlasyin spite of its originality, is still a product of
its time and observes many of the same conventions of portraying cities
found in Ming gazetteers. Crafted under a deliberate choice of carto-
graphic format, these images present a culturally unique perspective
that looked at lived space from a state-centered vantage point and re-
duced urban space to a collection of government offices and facilities.43
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The Historical Viision in Chen Yi'’s
Historical Atlas of Nanjing

The dominant presence of the state in images of the city did
not prevent other innovative approaches to spatial representations,
such as Chen Y1’s Historical Atlas of Nanjing. A self-proclaimed sequel to
the Hongwu Atlas, Chen’s work was later incorporated by Zhu Zhifan
into the expanded edition of Jin/ing tuyong. First published in 1516, the at-
las consists of a series of city maps dating from the inception of Nan-
jing as a city until Chen Yi’s time. Zhu’s effort to give the work wider
arculation was successful. Chen’s atlas was frequently adapted and re-
printed in later gazetteers. Even the plagiarized versions achieved wide
popularity, as observed by an esteemed scholar of the early twentieth
century, Liu Yizheng #P34#K. A devoted collector and presetvationist
of rare books, Liu republished Chen Yi’s work and noted in his preface
that it had been incorporated in the most popular book on Nanjing,
Moiing ji #ktk # (Moling was also an ancient name of Nanjing), without
acknowledgment.+

Chen Yi belonged to a prominent group, the Jinking sanjun £tk =48
(three prodigies of Nanjing), active in the early sixteenth century during
Nanjing’s first renaissance. In his preface to the atlas, Chen stated his
motivation for creating such an unusual work: “My family has lived in
Nanjing for three generations. Even though we have enjoyed all the
grandeur of palaces and magnificent sights in the city, stll little is
known about how the city looked before.”# Despite the numerous
poems written on the subject of Nanjing’s grand history, Chen implied
that there was “little known” about its physical layout. Inspired by his
own curosity and desire to “see” the historical Nanjing, Chen took ad-
vantage of his access to a rich array of sources as a compiler of the pre-
fectural gazetteer to produce this atlas.

The atlas consists of sixteen maps of Nanjing city. Beginning from
Nanjing’s earliest recorded history, each map represents a point of sig-
nificant spatial reorganization and is accompanied by a textual descrip-
tion of the main physical changes during the time in question. The atlas
includes four maps for the Ming period (one for the city itself, one for
the Nanjing Metropolitan Area, one for the mountains, and one for the
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l;ig. 38 Map of Nanjing in I'nhrcc Kingdoms era, when the city, then named Jianyc,
was the capital of the state of Wu (22080 ce); Chen  Jinling"ujin tukao (1624)

rivers going through the area). However, even though maps of Ming
Nanjing consume a quarter of the space in an atlas covering 1,600 years
of Nanjing” history, Chen still felt they did not do justice to his city
and cautioned readers that 4as to Nanjing city of our time, tliere already
is jingcheng tuthi [for your reference],, 47 Chenk deference to the
Hongwu Atlas was not mere modesty but a gesture toward a link be-
tween the two atlases: the same cartographic formulation of the space
of Nanjing city.

Chen Yi% production, however, projects the contours of the Ming
city back into earlier times. Instead of differentiating the functions of the
contemporary city as in the HongwuAdtlas® Chen” adas shows how the
city evolved through time, against the terrain of Ming Nanjing. For ex-
ample, the maps of Jianye during the Three Kingdoms period (220—80
ce) and Jiankang during the Southern Dynasties (420-589 ce) (Figs. 3.8—
9) show Nanjing when it served as the capital during periods of divi-
sion.48 Even though located on the same site, Jianye and Jiankang were
built on a much smaller scale than Ivling Nanjing. Nevertheless, Chen Yi



Imaging Nanjing: A Genealogy 143

I;ig. 3.9 Map of Nanjing during the Southern Dynasties, when the city, then named Jiankang,
was the capital of several states from 420 until 589; Chen \\ )inlinejiujin tukm (1624)

still used the same cartographic formulation— the base map created for
the HongwuAtlas—to frame these historical cities. By doing so, he fa-
ciUtated comparison of Ming Nanjing with the historical Nanjings. Such
an agenda is best exemplified when the series of historical maps con-
cludes with a map in which all the historical Nanjings are juxtaposed on
the Ming terrain (Fig. 3.10).4 In doing so, he recast the urban history of
Nanjing cartographically—and measured it against Ming Nanjing.

By employing the Ming perspective established by the Hotigivu A tlas,
Chen Yi effectively confirmed the Hongwu emperors vision of Ming
Nanjing as heir to the “royal air” this area was famous for, since only
Ming Nanjing, among all the cities, was actually contoured by the natu-
ral terrain and formally integrated the idea of ~coiling dragon and
crouching tiger” into city planning. From this perspective, Chen Yi’s
work is, in fact, an extensive exegesis of the Hongwu Atlas. Outfitted
with similar visual techniques (superimposable maps), it visually details
the path by which Nanjing evolved to the city it became in the late
fourteenth century. rue to Hongwu’s words “Nanjing was not the
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Fig. 3.10 Map superimposing all historical sites of Nanjing on a
map of Ming Nanjing Chen Yi, Jinlinggujing tukao (1624)

Jinling of ancient times nor the Jianye of the Six Dynasties.” Chen Yi
completed Hongwu” cultural enterprise in re-envisioning an ancient
city into a capital bearing a distinct Ming signature. Even though for-
mer names for Nanjing~Jinling, Jianye, Moling~were still current
during Ming times the city now was shown to be visibly distinct from
its predecessors.

However, even as he confirmed Hongwu” vision or his ideal capital,
Chen Yi also modified and compounded the imperial vision with a his-
torical perspective. Ironically, in applying the base map in the Hongwu
Atlas to historical sites, Chen Yi undermined Hongwu” personal claim
on Ming Nanjing” creation and design. Instead, the cartographic rumi-
nation of NanjingXs past highlights the evolving form of the dty as part
and parcel of the historical process. Nanjing was detached from the
shadow of the Hongwu emperor and placed back in the purview of his-
tory, an agenda more to the liking of traditional literati. The transition,
albeit ambiguous and subde, paved the way for works by Nanjing” na-
tive literati in the following century, when Hongwu” vision ceased to
hold sway over the imagination of Nanjing.
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A Nostalgic Quest for Lost Time:
The Revival of the Nanjing Atlases

For the Hongwu emperor and Chen Yi, the endeavor to visual-
ize Nanjing involved far more than the simple physical act of seeing.
The intent was to prescribe a perspective to see from—a vantage point
particular to the Ming. Both atlases project the space of Nanjing onto a
topographically defined terrain explicitly marked by the urban planning
of the Ming state. This particular vision, however, took on a different
meaning after the court moved to Beijing in 1421.

Following the transfer of the capital, Hongwu’s grand vision of Nan-
jing was gradually obscured. Even though the stated purpose of the
Hongwu Atlas was to make the world be “in awe of Nanjing as if they
were standing in front of the capital,” by the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury the atlas had become difficult to access. In the 1490s, when Wang
Hongru ¥ 4% (°—1519) arrived in Nanjing to work at the Ministry of
Revenue, he found to his surprise that not much information about the
city that was once the imperial capital was available: “When I was an of-
ficial in the Southern Capital, I was really interested in knowing more
about the city’s past, especially the great battles and achievements of
the Hongwu emperor.” Wang quickly realized that it had been almost a
century since the Hongwu Atlas was made, and the people who fought
with Hongwu to establish the dynasty were long gone. Even the stories
about the splendor of Nanjing had become unreliable tales.’

In 1492, Wang Hongru saw a copy of the Hongwu Atlas held in a pn-
vate collection and became fascinated by it: “Although the atlas alone
could not fully satisfy my lifelong quest [for knowledge about Nanjing],
most of the great establishments of Nanjing were there to be viewed.
Such a pleasure!” He was excited by this discovery, and the news spread
fast. Later the county magistrate heard about the manuscript and pro-
posed to “reprint the set and increase its circulation.”s! The attenuation
of memories of the former capital was not solely a matter of ime. The
nostalgic quest for old Nanjing, as testified by contemporary accounts,
was augmented by the political milieu at the time, which deliberately
obliterated Nanjing’s past as the imperial capital.

Indeed, after the primary capital was moved to Beijing in 1421, the
Beijing court endeavored to establish its primacy by downplaying the
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significance of Nanjing in the earlier life of the Ming dynasty.52 This
strategy provoked adverse reactions among some literati, such as the
noted essayist Gui Youguang ¥4 % (1507-71). Gui first encountered
the Hongwu Atlas in 1531 when he traveled to take the civil service ex-
amination, and a jinshi from his hometown showed Gui his personal
copy. It must have made a strong impression on him. Twenty-nine
years later, as he was viewing the maps in the Yuan Nanjing gazetteer, it
struck him how the differences between the divided regimes (the Six
Dynasties) and a united empire (the Ming) were reflected in the appear-
ance of Nanjing. This led him to question the widespread notion that the
Hongwu emperor had not planned to stay in Nanjing permanently and
that the Yongle emperor had fulfilled Hongwu’s plan of moving the
capital to Beijing.33 Gui argued that anyone who looked at the atlas
would know that the Hongwu emperor envisioned Nanjing as the per-
manent capital and built the city accordingly. Nanjing under Hongwu
was, and here Gui quoted the emperor’s “Yuejiang lou ji,” “no longer the
Nanjing of antiquity, no longer the Jianye of the Six Dynasties.”*

Gui tapped into the dual-capital politics of his time by re-enacting the
visual effect intended by the Hongwu emperor. Reiterating the founding
emperor’s statement when he looked at Nanjing from the imaginary
Yuejiang Pavilion, Gui maintained that “what should be seen” in Hong-
wu’s plan was the greatness of a capital in a unified empire that rescued
the city from its inauspicious past. Political undertones aside, the late
Ming curiosity about early Ming Nanjing played an important role in re-
viving and recirculating early Ming images of Nanjing in the late Ming
period. This interest was underwritten by a deep sense of nostalgia—
people like Gui were clearly aware that the Nanjing portrayed in the
Hongwu Atlas was long gone—which is exactly what made this atlas pre-
cious. It enabled them to visualize 2 Nanjing that no longer existed.

The recovering of Nanjing’s lost glory as former capital was of inter-
est not only to the elites. The section on “palaces” in the late Ming
popular encyclopedia Sancas tubui =. 4 B4 (Comprehensive illustrated
encyclopedia) adapted images from the Hongwu Atlas to illustrate “pal-
aces” and “capitals,” even though Beijing had been the primary capital
for more than two centuries (Fig. 3.11).55 The popular tour guide Hainei
giguan had only one city map—that of Nanjing—and that was framed in
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Fig. 311 Adaptation of the Hongn\i Atlas in Sanccu tuhui (late Ming)

accord with the terrain contour devised for the HonvuAtlas (Fig. 3.12).%
Through various iterations by commercial presses, the founding em-
peror™ effort to visualize his capital also satisfied the popular desire to
view and remember the “capital cityMat a time long after its glory days.
Not only did the images from the circulate widely in popu-
lar publications, but Chen Yi® map also appeared repeatedly in Qing
gazetteers.57Only in the nineteenth century was this set of maps replaced
by the new standard of scaled cartography (Fig. 3.13).8

Aside from their extraordinary visual innovations and lasting appeal
both the Hon"vu Atlas and Chen Yi~ project a panoramic view and a
highly politicized urban space, one detached from actual lived experi-
ences. After the court moved to Beijing”™ urban life gradually gravitated
toward cultural and economic activities, making the gap between repre-
sentation and reality even more apparent. Indeed, awareness of the ir-
revocable changes was clearly registered in the nostalgia for Nanjing”
days as the imperial capital. On one hand, this sentiment prompted
the enthusiastic pursuit and reproduction of the early Ming images of



lug. 312 ~rour map of Nanjing city in / luinei gi”“uun (early seventeenth century)

Fig. 313 I>atc Qing map of Nanjing;yidngningju™n (1736)
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Nanjing. On the other hand, as the impenal gaze ceased to hold imme-
diate relevance for later Ming visitors, a new vision of Nanjing was
in order. As discussed in the following sectons, for people “near and
far” who wanted to see Nanjing with either actual or imaginary eyes, a
new mode of viewing gradually prevailed over the course of the six-
teenth century, one that was rooted in the cultural practices of land-
scape appreciation.

TOURING AND TOUR GUIDES: THE EMERGING
MODE OF GEOGRAPHIC IMAGINATION

Cultured Touring and Social Distinction

The Proliferation of Scenic Sites in Sixteenth-Century China. The
two projects of the Nanjing atlases and the Nanjing tours occurred
roughly a century apart. During this period a new mode of geographic
imagination that envisioned a place—be it a county, a mountain, or a
city—through its representative sights, jing %, began to gain ground.
Jing, an elusive and difficult term, is variously rendered as “scenes,”

»” «

“sights,” “scenic spots,” or “vistas” in English. The ascendance of jing
provoked a different mode of viewing urban space in sharp contrast to
the panoramic, politicized views of cities in official gazetteers. Instead,
the format of jing broke a place down into a host of snapshots resonat-
ing with previous aesthetic experiences.® Through a series of images,
Jing molded spatial experiences into a cumulative process of reaching
full knowledge of a place through a tour of its parts. The sequential na-
ture of jing lent itself to conventional formats of Chinese art such as
handscrolls or albums. Whereas the scroll emphasizes spatial and tem-
poral continuity, the album highlights a series of discrete moments of
observation.®’ In addition, the visual representation of jing is often ac-
companied with lyrical elaboration that presents literary responses in
appreciation of a particular fraction of a place in the form of inscrip-
tions or colophons.

The popularnity of jing grew out of new cultural trends in the six-
teenth century, when China witnessed an unprecedented surge in the
production of tour guides, topographical gazetteers, and works describ-
ing specific geographical locations such as towns, mountains, temples,
lakes, and rvers$' all eagerly consumed by an emerging reading
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public.62 The intensifying attention to the “particulanty of places,”
suggested by Timothy Brook, was a product of an empire-wide cultural
movement motivated by an elevated sense of place, local pride, practical
purpose, and historical consciousness.® It embodied a new cultural
attitude, an emerging awareness among late Ming people that they
could articulate their lived experiences through the representations of
places.

This view is particularly true in the development of jing, which came
to be the linchpin of local pride during this period. Although accounts
of jing can be found as early as the Song, this practice became so popu-
lar in the Ming that by the late seventeenth century literati complained
about the excessive number of jing. Zhao Jishi # & + (1628-1706), for
example, attributed this abuse of jing to the Yongle reign, when the
court was moved from Nanjing. Poetry and paintings on the “eight
scenes of Beijing” were actively solicited from high officials to endow
the area in and around the city with a hertage worthy of an imperial
capital.¢ Most representative of all is the renowned painting by Wang
Fu 22k (1362-1416) titled Eight Scenes of Beifing (Besjing bajing 36 F. A\ %).
Indeed, a close reading of the inscriptions indicates that Wang’s exqui-
site rendering of the landscape around Beijing was much more than a
regular art production. Highly politically charged, this painting was part
of a publicity campaign to mold public attitudes toward Beijing in order
to ease the transition of the capital from Nanjing to Beijing.6®

Ever since, as Zhao Jishi lamented, the “eight scenes” model ac-
quired ever-greater momentum and was widely imitated all over the
country. By his time, similar collections of jing poetry had been com-
posed not only for major cities but also for small villages, towns, tem-
ples, and gardens—virtually every nameable place. Given this trend, it
is not surprising to find that the Hongwu base map of Nanjing under-
went yet another metamorphosis in the early seventeenth century as
most of the govemment buildings were supplanted by tourist attrac-
tions (Fig. 3.12). In a sense, the surging number of topographic artworks,
gazetteers, and tour guides at the time directed viewers’ gazes away
from the symbols of political authority and toward mingsheng 2 B, fa-
mous sites known for their natural beauty or historical associations.

With the proliferation of mingsheng came a rich array of late Ming
publications surveying famous sites within the imperial realm, such as
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Yang Erzeng’s % ¥ 3% Hainei giguan # W ¥ ¥ (Fantastic spectacles
within the realm, 1609), He Tang’s T4 Mingshan shenggai ji % Ja B8
32 (Records of famous mountains and magnificent scenery, 1633), and
Cao Xuequan’s ® 842 Da Ming yitong mingsheng zhi XK 9 — % LW £
(Compendium of famous sites within the united realm of the Great
Ming, preface dated 1630). Interestingly enough, among them we find
no definitive version of the best sights of the empire; instead each se-
lection reflected the editor’s personal opinion.% The lack of consensus
might be a deliberate marketing strategy to make each publication a
unique commodity. Yet it might also reflect the intensive competition
among famous sites in an age of frenetic jing-making. Generally speak-
ing, in addition to these famous visual compendiums featuring the most
celebrated sites, most guides were organized around a particular theme
(such as famous mountains or temples) or a place (such as Nanjing or
West Lake). Since the central subject of this chapter, Jin/ing tuyong, is one
such cultural product, a brief survey of the nature and social function
of this genre will place this book in a proper contemporary context and
shed light on its significance to the Nanjing community.

The rapid growth of guidebooks was closely related to the increase
in physical mobility in the sixteenth and seventeenth centunies. As more
people traveled, tourism became a popular leisure activity with a broad
appeal across late Ming society.¢” One salient feature of late Ming tour
guides lies in the unusual value placed on readers’ imagination. Indeed,
at a time of unprecedented access to travel, it is interesting to find edi-
tors like Zhu Zhifan presenting their guidebooks specifically as in-
tended for armchair travelers. In fact, some authors even argued that
woyou surpassed physical travel as long as proper ways of viewing were
performed. That is, for a cultured reader, tour guides were a superior
substtute for actual visits. This curious notion brings to the fore the
peculiar nature of “tour” and “tounism” in late Ming culture. As Tobie
Meyer-Fong points out, the authors of late Ming guidebooks, like their
contemporaries, deliberately distinguished between travel as a process
involving movement between places, xingli 4T4&, and “touring,” you %%,
a destination-oriented aesthetic activity associated with the literat elite
and their social imitators. Thus late Ming guidebooks should be further
divided into two groups. One group aimed at facilitating physical
movement. Typical of works in this group are route books proffering
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practical geographic information or pamphlets alerting travelers to
common scams and tricks. The other group was devoted to the proper
performance of cultured sightseeing, marking the places to visit with in-
structions on how to look.®® The different emphases—the practicalities
of travel versus cultured sightseeing—are clearly reflected in their ap-
proaches to the target audience. The titles of practical travel guides
such as Shishang yaolan - ¥ % % (Essential reading for gentry and mer-
chants) suggest efforts to reach an audience of diverse social statuses.
In contrast, the prefaces of tour guides are often at pains to identfy
and eulogize the “true sightseer.”

The growth of the two types of guidebooks is intrinsically related. The
large number of practical travel guides reflects the fact that in an increas-
ingly mobile society the appeal of and opportunities for tourism were no
longer reserved for the privileged few but shared across a wide social
spectrum. As itinerant merchants and common sightseers enthusiasti-
cally pursued the pleasure and prestige of touring, a further nuanced cul-
tural distinction for an elevated form of tourism was in order.®® The ris-
ing demand for guidebooks such as Jin/ing tuyong reflects the equally, if
not more, important concerns of contemporary readers for guidance to a
culturally appropriate manner of experiencing landscape, a knowledge of
which was considered essential to the repertoire of status performance.
In the words of Meyer-Fong, these publications are in effect vehicles for
“cultural mapping” because “they defined the practice of sightseeing as
they were used to define the sightseer as subject.”°

This characterization is crucial. Although compendia for famous sites
were written in eatlier periods, such as Wang Xiangzhi’s ¥ % % Yud:

Jisheng 38,8 (Records of famous sites in the realm, 1227) and Zhu
Mu’s A% Fangyu shenglan 75 ¢ W3 3. (Topography book for visiting
places of scenic beauty, 1239), late Ming authors exhibit 2 much higher
degree of self-consciousness about the very meaning of sightseeing:
Who is the entitled sightseer? What is worth seeing? And what consti-
tutes respectable touring behavior? With the cultural valence ascribed to
landscape appreciation on the rise, an increasing number of literati began
to describe themselves as someone fond of you (hao you 35 #%). By the late
Ming, you # (touring) had developed into a highly sophisticated practice
in elite circles. Elaborate treatises on_yox dao 3% 18 (the way of yox) distin-
guish every nuanced type of yo and have strong opinions on what makes
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one’s travel culturally desirable, such as the means of travel, the proper
age for travel, choice of companions, and worthy destinations.” For de-
voted practitioners, yox was not just a simple act of sightseeing but a de-
liberate display of style and talent. The aura of a successfully performed
_youwas said to be especially coveted by the class of shengyxan, the major-
ity of whom, owing to the extremely competitive nature of the avil ser-
vice examinations, were bound to spend an extended period of their life
trying to pass the next higher-level examination with no certain career
prospects in sight. For this group of lettered men, status anxiety was a
fact of life, and the promise of alternative routes to establish a name
could not have been more alluring.”2 Thus the emergence of a repertoire
of elite status performance in which the elevated form of yox occupied a
central place is not surprising. Nevertheless, shengyuan were not the only
ones bedazzled by cultured touring. The surging numbers of literati tour-
ists led contemporary observers to suspect a self-serving motivation be-
hind the popularity of touring. Xie Zhaozhi # 4% # (1567-1624), for ex-
ample, was cynical about yox. “People are into touring simply because
they crave the lofty fame that comes with it.”73

As cultured touring came to be seen as a crucial benchmark for taste
and status, social rivalry over its proper performance intensified. Par-
ticular groups such as merchants and shanren’ became common targets
in contemporary criticism for the vulgarity of their touring.”> Yet the
battle lines appear to be much more complicated than just a distinction
between elites and the aspiring nouveaux riches who emulated them.
For example, many crticisms pointed to officials using the government
courier service to enjoy personal sightseeing activities. The late Ming
cultural arbiter Qian Qianyi singled out one notorious official of his
time, Feng Yuancheng &% 5T 5%, as the epitome of touring misconduct.”
Feng was said to be a zealous practitioner of touring culture. Every area
he visited was packed by his entourage. Dressed in his official robes
and stationed at a monastery, Feng would command his staff to scout
the surrounding scenic spots and produce poetry as stridently as if he
was holding court at his office. Feng and his many peers, Qian Qianyi
complained, were to be blamed for the voluminous run-of-the-mill
poetry on Hangzhou.”’

Within this line of criticism there emerged the notion that the mean-
ing of you was not dictated by the physical act of sightseeing. Tang
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Xianzu #% 878, the great Ming playwright renowned for his emphasis
on the infinite capacity of human emotions, extended this position into
spatial practice. In his preface to He Tang’s Mingshan shenggai ji, Tang
Xianzu employed the concept of 7 & (mindset) to evaluate different
attitudes toward landscape appreciation.’® In his search for the ideal
true sightseer, Tang first looked at two groups: the rich and the power-
ful. Although both had the necessary means to travel extensively and
enjoy the magnificent sights listed in He Tang’s collection, Tang found
that they often fail to possess the right mindset to truly appreciate the
landscape. The economically affluent (i.e., merchants) surround their
residences with landscaped gardens but end up entertaining themselves
with fake mountains and streams. As for the eminent and the powerful,
they are so burdened with worldly concerns that the beauties of nature
inspire in them only feelings of their weighty responsibilities for the
people’s welfare. On the other hand, those who do possess the required
inner qualities to truly engage with the landscape often cannot afford to
travel. They have to resort to imaginary traveling, woyos. This seeming
compromise by no means indicates the cultural valence of weyou since
according to Tang, the truth of nature lies in the eyes of the beholder—
no matter whether he is looking at a real landscape or a represented one.
Willpower conquers all. “With y7, a place more than a thousand miles
away can be conjured up right before one’s eyes. Otherwise, even if the
scene is just a few feet away, it 1s still beyond the reach of those who do
not possess y.” In Tang’s opinion, true engagement with scenery ulti-
mately hinges on the power of one’s mind.

Having established the value of woyos in cultural sightseeing, Tang
lauded He’s contribution: with publications such as He’s, even those
without means could pursue the pleasures that only extraordinary (and
often remote) landscapes could bring. In a sense, the dispute over “au-
thentic sightseeing” precipitated a reinterpretation of yox, one that priori-
tized mental, instead of physical, engagement with landscape. To but-
tress this point, Tang Xianzu even ventured as far as to attack the
qualifications of those who could afford to travel all over the empire and
actually did so to be authentic sightseers. As someone excluded from cir-
cles of power, Tang particularly singled out bureaucrats for criticism:

For those who have achieved success and wealth and embark on long-distance
travels. . . . They are most likely too occupied with business to conduct sight-
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seeing. Even if they could make time and detour to visit these sites, the trp is
often rushed between tight schedules and [they are so] surrounded by retinues
and entourages that they can could spend only seconds on the site, barely
enough to applaud its beauty before leaving.

In contrast to Tang’s support for non-officeholding literati in the
competitive world of cultured touring, Ye Xianggao’s ¥ 6) & (1559—
1627) preface to Jinling yayou bian expresses a different, if not opposing,
sentiment. According to Ye, despite the grand scenery around Nanjing,
most high officials were so trapped in the pursuit of fame and success
that they had lost interest in nature. As a result, the enterprise of land-
scape appreciation had come to be monopolized by the so-called saoren
moke 3% N\ B F (men of letters), in this context referring to literat
who had failed to attain official titles and indulged in literary pursuits.
The distinct appeal of Jinking tuyong in comparison with similar publica-
tions, argued Ye, resides precisely in the fact that it was produced by
eminent Nanjing officials who also pursued the lofty matter of scenic
appreciation.

The disagreement between Tang and Ye over who among the elite
class (those with or without high official titles) were truly entitled to
claim the cultural prestige of landscape appreciation exposes the com-
plicated nature of social distinction in the late Ming world. Contrary to
what some scholars have argued, the battle over taste was not only
about the threat to elite identity. In fact, tensions within elite ranks ap-
pear to be just as strong, if not more intense, as those between elites
and aspiring nouveaux riches.” The need for such a nuanced form of
social distinction stems from the fact that many late Ming literati circles
had already overstepped prescribed social boundaries to include offi-
cials, saoren moke, and oftentimes merchants. This social promiscuity
provoked reactionary as well as progressive responses. The reactiona-
ries vowed to restore the blurred social boundares; the progressives
began to contemplate new perceptions of social distinction—such as
_yi—that were so subjective as to escape any status label.

The amount of rivalry and hostility provoked by the contested no-
tion of “true sightseer” is indeed revealing. The argument itself attests
to the fact that touring and sightseeing had developed into well-
recognized forms of cultural performance coveted by a wide array of
social groups. The resultant anxiety and tension explain why woyox was
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so enthusiastically advocated: those who lacked the means (money, time,
health) could under this rubric engage in truly inspired sightseeing. In-
deed, many late Ming literati echoed Tang’s argument that physical ex-
petiences should not dominate the cultural aura associated with yox. To
satisfy the growing demand for the imaginary tourism of woyox, the
market was flooded with topographic artworks and illustrated trave-
logues, for, as many contemporaries suggested, images provided a much
more accessible venue for geographic imagination.% Even official gaz-
etteers intended to document governmental operations were enlisted to
satisfy the needs of armchair travelers. A county magistrate in Henan in
1660, for example, stated that gazetteers were his favorite casual reading,
“transporting me as though I were myself seeing it with my own
eyes.”8! The existence of such readers was not lost on contemporary
gazetteer editors. A good example is Jinking fancha zhi &M # &
(Gazetteer of Buddhist monasteries in Nanjing),%2 complied by Ge
Yinliang ¥ % % in 1627 when he served at the Bureau of Sacrifices
under the Ministry of Rites, the government agency overseeing the op-
eration of Buddhist establishments. Monasteries at the time performed
multiple functions; they were simultaneously integrated and centralized
religious institutions, economic entities, and publishers.83 All these ac-
tivities fell under the government’s purview. Although Ge’s explanatory
notes at the beginning of his book indicate that his intent in compiling
this gazetteer was to facilitate religious administration, he nevertheless
made it clear that he was accommodating the interests of armchair trav-
elers as well. In addition to detailed accounts of geographic sites, the
main buildings of the temple complex, temple properties (i.e., farmland),
relevant government regulations on clerks, and the publication of Bud-
dhist sutras, he also included travel literature in the entry for each tem-
ple. To further aid visitors, Ge Yinliang even produced images with
famous travel destinations specifically marked.34

Social Tourism and the Formation of ““Touring Communities”

The social contention and anxiety over the proper perfor-
mance of landscape appreciation bear clear witness to the fact that_yox
had become part of a greater cultural repertoire for elite status per-
formance. Indeed, by providing a platform for cultural performance,
cultured touring contributed to the rising demand for social distinction
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at a time when prescribed boundaries were often trespassed. Since this
increasing social promiscuity also prompted new ties and communities,
not surprisingly, the practice of landscape appreciation was again utl-
ized in the development of social networks.

The popularity of you gave rise to two new subtypes of tourism. The
first featured wild adventures in seldom-explored exotic sites. Among
this group of travelers, Xu Xiake # f & (1587—1641), probably the best
known, ventured to the furthest corners of the empire. Wang Shixing
X +1% (1547—98) was also well known for his series of yhuangyou it
(grand tours), each documented in detail in poetry, essays, and even
paintings.%> The second subtype was more in the nature of leisured ex-
cursions, which, in the minds of late Ming literati, was often associated
with the goal of “seeking friends,” or, as we might say, social network-
ing. Yuan Zhongdao # P i (1570-1623), one of the famed Three
Yuan brothers known for their vignette-style writings (xzagpin 1) 5o),
described his deep passion for_you in terms of its socializing function: “I
took a liking to yo# when very young. Since then, wherever I visited,
I have always sought out local luminaries to befriend.” And with much
pride, he declared that, thanks to his long-term passion, he now en-
joyed an extensive social network that extended to virtually every cor-
ner of the empire.3¢ With similar purposes in mind, literati planned trips
in accordance with the celebrities they wanted to associate with. Active
in late Ming literary circles, Qin Gao # 4% abandoned his pursuit of
success in the civil service examinations after a few failures and devoted
himself to literature. In lieu of studying for the examinations, Qin trav-
eled extensively, visiting numerous famous sites. After a visit to Qian
Qianyi at his home in Yushan j§ i (modern Changshou), he recounted
his extended joumney along with the wonderful authors he came to
know, maintaining that his tour was not only about his passion for
natural landscape but also about the desire to “seek friends.”®” Indeed,
Qin’s journey was organized around visits to major literary figures of
the ume. Qian Qianyi, an extremely influential literary critic whose ver-
dict could determine one’s place in the literary world, was naturally the
highlight of Qin’s social tour.

Given their explicit purpose of social networking, many such tours
focused on major metropolises with easy access to prestigious elite cir-
cles. In fact, Kong Shangren L # 4+ (1648-1718), the famous early
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Qing playwright, named five “must-visit” metropolises for his peers:
Beijing, Nanjing, Yangzhou, Suzhou, and Hangzhou.®® Best known for
his intimate portrait of late Ming Nanjing in Peach-Blossom Fan, Kong
Shangren had a sharp eye for the inner workings of literati society. He
efficiently dissected the mechanism of urban tourism in an essay writ-
ten for a new volume of collected poetry compiled by his friend Guo
Gaoxu 3 £ 78, Guo had just returned from a trip to Yangzhou, where
he had been showered with banquets and poetry because an earlier visit
by Guo had resulted in his famous volume of touring poetry on the city.
An anthology of these exchanges was assembled, and Kong Shangren
was asked to write a preface. Guo’s warm and enthusiastic reception in
Yangzhou, as Kong Shangren observed, was not an accident but part of
contemporary culture. According to Kong, by the end of the seven-
teenth century, urban touring had developed into an established realm
of competition analogous to that of the civil service examinations. In
this universe, one’s achievement was measured by the quality of one’s
poetry elaborating on the sights or commemorating the social occasion.
A triumph in such literary ventures brought the author literary acclaim,
just as passing the metropolitan examinations would entitle one to enter
the ranks of officialdom. As described by Kong, major cities, with their
rich endowment of celebrated luminares as an influential audience, be-
came the perfect stages to display one’s talents. This development is
not surprsing—unlike ordinary scenic spots that garnered attention
only from locals, great cities enjoyed empire-wide fame and prestige.
Therefore, recognition of an author’s literary treatments of urban sights
led to fame and publicity at the national level. As a result, visiting and
lyricizing renowned sights in a major city became the most effective
way to make a debut in the literatt world.

The analogy between urban tourism and the examination culture fur-
ther extended into the social ties and communities both generated. Just
as the candidates who passed the examination in the same year were
called tongnian B} ¥ and seen as reliable political allies in their future of-
ficial careers, Kong Shangren elaborated, similar bonds of fongyox 5 4%
developed among fellow tourers who visited the same site. Guo’s fame
from his previous visit to Yangzhou eamned him an esteemed place in
the city’s fongyox community; these bonds were manifested in the out-
pouring of poetry celebrating his visit. The ties developed from touring
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could also be bequeathed. According to Kong, if a son of a deceased
tongyou visited the old site in his place, the fellowship would be renewed
and extended into the next generation. The strong bonds among tour-
ers mandated the best efforts of the older generation to assist the
members of the next generation in establishing their names in the elite
circle. The formation of touring communities, in this sense, became
ritualized. Granted, Kong conceded, the bonds created by leisure tour-
ing may not seem to carry sufficient moral weight to be a suitable
foundation for literati communities. Still, he insisted, such a relationship
was much more respectable than those formed for self-serving reasons.

Kong Shangren’s remarks, albeit reserved in tone, are indeed reveal-
ing. The social rituals developed around touring had created a culturally
elevated venue for elites to establish and celebrate their special bonds in
a very public manner. Since such allegiances were tied to a particular
site or place, they appeared less politically provocative than other forms
of literati associations. Yet even without the self-righteous moral con-
viction typical of late Ming literat societies, the elegant fagade of yox of-
fered an adequate cultural space that was sufficiently ambiguous for
elite social networking. The act of sightseeing thus transcended the
mere interaction between space and people and came to be laden with
significant indications of social distinction and affiliation.

Indeed, the rich late Ming culture of sightseeing led to the creation
of many communities around shared experiences with specific sites.
The forming and sustaining of communal ties drew heavily on the pro-
duction and exchange of literary and artistic works on touring. In this
sense, leisured urban excursions were in effect a variation of elite gath-
erings. The ritual surrounding such gatherings required the production
of group poetry, sometimes even paintings, to conclude and com-
memorate the occasion and matenalize the newly created social ties. To
take full advantage of social tourism, Kong Shangren urged that, just as
a seasoned examination candidate would familiarize himself with the
most current style of examination essays, an ambitious tourer should be
well versed in the genealogy of touring poetry associated with a particu-
lar site as well as the development of its literary styles.8? This knowledge
would asstst him in properly positioning his work in relation to the
relevant literature and thus facilitate entrance into the touring commu-
nity. In some cases, these cultural products were not only souvenirs but
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even substitutes for the actual act of touring. For instance, when Zhong
Xing $81&8 (1574-1624), a renowned late Ming vignette writer, mapped
out his touring community, he did so according to participation not in
an actual trip but, rather, in the representation of it. That is, it was the
sharing of the paintings and poetry about the tour that brought a group
of literau together. Zhong Xing described this particular touring com-
munity in his inscription on Hu Pengju’s 2§ # # painting about Ling-
gusi ¥ % ¥, a monastery near Nanjing known for its beautiful pine
grove. Hu’s painting was created to commemorate a tour made by Hu
Pengju and his friends, some of whom visited the same site with Zhong
Xing on two other separate occasions. Since all three trips were docu-
mented with poetry and painting exchanges even though Zhong Xing
never went on a trip with Hu Pengju, he believed that reading the tour-
ing poetry and viewing the paintings made them in effect members of
the same cohort of fongyon.”

Once formed, touring communities could be rather resilient in sur-
viving gaps in time and space. In the extremely ritualized form of social
tourism, such ties could be passed down to the next generation. Kong
Shangren drew an analogy between the crucial role of the scenic poetry
exchanged every generation and the function of nianyi pu -5 3% (ge-
nealogy of the friendship between persons of the same graduation class
in the civil service examinations), which cemented and bore witness to
the newborn alliance. As discussed in the next section, the story of
Jinling tuyong is one of a cross-generational touring community that even-
tually extended across the dynastic divide. In fact, in many cases, we
find that such literary and artistic exchanges not only enabled the tour-
ing communities to endure across generations but also allowed them to
overcome geographic separations. Suzhou, the cultural capital of the
Ming empire, is a case in point.

During the sixteenth century, Suzhou witnessed an upsurge in to-
pographical images, many of which were produced to commemorate
social gatherings at specific sites and served to further cement the par-
ticipants’ social ties. The eatliest pioneer of this trend was Shen Zhou
AP (1427-1509), a key founder of the Wu school of painting, who is
often credited as the first to develop the topographical genre in Suzhou.
Shen belonged to a close-knit circle of local literati, some of whom had
long before reached high positions elsewhere. Shen produced multiple
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topographical images portraying the sites where many social gatherings
were held and memories were attached. As members of this community
later dispersed throughout the empire, his works served as means of
sustaining the social ties through times of separation. Art histotian
Mette Siggstedt observes that “Shen’s painting of the Wu sceneries rep-
resented a link between the literat who stayed back in Suzhou and the
ranking officials serving in Peking. His landscapes depicting the famous
sites of Wu [Suzhou area] with their historical and cultural connotations
were testimonies of the cultural heritage of the region and must have
strengthened the local identity.”! By preserving the sentiments associ-
ated with a particular site and occasion, commemorative touring art-
works enabled literati communities to overcome actual spatial barriers
and sustain personal bonds. Over time, however, owing to the promi-
nence of such Suzhou painting masters as Shen Zhou and Wen Zheng-
ming X # 8 (1470-1559), famous local sites such as Tiger Hill ¢ & or
Stone Lake % 3 soon became popular subjects for paintings. Mass
production, either via emulation or outright forgery, made these images
increasingly conventionalized. As these famous sights were stereotyped
through the voluminous production of topographical pictures, the in-
timate relation among the pictures, artists, and recipients was lost. In
the end, impersonalized images of Suzhou came to be shared by the
general public as the most recognizable visual icons of the area (ex-
pressed in the style of the Wu school of painting), and the spatial con-
notation of Suzhou was redefined.”?

To sum up, the rise of tourism in the sixteenth century resulted in a
chain of linkages among landmarks, literati communities, and the popu-
lar geographic tmagination. As opportunities for travel gradually opened
to the general population in the late Ming, the practice of tourism was
further differentiated. Literati came to adapt social tourism into a prized
venue for literat networking. Under this trend, sightseeing ceased being
simply an engagement with the natural landscape and became a public
display of talent and status. The poetry and paintings that commemo-
rated tours were vital to this culture. They enhanced the public visibility
of the author’s cultural performance and matenalized the alliance
formed during the group outing. Thus, the surging output of topo-
graphic literature and art in the late Ming should be considered not just
another change of style but a representation of a new relationship
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between space and people—even for non-elites.” Featuring celebrated
authors, these site-specific publications elevated the fame and prestige
of local landmarks for the general public. As these sites gained popular-
ity, the intimacy implied in the original art or literature was gradually di-
luted, and eventually the sites were transformed from lived space into
symbols of the popular geographic imagination.

The display and exchange of literary sentiments not only consoli-
dated existing communities but also facilitated new ones. Indeed, one
unique feature of the late Ming touring culture lies in its deliberate crea-
tion and aggressive promotion of tourist destinations. New sites were
constantly developed, bringing new groups of people together in the
process. The rise of Mount Huang 3% J+ (Anhui) as a prestigious site in
the late sixteenth century serves as a prime example. Considered a na-
tional emblem in modem China for its supreme scenery, Mount Huang
is in fact a relative latecomer to the pantheon of Chinese famous sites.
Most scholars agree that the opening of Mount Huang and its rise in
importance are due largely to the efforts of the Buddhist monk Pumen
#P3. A poor migrant from Shaanxi, Pumen made the promotion of
Mount Huang his life goal. He started by soliciting support from local
elites and powerful families in exploring remote sites and improving ac-
cess to the mountain. In the competitive world of late Ming famous
sites, imperial patronage was considered crucial in enhancing visibility.
With this in mind, Pumen decided to expand his lobbying efforts to the
capital. To achieve this goal, he tried to buttress his credentials by ac-
quiring an endorsement from his teacher, a renowned abbot. When this
effort failed, Pumen took a more secular approach. He carried paintings
of Mount Huang to the capital and fraternized with prominent elites
and powerful eunuchs. All these activities and connections eventually
helped Pumen gain the support of the empress dowager, a much-
needed boost for the rise to eminence of Mount Huang.%

As the status of Mount Huang grew, so did the fame of Pumen and
the affiliated literati groups in Anhui. This in turn drew more visitors to
the area. Poetry and literary societies were formed in the process of ex-
ploring and writing about the mountain’s remote sites; lecture series
were even held about the mountain. Active among those associated
with these literary societies were merchant-literati such as Pan Zhiheng
&2 18 (1556-1622), highlighting the complicated social composition of
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such communities. In view of the intense social activities surrounding
Mount Huang, a mid-seventeenth-century monk lamented “the depar-
ture of Buddhist monks from the mountain and the appearance in their
stead of secular literati.”?5 Along with this development came the pro-
liferation of images about Mount Huang, which gave rise to the signa-
ture visual style of the Anhui school of painting inspired by the unique
topographical features of the mountain.%

Nanjing witnessed a similar scenario in the rise of Xianhua Grotto
R 7C 2 south of the city. Its rise to fame began in the Tang dynasty
when the renowned chan master Farong 7k #& (594-667) chose this
place as his residence and meditation site. It was said that Farong’s su-
perior spiritual power attracted birds carrying floral offerings—hence
the name of the grotto, Xianhua, “offering flowers.” Located near an-
other famous site, Mount Niushou, Xianhua Grotto was long over-
shadowed by its more established neighbor. The situation changed
when, during the Chenghua reign (1464-87), a monk from Shandong
named Master Gudao & i#i 6 (Master of the ancient Way) engaged in a
prolonged meditation retreat, sitting still for a few years beneath the
grotto. According to legend, a high official who happened to be visiting
a neighboring mountain (most likely Niushou) saw splendid glowing
clouds looming to the north. He headed for the clouds and found them
to be shooting out of the grotto where the monk was meditating. The
official was amazed and attempted to talk to the monk, who remained
silent and refused to break his meditation. Moved by his piety, the offi-
cial donated funds to build a temple on the site and petitioned the em-
peror to name the temple Xianhua. The site was further developed in
the hands of the monk Deda {%if, a second-generation disciple of
Master Gudao. Deda was said to excel in preaching and apparently was
quite an entrepreneur in developing and promoting Xianhua Grotto.
He devoted great efforts to exploring remote sites and improving their
accessibility. Because of his hard work, staircases and walkways were
built, sightseeing terraces and resting pavilions were constructed along
the touring routes, and viewing instructions were inscribed on stones or
posted on boards along the way.

When Chen Yj, the author of the Nanjing historical atlas, visited this
place in the mid-sixteenth century, the fame of Xianhua Grotto had
surpassed that of Mount Niushou. Accompanied by his prominent elite
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friends, Chen Yi visited the grotto and produced a gazetteer to com-
memorate this trip. His celebrity status in Nanjing lent even more
charm to the site. Despite its word-of-mouth reputation, however,
Chen Y1’s gazetteer was not widely circulated and became a highly
sought-after treasure among connoisseurs. Half a century later, in 1602,
on an occasion of a literati gathering, Chen Yi’s grandson showed the
original manuscript to one disciple, who was so overwhelmed by Chen
Yt’s work that he determined to have the gazetteer republished. An-
other member of the same literary circle was Jiao Hong. Using the gaz-
etteer as a guide, Jiao retraced Chen Yi’s footsteps along the path to
Xianhua Grotto and searched for the poems that Chen Yi and his
friends had inscribed on the sites. These poems were then recovered
and included in the republication of Chen Y1’s gazetteer. Thus, in resur-
recting a legendary mountain gazetteer, late Ming Nanjing elites re-
enacted a group outing of mid-Ming Nanjing icons. Separated by time
and human mortality, the two generations forged a connection through
the inscribed landscape.

This section has demonstrated that under the sway of social tourism,
the appreciation of landscape was transformed into a rtual of status
performance as well as a venue for social networking. A variety of ex-
amples illustrate the geographic reach of social tourism and its many
elements. The story of Mount Huang, for example, lends a social di-
mension to the rapid growth of jingin the late Ming, in which the birth
of new scenic sites was intrinsically related to the creation of new tour-
ing communities. The formation of touring communities could be
achieved through actual shared experiences or, by extension, the ex-
change of literary works and visual images. These exchanges material-
ized the intangible social ties, and even allowed the touring community
to survive physical separation. In fact, touring communities were so re-
silient that they could even bridge generational gaps. The revisiting of
old touring itineraries was no longer a matter of reminiscence but a
well-recognized cultural gesture to evoke old social ties and extend
touring communities into new generations. All in all, in the context of
social tourism, the production of poetry and artwork was in itself a po-
tent act of alliance and solidarity. In this light, the surging volume of
touring literature in the late Ming not only was a product of changing
aesthetics but also reflects the ascendance of a new form of community
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building. This background allows us to read the following social biog-
raphy of Jinking tuyong in terms of the communities it facilitated and fur-
ther explicate its significance to the Nanjing society. Through the adap-
tations of touring literature into tour guides and local gazetteers, the
touring community was no longer confined to a closed literati circle,
and the cultural meaning of that form of community was renegotiated.

A SENSE OF PLACE, A SENSE OF
CULTURAL CONTINUITY: TOURING AND
TOUR GUIDES IN NANJING

The Story of Three Nanjing Tours

True to the contemporary practice of social tourism, the mak-
ing of [inling tuyong was intrinsically related to a series of group outings
across two generations of prominent Nanjing families. Driven by the
desire to commemorate the enduring ties among these elite families, the
production of sightseeing literature ultimately led to the creation of an
illustrated guidebook to Nanjing’s most famed scenic sites.

The first tour took place in 1593. Six literati, all natives of Nanjing,
took a trip to the northern mountain area of Nanjing and recorded
their expedition in a set of collaborative poems. A preface to the poems
by Yao Ruxun #t;k 4§ (1535—97) details the itinerary of this three-day
trip as well as various encounters en route.”” For each of the six jing
(main scenic points) on the trip, each of the authors wrote a scenic
poem. The poems for the same site used the same thyme (beyun FoiR).
Composing such collaborative poems was a popular intellectual game at
the time. The exchange of and collaboration on poetry served as a
statement to the literary world, a pledge essentially, publicly demon-
strating social ties among the authors. At that ime, Zhu Zhifan was
studying at the Impenal University in Betjing. When he returned to
Nanjing, his father showed him this set of collaborative poems. His fa-
ther’s passion impressed Zhu Zhifan so much that Zhu exerted himself
to collect poems from each author written in their personal calligraphy
and to publish the set. He was racing against time. Two years after Zhu
Zhifan’s return to Nanjing, two of the original authors passed away,
and five years later yet another two died. This collection became a final
memorial for Zhu’s father.%
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One decade later, another set of collaborative poems came into be-
ing, as the result of a second tour. Three of this new group of authors
came from the same families—Gu, Jiao, and Zhu—who had taken part
in the “northern expedition.” Jiao Hong outlived all his travel compan-
ions and participated in the second tour. Gu Qiyuan and Zhu Zhifan
took their fathers’ places and continued to honor the family tradition by
touring Nanjing and making scenic poems using matching rhymes. The
product of this tour was published as Jin/ing yayou bian, in which the
number of sites commemorated in and around Nanjing more than tri-
pled to twenty. There was no preface detailing the overall itinerary;
rather, short descriptions of the sites served as prefaces for individual
poems. According to Zhu Zhifan, one of the coauthors, the orginal
manuscript of Jinling yayou bian was kept at the house of Yu Mengling
(another coauthor) for more than two decades and was finally pub-
lished by Zhu in 1624, as part of the second edition of Zhu’s Jinking
fuyong, an imaginary tour in which twice as many sights were appreci-
ated as in Jinling yayou bian. In addition to the poem, each jing was illus-
trated by a wood-block printed image.

Different from its predecessors, which were intended to commemo-
rate the group making the tour, the tour created by Zhu Zhifan in
Jinking tuyong was a virtual one, whose goal was to fulfill Zhu’s desire to
“visit” all the sights of his natve city. This virtual weyos tour, Zhu
claimed, presented a long-overdue, full view of Nanjing to the reading
world. Indeed, the expanded collection of scenic sites in Jinling tuyong
clearly owed much to the growing competition over jing as emblems of
local pride. Since every gazetteer now featured a list of famous sites,
highlighting the beauty of the area and preserving records of historic
sites, Zhu stated in his preface, he had grown dissatisfied with the cur-
rent convention of listing only eight or sixteen jing for Nanjing, a city
with a long history and an important role in the Ming dynasty. As a
Nanjing native, Zhu felt a sense of duty to produce the most compre-
hensive list of jing to showcase the grandeur of his hometown.”

In the end, over the course of the three tours, the geographic cover-
age of the Nanjing tour expanded from the mountains north of Nan-
jing to the entirety of the immediate city environs; the documentation
of the tour also evolved from private exchanges (collaborative poems)
into a guidebook for the general public—from an exercise cementing



Imaging Nanjing: A Genealogy 167

the social tes of a small group of Nanjing elites into a book instruct-
ing the public on how to view Nanjing, a development clearly reflected
in the texts and images of Jin/ing tuyong.

From Commemoration to Guidebook:

The Birth of a Native Paradigm

In comparison to Jinling yayou bian, Jinling tuyong not only intro-
duces more scenic spots, with illustrations, but even presctibes very dif-
ferent ways to look at Nanjing. This development is closely related to a
change in function. Over the course of three tours, the nature of the
publications moved from lyric commemoration of a group outing to an
elaborate vehicle for woyon. In Yayou bian, the preface for each jing
serves mainly as an explanatory note of the destination to provide a
geographic context for the group poetry. In Tuyong, however, the texts
present explicit instructions on viewing each site. Together with the in-
dividual illustrations of each location, they create a more visually and
textually composite experience for virtual sightseeing. For example,
Jinling yayou bian relates of the famous Qixia Temple # 7 ¥F:

Forty 4 northeast of the city wall is a mountain producing she sheng & % (life-
nounishing) grass called Mount She. In the Southem Dynasties, the eminent
monk Shao who lived here made his residence in the Qixia Monastery. In the
Qi dynasty, over a thousand Buddha statues were carved on the rock surface,
thus giving the area the name “Thousand Buddhas Hill.” To date, it still looks
majestic, and its vaniegated colors immediately catch people’s eyes. To the right
is the “Heaven Open Grotto” with the poems by Xu Xuan #£4% [917-92],
Shen Chuanshi i 1} 6F [769—827], and Zhang Zhigui 7k #ft £ [dates unknown],
inscribed on it. On the side of the hill is a stone stele erected by Emperor Gao-
zong of the Tang dynasty. The rock opens up like a window to reveal a view of
the sky. Together, the temples, cracked rocks, and running streams constitute a
calm and pure scene that has always been considered spectacular.!®

The same site was rendered differently in Jinling tuyong. In its entry
Qixia shenggai ¥ 7 W51 (Famous sights of Qixia), the prospect changes:

[Mount Qixia] is located fifty # northeast of the prefectural city. Since many
medical herbs that help noursh life grow there, it is named Mount She [the
nourishing mountain]. With its multiple ridges and isolated peaks, its form
resembles a canopy, hence it is also called Mount Canopy. In the Southern
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Dynasties, the eminent monk Shao lived here and made his residence at a tem-
ple. There are scenes like Thousand Buddhas Hill and Heaven Open Grotto.
The farther you get into the mountain, the quieter and more open it becomes.
When you reach the top and look out over the Yangzi River, the sunshine re-
flected on clouds looks like a long belt surrounding the mountain. It truly de-
serves the name Qixia, “Perched amid the Rosy Clouds.”10!

What the two texts share in common are the historical alluston to monk
Shao and the folklore about a life-nourishing herb associated with the
site, which lend literary allure to the viewing experience. However, the
instructions for appreciating the site changed significantly between
the two versions. The same scene is framed with different facts (such as
its distance from the city and the name of special indigenous herbs) and
accorded different visual cues: Jinking yayou bian’s description focuses
readers’ attention on the Thousand Buddhas Hill and the Heaven Open
Grotto; Jinyong tuyong encourages readers to take a more panoramic view
of the Yangzi River. Although the basic scenic cues remain the same
(the Thousand Buddhas Hill, the Heaven Open Grotto, and the tem-
ple), the suggested touring routes vary, as does the expected visual
pleasure and enjoyment. The earlier work keeps its tourists in the area
of the temple and statues, the later one encourages them to explore far-
ther, until they arrive at the peak overlooking the Yangzi River in rosy
sunlight, where they can finally grasp the riddle in Qixia’s name.

The descriptions of Mount Niushou are another example. Both
Yayou bian and Tuyong highlight its main topographic feature, a twin
peak, as well as an anecdote from the fourth century about Jin Yuandi’s
(t. 317—22) plan to build a palace on the mountain. To counter objec-
tions that the hilly topography would prevent the construction of pal-
ace gates, Yuandi’s prime minister, Wang Dao ¥ % —also a famed
Nanjing native son—pointed to the twin peak and said, “These can
serve as heavenly gates.” Yet similarities aside, whereas Yayou bian lists
the main historic relics in the area, Tuyong alerts readers to nearby scenic
sites such as Mount Zutang #1 % Ji and the Xianhua Grotto that
can easily be incorporated in the itinerary. Tuyong also details the splen-
did view awaiting the prospective visitor: as he looks back on the
mountain, the placement of the monastery and palace on the moun-
tain’s slope resemble the composition of a painted screen. The descrip-
tion also boasts that the misty clouds at dawn and dusk are such an
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extraordinary spectacle that a visitor would forget his exhaustion from
climbing up to the mountain top. The entry even notes that a visit to
Mount Niushou does not have to be confined by seasons since the site
attracts visitors all year long regardless of cold and heat. As illustrated
by these two examples, a simple note in Jin/ing yayou bian on a particular
Jing 1s expanded in Jinling tuyong into elaborate instructions for viewing
the site.

Changes aside, the shared focus on background information in both
texts is noteworthy. Indeed, the seeming obsession with historical de-
tails and literary allusions is not just a matter of stylistic embellishment;
a central element of cultured sightseeing was the infusion of cultural or
historical references into immediate visual perceptions. On rare occa-
sions, Tuyong even alerts viewers of recent changes that might upset an-
ticipations based on literary allusions. A site entitled “Asking for Wine
at the Apricot Village” is a case in point. The title derives from a poem
by the medieval poet Du Mu #:4% (803—52?) portraying celebrants at
the mid-spring festival seeking shelter from a sudden rain. Someone
asks a herd boy where to find a tavern, and he points to a village hidden
in a cloud of apricot blossoms. Inspired by this poetic image, Tuyong lo-
cated the site just outside Nanjing’s city wall next to the Phoenix Ter-
race. An old apricot grove conveniently provided a site for the story.
However, according to Jinling tuyong, the fame of the site almost brought
its own ruin: because of the story of the apricot blossoms, the site was
often crowded with visitors in springtime who bustled around, tram-
pling, climbing, and breaking branches off the trees. Tired of dealing
with these ill-behaved tourists, the gardeners cut down the trees for fuel.
Since only a tenth of the previous thousands of apricot trees survived,
there was no “apricot blossom” village tavern for herd boys to point to.
Even though the area was still a pleasant destination, the dissociation
from the ancient poetic allusion had clearly compromised its appeal.
Fortunately, Twuyong points out, in recent years fragrant gardens had
mushroomed and spread out as numerous as squares on a chessboard
in the area in place of the old apricot grove. Tuyong concludes with a
sense of relief that “as another wave of flourishing comes after decline,
the ancient trace is finally preserved.”192 Here the “ancient trace” refers
not to an actual historical site but to a well-established lyric image es-
sential to Tuyong’s composite touring experience.
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Despite the shared emphasis on cultured sightseeing, in general
Tuyong takes a more aggressive and instructive approach to the con-
sumption of scenic sights. To further enhance its function as a medium
for virtual touting, Txyong also includes illustrations for each jing, with
notable sights identified by cartouches. These images not only allow for
a more immediate consumption of space but, most significantly, mark
the arrival of a native paradigm in the imagining of Nanjing. To be sure,
long before the Ming era, a well-established literary tradition of fing was
already in place. Its regulatory forces were so strong that, Stephen
Owen argues, it is nearly impossible to imagine Nanjing without invok-
ing its long history of poetic imagery. In Owen’s words, “To confront
Nanjing was to recall the past, but one in which a historical past and a
literary past were inextricably woven together.”103 Until the early Ming,
the act of scenery appreciation was still very much embedded in the
city’s recé¢ived poetic past. Most scenic paintings present views of Nan-
jing that draw heavily on the established poetic tradition. Moreover,
probably because the artists were mainly based in Suzhou, the jing por-
trayed in these paintings were concentrated along the Yangzi River and
were visible without having to enter the city. True to Zhu Zhifan’s
complaint, these images were dictated by an “outsider’s perspective”
and somewhat myopic in their representation of Nanjing’s scenery.!04
Determining to present a complete view of his hometown, Zhu pro-
duced Jinling tuyong, which, in time, significantly subverted the sway of
“poetic Nanjing” and grounded subsequent art and literary production
in a native perspective.

The currency of Tuyong's images might come from the fact that dur-
ing the process of the three Nanjing tours, a string of prominent names
came to be associated with Jinling tuyong. Such associations were easily
translated into public acceptance and commercial success. Of particular
prominence were the two coauthors Jiao Hong and Zhu Zhifan. Both
men were high-profile local icons holding the highest title that could be
achieved in the civil service examinations, ghuangyuan A (optimus).
One street in Nanjing was even named after Zhu and his title. In the
extremely competitive publishing environment of the late Ming, attrib-
uting the authorship of a book to a famous person was a common
marketing tool. Because of their prestigious titles, Jiao’s and Zhu’s
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names were more than once “borrowed” for collections of sample
essays for the civil service examinations.!% It is no wonder, then, that a
guidebook such as the Tuyong with so many celebrated names would
make a strong impression on readers.

Most significantly, the stardom of the authors—all Nanjing natives—
had a significant impact on locals’ attachment to the landmarks de-
scribed in the book. This sentiment grew particularly strong in the wake
of the dynastic transition when the images of Jinking tuyong were inten-
sively copied by Nanjing school painters.1% In light of late Ming social
tourism, it is clear that the adaptation of Tauyong’s images in effect re-
enacted the tour taken at the peak of late Ming prosperity and precipi-
tated a continued sense of community across the dynastic divide. At a
time when the ownership of the landscape changed hands and estab-
lished visions were imperiled, the “ways of looking” supplied in Jinling
tuyong came to play an important role in facilitating the re-imaging of
the city.

This sense of cultural continuity reached a new height in the hands
of Zhou Lianggong B # L (1612—72), a powerful Nanjing cultural lu-
minary and art patron. In the 1660s, Zhou assumed the task of compil-
ing the prefectural gazetteer, Jiangning fuzhi, and commissioned one of
the Nanjing Eight Masters, Gao Cen # 4, to produce images of Nan-
jing with exactly the same perspective and compositional framework as
those found in the Jin/ing tuyong.7 This gesture had a profound cultural
significance since local gazetteers had developed into an essential vehi-
cle for articulating local identity by the late Ming.'® The adaptation of
Tuyongs images in the local gazetteer drastically expanded the touring
community associated with Twyong from a group of native literati to the
Nanjing community at large. It transformed the scenic images, origi-
nally produced to commemorate an elite confederation, into the official
face of Nanjing at a time when the cultural identity of the land was
called into question by the Manchu invasion. However, the effort to re-
connect with late Ming prosperity did not imply complete oblivion to
the reality of life under a new regime. The tumultuous dynastic transi-
tion indeed left its own mark on the public vision of Nanjing—a point
further illuminated below by a comparison of Tayong’s images with their
early Qing adaptations.
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The Transformation of Tuyong Images
During the Dynastic Transition

A Vernacular Rendering of Nanjing in Jinling tuyong. Produced
at the height of late Ming tourism, the images of Jinling tuyong are rather
idiosyncratic in their rendition of jing. The innovation of Txyong is most
apparent if measured against its time, when scenic painting had devel-
oped into an established genre named shengjing tn M- ¥ M. The visuali-
zation of jing in general exhibits stylistic affinities with landscape paint-
ings. Yet, unlike literati paintings that tend to represent natural terrain
in abstract terms, shengjing t# often center on specific geographical sites.
However, topographical artists in late imperial China exhibited litde
concern with replicating the physical appearance of scenic sites.!” In-
stead, they worked to develop “a schema, a configuration that supplies
the relative location of scenic materials, the charactenizing shapes of the
peaks, and so forth.”'? The images are schematic and, more important,
culturally laden, since it 1s often the literary associations and historical
allusions, instead of reality, that dominate the composition. The unver-
istic approach is hardly surprsing; as Timothy Brook argues, to portray
ajing in visual terms is to materalize a received prospect, projecting “an
established and well-defined view onto a known landscape.”!"! In this
sense, the visualization of jing is in fact not too different from mapping,
both of which entail a particular interpretation of space by reducing
natural landscape or built environment into a chosen set of recogniz-
able icons.!'2 The schematic nature of scenic images, therefore, should
not be considered a reduction of topographical representation; rather,
scenic painting was about creating vocabularies for a shared spatial
imagination.'!?

Narnjing as Lived Space. What kind of visual vernacular, then,
does Jinling tuyong create? Its 40 images, one for each scenic attraction,
present a series of prospects in and around Nanjing. Following the
convention inherent in the sequential character of jing, Jinling tuyong pro-
vides a cumulative spatial experience leading to a comprehensive
knowledge of the place for the reader. However, Tuyong's composition
of each jing differs from a conventional shengjing tu, which tend to center
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on one particular item in the scenery and usually do not depict people,
except as generic figures directing viewers’ attention to specific high-
lights of the landscape. In contrast, the images in Tuyong demonstrate
unusual interest in visual details by creating numerous “secondary
spaces” within a scene and directing the viewer’s attention to a host of
subordinate scenes marked by people engaging in a wide variety of ac-
tivities. Granted, these scenes are derivative and auxiliary to the primary
sight—many of them are not even mentioned in the corresponding tex-
tual descriptions. Yet the crowds of small figures and their intensive
interactions are so prevalent that they often distract from, if not eclipse,
the focus on the central scene. As a result, in Tuyong’s images, the rep-
resented space s no longer dominated by the splendor of landscape but
subjected to the particularities of social activities.

For example, Tuyong’s rendition (Fig. 3.14) of the scene around the
Qinhuai River, where the famous pleasure quarters of Nanjing were lo-
cated, shows the river in three curves, which divides the space into six
segments.!!* With the city wall indicated at the upper left corner, one
more layer is added to the scene. From the top, viewers first see a pa-
goda before a mountain. Then entering the walls and following the flow
of the river, they encounter to the left of the first curve a cluster of
buildings marked as jixywan % %, the old pleasure quarters of Nanjing,
which had seriously declined by that time—accordingly no tourists are
shown in this illustration. Across the bridge is the Confucian temple
and school, where people wander about the streets and bridges. To the
left is Chaoku jie 4% /& 7, Treasury Street, also populated by either
tounsts or residents. To the right of the next curve is the Examination
Hall, surrounded by a niver that is thronged with people in boats. It is
indeed a crowded image, fully populated by secondary spaces around
the primary landmark, the Qinhuai River.

A similar composition was employed to depict many other sights,
such as Changgan L o (Fig. 3.15).1'> The scene is structured
around a neighborhood. The viewer first enters a city gate, crosses a
bridge, and then passes through an arch inscribed with the characters
for Changgan li. From there, viewers, just like the little figures in the
image, would wander about the neighborhood. To the nght are the
Bao’en Temple and its famous encaustic tiled pagoda; to the left is a
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Fig. 314 Qingxi youfangJinling ttyong (1624), 3la

Money God temple. To the south is another temple and bridge. The fig-
ures found throughout the image not only create many secondary spaces
within the temple area but also serve to indicate the diverse possible uses
of the space. As we see in the picture, some seem to be enjoying the
sights, others work, still others chat. A few are just out for a stroll.

What is being conveyed in jinling tuyong is that the appreciation ofjing
is not only a matter of having one” gaze directed and consuming the
space at one glance; it is also about living and experiencing the space in
a variety of ways. Jing might be deployed as a theme by poets or paint-
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l;ig. 315 Changgan li; Jinlin” ttfyong (1624), na

ers, but, for most people, ajing signified a lived space where people
played, worked, or just passed by in their daily life. The images in
Tujong are full of details in which figures kick balls, practice swordfight-
ing, work in the field, carry goods, or simply walk around chatting with
neighbors (Figs. 3.16-20).116 Indeed, the renditions of Nanjing through-
out Jinling tuyong consistently exhibit a heightened interest in demon-
strating the many ways people inhabit a scene as a lived space. To
achieve this goal, Tujonfs images tend to highlight topographical parti-
tions and crowd the derivative spaces with figures and activities of
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Fig. 3.16 A kick ball game; Jinling tuyong (1624), 17a

all sorts, including both leisure and work. Since these inhabited spaces
are derived from the central landmark and not specifically mentioned in
the accompanying texts, their meaning can be attained only through the
activities performed there. Thus in comparison with the Nanjing atlases
discussed earlier, these images no longer visuali2e the space of Nanjing
through a grand scheme such as empire or history; rather, they are or-
ganized around the particularities of daily life and social interaction.

Visualising the Urban Prosperity of the Southern Metropolis.  The
proliferation of secondary spaces in Jinling tuyong clearly deviates from
mainstream scenic images structured around a central focal scene.
The attention to visual details allows Tuyongto develop a unique way of
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Fig. 3.17 Sword practice; jinling tuyong (1624), 39a (detail)

looking at and looking into the lived space of Nanjing through the per-
formance of awide array of social activities. The idiosyncratic represen-
tation of Nanjing may have been inspired by Tuyonfs function as a
guidebook; that is, by cataloging the possible uses of each area, Tuyong
enables viewers to explore the possibilities of space to the fullest extent.
Yet at the same time, the emphasis on the social uses of space also
evokes a sense of urban prosperity for viewers. Indeed, the extraordi-
nary visual approach in Tuyongis not an isolated invention but reminis-
cent of the conventions of cityscape paintings, where social activities,
instead of the natural landscape, inform and differentiate the represen-
tational space.117

A good case in point is the contemporary cityscape painting of Nan-
jing titled le prosperity of the Southern
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Fig. 318 People earning g<M)ds outside the city gate;
)inling tic"ong (1624), 16a

Capital)— a handscroll portraying the energetic urban life in late Ming
Nanjing.118 Following the tradition of the cityscape handscroll set by
Qingfning shanghe tu, Nanjing is presented as a generic urban streetscape
that wends from the countryside and culminates in the imperial palace,
an established mode for presenting the glamour of urban prosperity.
Moving from beginning to end, the viewer walks through an urban
space marked not by its physical structure but by an array of spectacles
vividly portrayed. Yet, interestingly, this seemingly realistic city portrait
is interlaced with unrealistic details. For example, a lantern mountain in
the middle of the central street scene implies that the time is Lunar
New Yea”s; however, the dragon boat competitions portrayed on the



Imaging Nanjing: A Genealogy 179

l;ig. 219 Working in the fields; Jinline tong (1624), 15a

upper portion would take place in the fifth month of the year
(Fig. 3.21).119 Nevertheless, if this image is viewed as a demonstration of
the performativity of urban space, in line with what has been observed
in Tuyon£s images, then the core message of this painting lies in catalog-
ing a wide variety of possible use of urban space, not in capturing an
actual moment in Nanjing. Urban space, fully inscribed with social ac-
tivities, is no longer monopolized by a single, culturally approved pros-
pect but divided and subdivided by the people who inhabit the space. It
is people and their interactions, above all else, that animate urban space
and furnish it with particular connotations, much in the style of]inling
tuyong.
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Fig. 3.20 Archery practice; Jinling tuyong (1624), 14a

The 'Re-imagining of 'Nanjing in the Early Qing Dynasty. The
unique visual details and attention to urban sociality in Jinlittg tuyong dis-
appeared in the early Qing adaptation. The painter kept the original
viewing perspective and composition but significantly simplified the
secondary spaces created in the late Ming version. In the case of the
Qinhuai River (Fig. 3.22; cf. Fig. 3.14, p. 174), the three curves are con-
densed to a single curve, and the people who appear in Tuyon£s images,
who are granted an actual function signifying the possibilities of space,
are now reduced to minor details serving only an aesthetic function as
pointers to the central scene.10 The whole image is centered on and
dominated by the landmark the painter intended to highlight. No sec-
ondary space is allowed to distract the viewers, attention.
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Fig. 3.22 Qingxi; Jiartgrtingfu*hi (1668), 2.28b-29a

The same editing process can also be observed in the scene of
Changgan li, in which the picture is refocused on the central area. The
rest of the winding streets and back alleys are left out, and the temples
detailed in Tujonf£s image obscured (Fig. 3.23; cf. Fig. 315, p. 175).121
The arch, the pagoda, and three pairs of figures are there to show the
scene as specified in the textual description, instead of the many other
possibilities of the space displayed in Tuyon”s images. Above all, the
“people” shown in the images are no longer active interpreters of space
but passive “scene pointers” at the command of the painter. Similar
changes can be identified throughout the set. Out of 40 scenes, more
than 30 exhibit the same simplification process.

The removal of visual details with their undertones of urbanity in the
early Qing adaptation of]inling tuyong appears to be a development inex-
tricably related to its time: two decades after the publication of Jinling
tuyong wars broke out, and eventually the Ming regime ceded power to
the Manchus. As the military combat over territory wound down, the
batde over the cultural landscape began. Nanjing, as the first and final
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Fig. 3.23 Changgan li; Jiangningfu*hi (1668), 2.7b-8a

capital of the Ming regime, became a critical battlefield in the fight over
political symbolism, particularly the former Ming palace and the Xiao-
ling mausoleum.12 This puts the prevalent adaptations ofJinlitig tuyon”s
images in late seventeenth-century Nanjing in a very different light. In
the works of prominent Nanjing artists such as Gao Cen (for the pre-
fectural gazetteer) Zou She Hu Yukun and other of the
Eight Masters, the same motifs from jinling tujong are repeatedly em-
ployed. Yet, despite similar compositions and inscriptions, the early
Qing pictures returned to the conventional format focused on a cen-
tralized scenery. Evoking the rituals developed from the late Ming so-
cial tourism the persistent adaptation of 74/ motifs clearly sig-
nifies the effort to extend the touring community of Nanjing elites
across the dynastic divide. Yet, how do we explain the removal of ur-
ban scenes from these works? It is possible that, being the professional
artists that most early Qine painters were, they considered the con-
ventional format for scenic painting a more apt choice. After all, the
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creation of secondary spaces in Jinling tuyong ts rather idiosyncratic and
might well be inspired by its function as a guidebook. Sdll, in light of
the highly sensitive political atmosphere in the eardy Qing, it is even
more likely that these Nanjing painters deliberately omitted all visual
cues of urban sociality, the signature of the late Ming imagination of
Nanjing, to distance themselves from the past, from the late Ming land-
scape marked by urban glamour.!? The re-creation of late Ming images
but with the urban sociality removed gestured a dehiberately ambiguous
acknowledgment of the change in regimes: on one hand, the sharing of
visual vocabulary with Jin/ing tuyong conveys a sense of cultural continu-
ity duning a time of political disruption. On the other hand, the con-
spicuous modification also allows a necessary distance for adjusting to a
new political environment. In doing so, Tuyong’s early Qing reincarna-
tion is able to articulate a new identity that reconciles past and present.

The negotiation of identity through landscape appreciation during
the dynastic transition was not unique to Nanjing. An interesting com-
parison is Yangzhou, a port city along the Grand Canal. Lacking an es-
tablished repertoire of famous sites inherited from the late Ming, the
urban elite in Yangzhou had to reinvent a late Ming cultural milieu to
provide the city with a sense of cultural continuity as it recovered from
the traumatic war and regime change.'?* Tobte Meyer-Fong, in her in-
triguing study of early Qing Yangzhou, presents a city struggling be-
tween the political transition and the ensuing cultural confusion:

In post-conquest Yangzhou, the reconstruction and visiting of famous sites
became a vehicle through which the literati elite could present themselves as
members of a single class through a celebration of shared cultural values,
manifested in conventions for the appreciation of place. Thus through leisure
touring and gatherings, early Qing elites gestured toward a culturally const-
tuted Yangzhou. Moreover, by highlighting widely recognized literary icons
from the past, they claimed a place for the city alongside more famous places
in the empire, and Jiangnan in particular. In so doing, they created a new
Yangzhou, filled with references to a Ming past in which, paradoxically, Yang-
zhou itself had enjoyed little prestige.!?

In an effort to bridge the cultural gap resulting from the dynastic transi-
tion, post-Ming Yangzhou reinvented its historicity in Ming Jiangnan;
the key for this was cultured sightseeing.
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These events bear clear witness to the importance of landscape ap-
preciation in the working of cultural identity and social solidarty. Such
place-specific sensibility is by no means permanent but intrinsically
shaped by its time, to which the dynastic division appears to be critical.
In Yangzhou, the loss and confusion during the regime change
prompted the re-imagination of the city in the early Qing through the
celebration of a past it had never had. In the case of Nanjing, although
the re-creation of Tuyong’s jing provided a sense of communal continuity
across the dynastic transition, the rendition of urban space was subtly
altered to register a distinct sense of changed times. The impact of dy-
nastic change on the sense of place was not transitional, but continued
to gain momentumn. Thus, entering the eighteenth century, late-Ming-
style social tourism would be formally challenged by imperial tours and
their accompanying cultural production, a development briefly dis-
cussed in the epilogue.

EPILOGUE:
THE POLITICS OF PLACE-MAKING
AND REMAKING

The story presented so far is one of a continuous negotiation over city
images. Created at the beginning of the dynasty, the Hongwu Atlas
epitomized Taizu’s vision of Nanjing. Its multlayered projection of the
city creatively visualized the complicated nature of urban space. The
shared topographically defined base map further rescued Nanjing from
its own ill-fated history as a capital of only part of a divided empire.
This mission was completed in Chen Y1’s Historical Atlas, which over-
laid Ming Nanjing on top of all the preceding cities and cartographically
marked the uniqueness of Ming Nanjing. At the same time, it also re-
moved the strong personal presence of Hongwu and recast Nanjing
as a product of history, an approach more akin to the disposition of
literat-scholars.

The omnipresence of the state or history was countered, and gradu-
ally overshadowed, by the proliferation of touring literature and topo-
graphic artworks that highlighted the particularity of places. Under the
sway of social tourism, the appreciation of landscape was integrated
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into the repertoire of identity performance, and the production of fa-
mous sites in the late Ming became deeply enmeshed with the workings
of local communities.!?6 With this trend, public place-making was in-
creasingly intertwined with private agendas. Personal, even familial, his-
tory was inscribed on the local images, as in the case of Jin/ing tuyong.

In many ways, the publication of Jinking tuyong concluded the place-
making process of Nanjing in the Ming era, but it by no means finalized
it. As the dynastic transition significantly politicized late Ming social
tourism, the images of Jin/ing tuyong underwent a subtle transformation
in the new dynasty: the strong undertone of urban sociability disap-
peared in its early Qing adaptation. The metamorphosis of Tuyong im-
ages, in a sense, symbolizes the end of an age of localized city images in
anticipation of strong recentralization under a new (Qing) dynasty of
conquest. Indeed, two decades after the publication of Jin/ing tuyong, the
Manchus took over the empire and would soon come to realize that al-
though they controlled the physical land, the cultural landscape had
been deeply woven into the fabric of local society. As the unification of
physical territory was accomplished, the highly localized and frag-
mented representational landscape compelled the court to embark on
another cultural enterprise. By the eighteenth century, Manchu emper-
ors were making tours of their realm and producing illustrated guides
listing the places they visited, imposing an imperial gaze onto the highly
particularized local landscape via the emperor’s footsteps. Indeed, the
numerous Southern Tours undertaken during the late seventeenth and
eighteenth century not only passively marked the territory of this newly
acquired land but also reimposed a centralized perspective on the realm
of representation. Because of these efforts, the localized landscapes de-
veloped in the late Ming were reunited by the imperial itinerary. New
landmarks, graced by the impenal gaze and footprnts, soon prolifer-
ated. As such, cultured touring turned from a venue of social network-
ing and status performance into a battleground between state power
and the local community.

In the case of Nanjing, most notable are the numerous scenic sites
marked by the Qianlong emperor with 156 poems during his impenial
tour of Nanjing. This set of impenal images and poetns interfered pow-
erfully with the local tradition. They sometimes took the place of the 40
Tuyong scenes in official gazetteers as well as in private writings. For ex-
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ample, the early nineteenth-century prefectural gazetteer dismissed all
previous cartographical traditions as “ludicrous” and eliminated all sce-
nic images. In their place are voluminous accounts taken from the rec-
ord of the Southern Tour.'?” Even private gazetteers such as Sheshan 3hi
WL E (Gazetteer of Mount She) submitted to the imperial taste and
produced a new set of Qixia Temple images from the vantage point of
the emperor’s throne.'?® Although the impositon was indeed over-
whelming, the impenial vision was by no means absolute. There was re-
sistance. Among the Qing gazetteers, some never mentioned the
Southern Tour,!'? and others simply acknowledged all image-making ef-
forts in both eras and documented them as such.! The imagining of
Nanjing, in a sense, ceased to reflect a process of community building
and became one fraught with contention.

Finally, the growing publication of tour guides in late imperial China
has been often interpreted as a sign of intensified popular travel and
consumption, part of the cultural development prompted by economic
prosperity.'3! Nevertheless, despite the apparent similarity to a modern
guidebook, a seventeenth-century guidebook like Jinling tuyong offers no
information on shopping, dining, or lodging, information that modern
tourists look for in a guidebook. Jin/ing tuyong concerns nothing but
space and the experience of space, both physical and imaginary. With
its concentrated focus on space and spatial expetiences, Twyong not only
provides a guided tour of the scenery but also marks a series of critical
moments in the changing perceptions of urban space. As shown in this
chapter, the expanded edition of Jin/ing tuyong, in fact, resulted from two
separate projects: the atlas (including the Hongwu Atlas and Chen Yi’s
Historical Atlas) and the tour of Nanjing (in three stages). Produced un-
der distinct agendas, they represent two distinct popular modes of city
images in the Ming, with very different interpretations of urban space.
Zhu Zhifan’s publication bridges and reorganizes the two projects,
turning them into a pair of contrasting views of Nanjing, one present-
ing the centralized vision of the Hongwu emperor and the other the
vision of Nanjing native elites. Through his revision of Jinling tuyong,
Zhu completed the process of transforming Nanjing as an imagined
space from an emperor’s capital to a southern metropolis.



CHAPTER 4
Nanjing Through Contemporary
Mouths and Ears

NARRATING THE CITY

We have explored Nanjing as an urban community, a metropolitan area,
and an imagined space. This chapter examines how the city was con-
strued as a discursive subject by looking at two Nanjing ketan % i%
(conversations with guests). Compiled in the early seventeenth century,
Gu Qiyuvan’s SR A Kezuo ghuiyn % B R 3% (Superfluous chats from
the guests’ seat) and Zhou Hui’s FI8& Jinling suoshi &tk ¥ (Trivia
about Nanjing)! assembled a rich array of conversations about Nanjing
among urban elites. In their prefaces, Gu and Zhou attributed their
works to lively conversations with their guests. Indeed, Zhou’s original
title, Shangbaizhai ketan % € % F 3% (Chats with guests at the Shangbai
Studio), explicitly acknowledged the origin of the contents. To preserve
these prized exchanges, Gu Qiyuan instructed his servants to transcribe
the conversations. The less affluent Zhou Hui most likely did so him-
self. As Zhou noted in his preface to Sxoshi, “Even though these entries
are as different from one another as the scent of orchids from that of
chrysanthemums, all of them otiginated from what I heard from my
guests.” He then excerpted the specific parts related to Nanjing and
published them.2 In this sense, it may be more accurate, or at least his-
torically empathetic, to consider Gu Qiyuan and Zhou Hut curators
who put their collected conversations on display, even though they
might have in fact authored or even elaborated on some of the entries
themselves. Both works appear to have been well received at the time.
Zhou Hui’s Jinling suoshi was soon followed by two sequels, and their
popularity may have inspired Gu Qiyuan to publish his Kegwo ghuiyu, a
text that was also mentioned frequently by his contemporaries.?



Nanjing Through Contemporary Mouths and Ears 189

The ketan was not invented during the Ming or unique to the city of
Nanjing. The eighteenth-century Sik# guanshu V3 4 & annotated bib-
liography lists quite a few examples dating to the Song dynasty, for ex-
ample, Chaoshi keyw K, % 3% (Dialogues with the guests of Mr. Chao),
authored by Chao Yue J& 3. This work is considered a variation of the
yulu 388% (recorded dialogues), which is usually a record of dialogues
between a Confucian or Buddhist master and his disciples. Chao col-
lected conversations of his guests regarding court politics and current
events.* Each entry notes the name of the guest who offered the in-
formation. Since many of these anecdotes are personal eyewitness ac-
counts, Chao’s kefan provides precious semi-oral accounts of contem-
porary politics and society.$

Although the genre of &etan was not new, the explicit focus on Nan-
jing in Kegwuo ghusyu and Jinking suoshi gave contemporary readers a view
of life in Nanjing very different from that found in political and literary
narratives in circulation at the ime. A Ming reader looking for informa-
tion about a particular city would typically turn to difang 2hi 3.7 % (lo-
cal gazetteers). Especially in the Ming, the compilation of dfang zhi had
become routine government business.” As early as 1412, the government
began to mandate specific guidelines for their production.? Although
the requirements were not strictly enforced, Ming local gazetteers com-
monly follow a generic textual matrix: astronomy and topography are
documented and mapped, as is the evolution of the place as a political
unit. The land, local products, taxes, and corvée labor are surveyed and
documented. The names of local officials and of those who achieved
success in the civil service examinations are also charted. Officials and
gentry who made an impact on local society are celebrated in a bio-
graphical section, as are locals noted for their virtue, particularly loyalty,
filiality, or chastity, and those with special spiritual or technical skills.
Public buildings and private gardens are celebrated in poems and lyrical
essays, and local history and government works are recorded.

The state-imposed format allowed the government to build a sys-
tematic and comprehensive archive of its territory. Especially for local
officials, who were by law non-natives, gazetteers were invaluable refer-
ences for field administration.? In view of the weighty administrative
concerns behind the compilation of local gazetteers, it is not surprising
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to find that cites, which were not independent administrative units,
were embedded within a greater territorial unit (county, prefecture).
The only exception was the imperial capital, which did constitute an
administrative unit on its own and was documented as such in duyi bu
# 8§ (capital manuals)." For other cites, since their physical struc-
tures and residents were documented in different sections of the local
gazetteer, readers had to piece together many separate discussions to
gain a full picture of a city.

Contrary to the political narration, which views cities through the
lens of a larger administrative unit, the literary narration of the city is
completely urban-centered, organized around space and time as experi-
enced in the city. This literary tradition can be traced to Dongsing meng
Hua lu (see Chapter 3). As a nostalgic recollection of life in Kaifeng be-
fore its loss to the Jurchens, its narrative sought to recover the vanished
urban glamour and street life textually. The abundance of palpable de-
tails tnged with nostalgic sentiments leaves one with the impression
that the author believed the act of writing could restore the past. Writ-
ten at a time when China first witnessed the development of megalopo-
lises driven by commerce and with populations of over a million, Dong-
Jjing meng Hua lu is notable for the author’s unapologetic relish and vivid
portrayal of the glamour and allure of urban life.

Compared with capital manuals (dwyi b4), which approach urban
space as a locus of impenial ritual and propriety, Dongjing meng Hua lu
projects the capital city as an arena of personal experiences and lived
space. With no official mandate behind its production, the entries in
Dongjing meng Hua lu are organized along specific spatial and temporal
templates in order to capture the transient nature of urban life. In-
deed, the elaborate descriptions of urban landmarks and the annual
festivals present a richly woven tapestry of urban experiences. Although
the literary value of Dongjing meng Hua lu was debated among traditional
critics, its innovative approach to the city and aity life inspired other
urban surveys in the Ming era, such as Dijing jingwu lue % F. % %%
(A bref account of sights in the imperial capital), Changlan kebua
k& % (Remarks from a guest in Chang’an), Ru meng /u 4o % i%
(Record of dreamlike things).'' Although, in this particular literary tra-
dition, the emphasis on personal recollections might not be as strong
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as in Dongjing meng Hua lu, the format of the earlier work continued: ur-
ban space and time were reified into textual parameters around which
the city was narrated.

In contrast, this concrete sense of time and space dissolves in the

seemingly random choice of subjects in the two Nanjing &efan. Indeed,
readers of the two kefan would first be impressed with the casual, ser-
endipitous manner in which Gu and Zhou presented their colorful en-
tries. Opening the pages of Jinling suoshi, for example, readers are
greeted with an account of two Nanjing families graced by a visit of
Zhu Yuanzhang, a list of calligraphers responsible for steles in the ma-
jor palaces and temples in Nanjing, a legend relating that two members
of the royal family in Nanjing are reincarnations of the famous histori-
cal heroes Guan Yu W] # and Yue Fei &R, and a discussion of the
best spring waters in the city. Unlike gazetteers or typical city litera-
ture, the &efan is structured neither by state-mandated schemes nor by
temporal/spatial parameters. The juxtaposition of one story against an-
other seemingly unrelated one mimics the ebb and flow of casual con-
versation. This allows for a much more inclusive and tolerant collection
of entries—ghost stories, passages from memorials and imperial edicts,
urban tall tales and street gossip, wise words uttered by luminaries as
well as street vendors. To be sure, the random and eclectic outlook of
ketan makes it a fitting medium for expressing the amorphous lived
experience of a highly mixed and mobile urban populaton. More
important, the kefan itself was a product of the increased fluidity and
fast-paced exchanges of urban life, namely, the elite salon. Gu Qiyuan’s
preface to Kegwo 3hutyu atiributes the origin of his collection to such
gatherings:
I have often been moody and ill lately, and so my regular guests familiar with
my lifelong pursuit of stories about my hometown of Nanjing compete with
one another to entertain me with anecdotes of old and new. Occasionally, dur-
ing our conversations, one or two stories are so amazing and strange that they
brng laughter. Yet more frequent are stories that would benefit local society
and verify local records.}?

These stories ultimately led to the creation of Kegwo ghuiyn. Gu Qiyuan,
a coauthor of Zhu Zhifan’s Jinling tuyong and of Jinking yayou bian, came
from one of the most prominent families in Nanjing. Gu’s father, Gu
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Guofu BB #, became a jinshi in 1574. Gu Qiyuan had an even more
stellar record: he earned first place in the provincial examination in 1598
and became a jinshi immediately the year after. Ranked third highest in
the palace examination, he was appointed a compiler at the Hanlin
Academy. After serving as an assistant supervisor to the heir apparent
and vice minister of personnel in Beijing, he retired to his home in
Nanjing and built a famous garden, Dun yuan i# B (Garden of escape),
where he hosted regular literati gatherings.!? Given his official statue
and local connections, Gu’s salon was famed as one of the central sites
for Nanjing literati to build social networks and exchange informa-
tion—including the stories in Kezwo zhutys. Zhou Hui’s official career
was much less impressive than that of Gu, but his Jinkng suoshi is also a
product of urban salon culture.!4

What kind of information was exchanged during these gatherings?
Although ketan literally means “conversations with guests,” not all the
recorded conversations took place in the author’s salon; in fact, a great
number of exchanges happened elsewhere but were deemed worth re-
peating. Serving as a receiving station for hearsay and rumors, a kefan
was virtually the print extension of an active oral network through
which news and rumors circulated in late Ming society. This seeming
idiosyncrasy of &efan, in fact, was part of a prominent trend in the late
Ming cultural scene. Authors of novels and dramas drew heavily on so-
cial events, treading a thin line between news, rumors, and hearsay.!5
These news-based publications were so popular and influential that in a
sense they elevated informal and pnvate exchanges of petty gossip and
tall tales into a shared social imagination. The next section of this chap-
ter first surveys the circulation of news and gossip in the late Ming print
world and then examines how the idea of Nanjing was negotiated
through the popular tales that traveled into the elite salons on which
Kezuo 2huiyu and Jinling suoshi were based.

Although such entertaining anecdotes fill most of the pages of &etan
publications, they do not fully describe the rich array of entries col-
lected in these two particular Nanjing &efan. Gu maintained that his
“conversations with guests,” while assembling interesting and sensa-
tional anecdotes, also contain discussions of the public welfare and
scholarly exchanges on Nanjing-related issues. Indeed, Gu’s Kegwo ghu:-
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yu, as does Zhou Hut’s Jinling suoshi, delves extensively into issues of
particular interest to contemporary urban elites. After the migraton of
rural gentry to cities, urban elites began to enjoy a much more com-
manding presence in the late Ming. Yet curiously, the urbanizatdon of
rural gentry received little attention from contemporary critics. Most
social commentators focused on the destructive effects of commerce
and consumption on the prescribed social hierarchy and cultural pro-
priety. The absence of urban elites from public discourse makes the
window of ketan all the more precious. Above all, the growing density
of urban elites had turned cities into fertile grounds for socializing and
networking, significantly altering the relationship between elites and
their lived space. Chapter 3 looks at how the viewing of urban sights fa-
cilitated ties and allegiance among urban elites; this chapter explores
how the changing residence patterns affected the literati’s political en-
gagement and cultural practice.

Finally, having explored the intensified flows of information and
population intrinsic to the production of &efan, this chapter looks at an
entry in Kegwo ghuiyn that formally theorizes such fluidity: a fengsn B A&
(social customs) treatise that divides Nanjing into five neighborhoods
based on the dynamics between zh# £ “hosts” (locals) and k¢ %
“guests” (sojourners). The treatise reinvents the paired concept of
“guest” and “host” with reference to a wide range of ideas, such as
“identity,” and “cultural capital,”
contingent on the particular context of each neighborhood.'¢ This
unique framework allows the author to exploit the transient flow of peo-
ple and resources in and out of the city to characterize the fluid nature of
urban life. At the same time, although using “host and guest” as a modus
operands in theonzing urban space is indeed revolutionary in the tradition
of fengsu discourses, it was by no means a concoction of the author’s
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economic power,” “social status,’

creative mind. In fact, the opposition between hosts and guests proves
to be a much-invoked metaphor at the time to express the growing ten-
sions between natives and sojourners because of a dated migration con-
trol policy. In a peculiar turn of history, the clash between the early Ming
rural ideal and late Ming urban society came to dictate the ways by which
urban space was conceived.
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PRINTED GOSSIP AND
STREET NEWS IN ‘KETAN’

The Development of Ketan in the Late Ming

Ketan’s collection of salon conversations drew heavily on an
oral network that had come to be particularly active in the late Ming,
Indeed, scholars see this period as an age of intensive socializing when
people of different classes enthusiastically formed clubs and societies of
all sorts (she # and hwi @).17 The literati salon so central to the making
of Nanjing kezan, as it tumns out, was just one of the many contempo-
rary forms of social networking. This trend, not surprisingly, led to an
unusually high volume of information exchange. Yet, in contrast to the
focus on court politics in earlier £ezan, most of the works published in
the Ming favored street gossip and local scandals. As such, entertaining
tales constitute the main contents of most Ming kefan. A good example
is Lu Car’s MR Yecheng kelun i 3% % % (Conversations of friends in
Nanjing).!8 It consists of a wide array of news and hearsay-based fantas-
tic tales that Lu collected from his friends when he left his hometown
and studied at the imperial university at Nanjing.!® Lu began every entry
with the name of the source—mostly just surnames—although occa-
sionally he indicated the person’s occupation as well. A rough picture
of the busy social life of a university student (jiansheng 8 %) emerges
from the pages of this &efan. Lu’s contacts ranged from family friends
who happened to be in town to fellow students from all over China
(who shared fascinating stories from their respective hometowns) to
military officers to Daoist priests. Yet although Lu mined his acquaint-
ances for stories, many of the anecdotes do not directly relate to his in-
formants but are merely reiterations of hearsay from a much broader
circle of sources.

Judging from the great number of news accounts in Nanjing &etan,
Gu Qiyuan’s and Zhou Hui’s social circles were equally enthusiastic
about passing along street gossip and urban tales about Nanjing. Their
informants’ interest in curiosities allowed Nanjing &efan to present a
much more vernacular view of urban life than that often found in gazet-
teers or literati essays. For example, an entry in Kegwo ghuiyu on chan guai
A 1% (bizarre births) describes all the inhuman births in Nanjing—one
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woman gave birth to a dozen eggs, another to a turtle-shaped baby, and
yet another to a_jyaksha-like baby.20 Of these “amazing and strange sto-
ries,” as Gu Qiyuan called them, some are so sensational that they were
probably quite well known among Nanjing residents. One entry in Kegwo
ghuiyu relates a famous thief of the Wanli era. His legendary skills allowed
him to make a “flying jump” to the roof of a building and steal precious
objects without making a sound or leaving a trace. Only after a servant
betrayed his identify did people discover that this notorious thief was in
fact a respected member of elite circles in Nanjing.2!

Oral networks played a critical role in extending the life of such
community memory. Another interesting piece of social news in Zhou
Hui’s Xu Jinling suoshi tells the story of a local bully named Wang Xiu’er
X 88 =, who practiced black magic with newborn babies.22 This crime
was soon uncovered, and Wang was sentenced to death despite his
money and connections. This story was so popular among Nanjing
residents that it was made into a play. Although the script was no
longer available by Zhou Hui’s time, he still learmed of the event, most
likely because the tale had been passed on by word of mouth. In fact,
many Nanjing kefan entries seem to have drawn on such an oral net-
work that preserved tales from as early as the late fourteenth century,
the golden age of Nanjing as the capital of a newly founded dynasty.?
The loosely defined temporal frame is indicative of the particular con-
notations of “news” at the time. The Chinese term for news, xinwen
37 B, contains a twofold meaning: xin “new” not only refers to the
contemporariness of information circulating within various media such
as novels, s, and dramas but also suggests a sense of novelty that fur-
ther enhanced the public appeal of such stodes.

The fascination with novelty was part of the aesthetics of ¢/ ¥, a
prominent feature of the late Ming cultural scene. The popularity of ¢/
is well attested by its recurring appearance in the titles of late Ming pub-
lications: Pai'an jinggi 4 % % ¥ (Slapping the table in amazement),
Jin'ou giguan 5 ¥ ¥ M (Novel spectacles in the past and present),
Hainei giguan i P % M, (Fantastic spectacles within the realm), Mingwen
xuangi 9 3 iE ¥ (Amazing selection of Ming essays), Xinke Mao gong
Chen xiansheng bianji hushu beicai wanjuan shougi quanshu 35 %) /& 2204 5%
ARBILEHKEEH F2E (Complete collection of amazing sto-
ries), Yuanxi qigi tushuo luzui 1% % % B M 38K (Collected diagrams
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and explanations of wonderful machines from the far west), and Gaogi
wangshi % 4 {£F (Amazing tall tales from the past). Gu Qiyuan him-
self observed of the competition for 47 at his ime: “In the last ten years
or so, official canons have loosened, and since then people have been
free to present their ¢i. Everyone tries something new, and the styles in
writing are dramatically changing. Novelty! Novelty! It never ends.
There is always more and more 4. Although Gu was cnticizing the
style of examination essays, he also captured the general popular taste
at the ume.? The ever-changing nature of ¢/ called for ceaseless compe-
tition that drove itself forward. Once the quest for ¢/ began, it took on
a life of its own: the more sensational, the better.

The enthusiastic search for novelty and thrill in the mundanities of
everyday life not only increased the popularity of kefan but also
prompted a new publishing trend: news mixed with rumors was circu-
lated widely into various genres, such as shishi x3 B§ F B (current events
plays)® and xiaoshuo +)v3, (vernacular stories). Writers of these works
recounted, commented on, and criticized contemporary events and the
world they lived in. This newfound cultural interest significantly ex-
panded the circulation of street news and gossip about local events,
which used to spread informally through local oral networks. Through
prnt publications, contemporaries gained a much broader view of their
society beyond immediate everyday interactions. The intersection of an
active oral network and a flounishing publishing industry made &efan, a
format long predating the Ming, a unique late Ming cultural product. A
closer look at the late Ming publishing industry will help us to gauge the
social impact and cultural significance of Nanijing &efan, especially given
the lack of sources relating to readers’ responses.

The Expanding Soctal Horigons

The increasing exposure to news-based publications allowed
late Ming society to be increasingly connected. Spreading news was said
to have become part of people’s daily routine. Chen Jiru f& 1% (1558—
1639), a well-known cultural celebrity, remarked that Wu ren 5 A (peo-
ple in the Lake Tai area around Suzhou) were so invested in other peo-
ple’s business that they would ask for the news the minute they sat
down (wusu guoding thewen xinwen F-46 4 7 $L.F 37 M]).% The popular
curiosity about current events was not confined to the political realm
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but extended into petty social affairs. The new profession, mai xinwen
% 37 X (news sellers), for example, specialized in collecting and pub-
lishing social events. The late Ming novel Huanxi yuanjia BAEEX
(The happy foes) records a story about two couples who become mixed
up in a dark bedroom. One of the husbands becomes furious when he
finds out what happened. He is, however, advised not to tell because:

Should you make this scandal known to anyone, all the people in the street will
chat about this. One person passes it to another two; the two persons again
each pass it to another three. When the story starts to circulate, it would soon
catch the attention of those news sellers—such a sensational affair is exactly
something they dream about. Before you know it, your story would be pub-
lished and put out on market, and the whole world will know what happened
to you.2’

In additon to the most immediate form of printed news, stories
with high entertainment value sometimes were collected in publications
such as &efan, or even further elaborated into dramas and novels.
Adapting real life stories into print or live theater had become a com-
mon practice by the late Ming. For example, Kong Shangren, whose
Peach Blossom Fan was based on real events in the Qinhuai pleasure
quarters of Nanjing, once mentioned that it was a common practice for
theaters to produce fresh scores on learning the recent news.?® In the
wake of major political scandals, the market would be flooded with
dozens of dramas to satisfy the cunious crowd.?” Vemacular stortes also
drew heavily on contemporary society. For example, a prominent writer
of late Ming vernacular fiction, Ling Mengchu # & #, in his brief in-
troduction to Er ke pai'an jinggi —%]3 % % ¥ (Slapping the table in
amazement, second collection, 1632), recalled how he came to write his
stories: when he was taking the examinations in Nanjing, he just “idly
picked out one or two remarkable situations [he] heard of from the past
and present—items worth recording—and elaborated them into sto-
ries.” Ling Mengchu’s account of the ongins of Er &e represents more
than his own story. Another popular senies of vernacular novels, Sanyan
Z % (Three words), authored by Feng Menglong &%-#&, also con-
tains many stories that originated in contemporary news events.’!

In view of the increasing popular appeal of news stories, it is not sur-
prising to find that &efan, with their recorded conversations, stand out
for their unique sense of immediacy. The frequent citation of realistic
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details such as names and locations further enhanced kefan’s implicit
claim of truth and authenticity.’? Yet, the popularity of &efan also made
publication such a competitive business that authors were driven to
take full advantage of the limited sources, sometimes at the cost of
credibility. The fierce competition is vividly conveyed in the story of Lu
Cai, who criticized Shen Zhou i B, a Suzhou cultural luminary, for
being gullible in recording in his Kegwo sxinwen % B 37 H] (News from
guests’ seats) whatever stories his guests brought to him, no matter
how incredible. Lu, however, soon fell victim to his own criticism when
he heard an intriguing story from Zhu Yunming # A ¥ (1460-1526),
another Suzhou celebrity.33 Lu was convinced that Zhu must have al-
ready included this fascinating anecdote in his own collection; later, to
his great delight, he learned that this particular piece of news had not
appeared in Zhu’s 4jji or its two sequels—most likely because of its lack
of credibility. Fully aware of the problematic nature of the source, Lu
seized on the chance and added it to the end of his Yecheng kelun. The
competitive quest for ¢/ thus to a great extent obscured the boundaries
separating news, hearsay, and rumor.

The surging flow of news and hearsay was perceived in different
lights by contemporary critics. Some believed that this cultural phe-
nomenon presented new opportunities for moral inculcation. The late
Ming scholar Chen Liangmo M R 3# (1482—1572) argued that, from the
viewpoint of popular moral education, news-based stories were far
more convincing and effective than the classics and histories, which
were too esoteric and obscure to be appreciated by anyone but scholars.
Despite the prevalence of the Four Books in mass education, their
moral lessons simply passed through the eyes and ears of common
folks without being absorbed. However, such was not the case with
street talk and news. Once heard, it immediately grabbed the attention
of people and stayed in their minds for a long time. Why? Chen be-
lieved that the explanation lay in the fact that the ancient classics were
simply so remote that they lacked the persuasive power of current
events. “It 1s human nature to be moved by concrete events that are
close to us in time and space.” Drawing on their immediate relevance
to everyday life, news events held such impressive sway over the public
mind that even news-based vernacular novels began to enjoy the same
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level of social influence as established religions such as Confucianism,
Daoism, and Buddhism and had emerged as the fourth “teaching.”?

However, the same power of persuasion, when applied inappropri-
ately, could also have just the opposite effect. Most problematic was the
practice of authors sensationalizing their “real life” stories in order to
profit from readers’ voyeuristic interests. In some extreme cases, pub-
lishers simply fabricated lascivious plots in order to prevail in the fierce
market competition. The popularity of such publications was believed
to have seriously compromised the moral integrity of the general public.
The seventeenth-century author Lu Wenheng F X #, for example,
singled out a group of novel writers in Suzhou who fabricated bawdy
stories to entice readers to buy their books.’¢ He denounced them for
damaging social morality; they deserved to suffer cruel karmic retribu-
ton either in this life or in the afterworld.?’

Moreover, the immediacy of news stories also lent themselves to serv-
ing as ready instruments for personal vendettas or political agendas.
Such phenomena could be observed not only in the cultural capital of
Suzhou, where it was said that literati would make up songs or dramas to
slander an enemy’s reputation,® but also in remote areas, such as
Ningling % # (in Henan), the hometown of Lii Kun, where sharp social
commentary circulated through local theaters. As discussed in Chapter 2,
Li Kun’s proposition for wall construction brought vehement attacks
and criticisms, many of them expressed through posters or local plays
specifically produced to attack Lii. The effects of these cultural products
were rather striking: not only did they immediately thwart the wall-
construction proposal but they also forced Lii Kun to publish an open
letter to appease the angry public.’ These media enjoyed such a broad
social and geographic reach that not only Confucian scholars but also
Buddhist masters found their deep infiltration into everyday life alarm-
ing. Zhu Hong # £ (1535-1615), a leading Buddhist abbot, in his Zighi iu
A %08% (A record of self-knowledge), which is essentially a ledger of
merit and demerit for disciples to practice a moral bookkeeping of their
daily conduct, took particular note of the use of novels, dramas, and
songs to defame the innocent, a sin that calls for twenty negative points.
Considering that the maximum penalty for defying one’s parents was ten
points, the offence was deemed rather severe.*
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Taken together, publications with a strong interest in street news and
contemporary social events were not new and can be found as early as
the twelfth century in Hong Mai’s #ti#§ (1123-1202) Yzian 2hi B &
(The recotd of the listener). Nevertheless, the late Ming controversy
and debate surrounding this genre indicates a profound change of scale.
Simply put, voyeuristic interest in contemporary society had developed
into a luc