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ABSTRACT

In the history of Fujian, the Shaxi Basin in the upper reaches of Min River was developed late,
and yet shows a deep cultural heritage. Based on local historical documents from fieldwork, this
paper tries to use Gongchuan as a case study to investigate the history and development of local
society and culture, focusing especially on local autonomy, social integration and moral
edification.

Gongchuan is a small area with migrants of various origins in scattered settlements.
Incessant banditry in central Fujian since the Zhengtong era of the Ming dynasty prompted the
establishment of Yong’an County. During the reign of Jiajing, seeking self-defence and stability,
residents of Gongchuan collectively built a fortification that encircled the town. After that, the
rise of the gentry led to the surfacing of institutions and activities centred on kinship and lineage.
However, the fortunes of the local elite families waxed and waned from one generation to another,
which necessitated alliance and cooperation between them.

From the mid-Ming period onwards, local autonomy came to be established as the
fortification of Gongchuan was constructed. When Yong’an became a county, an office was once
set up in Gongchuan as a branch of the county government. After the fortification was completed
a new office managed by the Xunsi was set up, which was dissolved during the Wanli era and
replaced by the Yunlong Academy, as an attempt to control local society via the gentry class. The
Xianxian Ci established in the early Qing completely replaced the government office, with the
head of town presiding over local administration and public affairs.

The floating bridge in Gongchuan has been an important public facility, which took the
shape of a ferry crossing in the Song dynasty, a pontoon bridge in the Ming, a stone bridge in the
late Ming, and finally a double-chained pontoon bridge in the Qing. At the end of the Yuan period,
it changed from a private property of the outsiders into a public property of the local, managed by
the Gongchuan authority in the mid-Ming period. Since the early Qing, however, it gradually
became independent, and as trade and commerce grew from the mid-Qing onwards, the
non-native started to participate in the running of the floating bridge. Contemporaneously

Gongchuan developed from a closed community to a regional industrial and commercial centre.



Before the Song-Yuan period, Buddhism thrived in the Shaxi Basin, where temples were
numerous. After the fortification, Confucian orthodoxies entered local society, and a ritual system
centred around Yonghuai Ci and Liulie Ci took shape, and the expression of Confucian values
was emphasized. However, this system became out of place in a background where local elites
began to flourish, and it is uncongenial to the integration of the network of local families.
Therefore, after generations, a ritual system centred on the Xianxian Ci of Gongchuan came into
being, which saw ancestral tablets integrated into the Xianxian Ci and its rituals. Communities
were consolidated and the order of rite and ethics was reconfigured.

By studying the history and culture of Gongchuan, we can not only see the development of
autonomy in grass-root society, but also reveal the mode of cooperation in local society and the

process of the construction of local identity.

Key words: GongChuan, Local Historical Documents, Ming and Qing Period, Local

Society
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