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The Shati Community Coinpact in Zengcheng County
during the Jiajing Period of the Ming Dynasty

Zhu Honglin (Hung — lam Chu)
Summary

The Shati community compact { ziangyue ) was a locally initiated organization
for a neighborhood of 250 households or more, set up without government endorse-
ment in 1544 in the village of Shati in Zengcheng, a county east of the city of
Guangzhou. Its founder and funder was the famous retired scholar — official, Zhan
Ruoshui. It was instituted by forty elders from fourteen lineages with a pronounced
aim to improve social customs, in particular to eliminate gambling and cremation
practices, as well as to foster neighborhood solidarity against frame — up charges
and clerical intrusions. There were regular meetings of the elders and inspection
tours to rural localities by the leadership group. At once a manifestation of the Con-
fucian ideal of retired officials to be helpful in local governance and a voluntary coop-
eration of the lineages in the rural area for preventive measures against potential lo-
cal disorder, this compact was nonetheless not successful and did not last for long.

This paper, using as its primary source an unexplored contemporary document
which records the terms and rituals of the Shati compact, first studies the back-
ground and content and characteristics of this compact, relating them to the local
conditions of the county and the history of Zhém Ruoshui and his family. It then of-
fers an explanation for its failure, discussing it in terms of leadership, source of au-
thority, range of promise and activity, financial resources, etc., in relation to ex-
isting social and political situations and in comparison with contemporary compacts
in Shanxi, Henan, Jiangxi, and Huizhou localities.

In comparing the characteristics of these compacts, the paper further discusses
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the nature and effect of the community compact in Ming times and in particular its
relevance to local government in the sixteenth century. In conclusion it also notes
that at the present stage of community compact study over generalization is unwar-

ranted.
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