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Byoa$ﬂ§ﬂEF%$%?ANAfgﬂ?fﬂ§ remarkeable fact that English language research on
(Eagm“b Egﬁhina haa neglected the subject of water control organjizations even
' so long after the path-breaking, if provocative contributions of

Wittfogel to the subject of hydraulic societies. Centrel to
Wittfogel’as conception was the "deepotic®” character of the imperial
Chinese state which overwhelmed local communities. Indeed, it did
ec to the extent theat what autonomy of action exiated in theae
compunities was merely accidental and acquired by defasult. Although
this characterization may appear somewhat simplistic and ideolocgical
today, that is hardly a reason to regard irrigation communities and
their organizationa as unworthy of further atudy. Actually water-
control corganizationa, and specificslly irrigation communities, are
not only interesting as communities in themselves, but also derive
their importance from the fact that they are organizations which are
inevitably involved in conflict and co-cperation acroess communities.

Far from being dominated by the state, these organizations
display a robust independence in maneging and manipulating the
resources reguired in pursuing the twin goals of co-operation and
competition for water. In doing so they bring into play various
different organizing systems which determine the axes along which
power 1s exercised in local society asuch as the village and the
narketing hierarchy, the ritual hierarchy, the drainage basin and
finally, the pecliticai system - in which the state is only one
element. Theae complex interactions then, not only challenge the
exclusive role of the state in shaping theae communitiea, but by
throwing light on how famjliar organizational syatems and principles
are brought into play in unfamiliar ways, they tell us about the
mnanner in which power ia distributed and exerciased in local society.

The time frame cof the study is mostly the Qing and the
Republican period. Although it has been difficult to study the
historicel evoluticon of these communities during the early period,
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* The core of this study is based on a Japanese jinvestigation of
Xingtai and its neighbors conducted by acholars of the Research
Bureau of the South Manchurian Reilway Company during the early
1940s8. These inveatigations include detailed interviews,
descriptions of the environment, and whatever written records -
registers of gate asscciations, steles and court cases -~ could be
found in the area., All of theae materials &sre collected in the sixth
Chinese Villages) (Tokyo 1352), hereafter referred to as CN&6. I have
supplenmented thia source with information from the gazetteers and
offical materials from the Republican period.



we are in a somewhat better position to examine changes affecting
them during the Republican period. The area of the study is not, as
may be expected, in the well-irrigated and fertile river valleye of
southern and central China, but in the more arid north where about
15% of all cultivable land was irrigated.l The apecific region is
Aingtsi county.and its neighbors_in_Hebei. Xingtai county is
located in acuthern Hebei, bordering Shanxi province to the west.
The focothilla cof the Teihang mountain range of Shanxi, which hugs
the western boundary of the north China plain, extend into Xingtai,
covering almost three-fourths of the county. The rivers that
irrigete the eastern-most fourth of the county and it= neighbors
originate in these foothills and are fed by groundwater

springa.? It is not unlikely that irrigation syatems could be

found all along the western border, where numerous rivers originated
in the Taihang mountains and flowed northeast to merge finally with
the Hai river neear i{ts delta around Tianjin. A sampling of
gazetteers along this border shows that this wae indeed the case in
some of the areaas. Their establishment was often asmociated with
rice cultivation during the Yongzheng (1723-1736) period of the Qing
dynasaty. 3

Ththat irrigated the eastern part of Xingtai county

and e neighboring counties of Ren, Nanhe, Pingxiang and Shahe were
called Niuwei and Bsiquan (also called Qilji further upstream).
Several droundwsater apringgpfed into these rivera, the most
iuportani_S?“thch, T our purposes, was the Baiquan apring which
ia to be distinguished from the river of the same name. Peasants
built dykes and sluices from these rivers and springs to irrigate
their fields for the cultivation of rice and other crops. The
gazetteer of Xingtai records that most of these irrigation canals

" were established.in the Jiajing (1522-1567) and the Wanli (1573-

1620) reign perioda of the Ming dynasty. Another spurt of rebuilding
took place in the Yongzheng period when the large-scale cultivation
of rice begins to be mentioned.4

The Internal Organization of the Gete Association
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alled zha which also gave the name to the organization which

\//Lﬂ'~x\pasic to the entire irrigation system were the sluice gates
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shared the waters that flowed in the canals through the gates. These
organizations, which I shall call "gate asacciationsa®, could have
anywhere from two or three, to over ten villages. Of course, not
éverybody in the village belonged to a gate association. Membership
was reatricted to thoese whose lenda lay in the irrigstion service
area of the canal. The gate asacciation managed the periodic
dredging of canals to prevent eilting, and the upkeep of the aluice
gates and the dykes. If these were not properly maintained, flooding
by the river cculd destroy the canals and the villages. Finally, the
association posassessed an elahorste body of rulea governing the
allocation of water among its members.>

The baaié‘of the system of allocetion was an entitlement
called lian which was diviaible into amaller units. The holder
of an entitlement not only had the right to use water, but also the
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responsibility for the maintenance of the syster. The specific
character of the entitlement differed from association te
associetion, and a gate association could have anywhere between 10
and 350 entitJementa. The principles upon which the entitlesent was
devised appear to be of two sorts. The firast was one where an
entitlement correaponded toc & certain time period during which its
holder had the right to use water.® The second wes one where

the holder of the entitlement possessed the right to use any amount
of water on a given plot of land, say 10 mou per entitlement.?’

In this system, the order in which the water was utilized was
important because, since there was no limit on the water used, the
persona receiving it last may have found that the water was not
adequate for their needs. In general most gate associations followed
a locaticnal principle whereby those closest to the sluice gates
received water firat, and the further the user was located from it,
the later he received the water.8

Each gate aspocistion was orgenized under the leadership.of
a manageriel stratum called the xiapjisa. Periodically, thias stratunm
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state to make it part of a nominally unified syatem under the aegis
of the state. Below the lesdership stratum was another group of
duty was to assist the former. Later in the republic, however, it
was claimed that the gongzhi were expected to supervise the
activities and financial practices of the leadership.ll The

actual status of this group, their asocial background and the extent
of their independence from the leadership stratum is unclear.
Nonetheless, given that in one case they were actuslly appointed by
the hezheng, and in another by the villege headman, it is unlikely

—— -

that they were anything more than ordinery functionaries.12

The tasks of the leadership consisted first in checking for
blockegea in the canals, and supervising the periodic dredging and
the repair of dykes and aluice gates. Except in one gate-
association, the leadership stratum did not engage in the physaicsl
work itself which was done by shareholders according to the number
of shares they held.l3 Their other functions included managing
the finances and collecting dues for repairs, for temple ceremonies,
for the payment of the salaries of the headman, and for their own
pericdic feasting. Where the gate asacciation owned landed property
Every year they updated the records of water rights and
landownership and whenever a dispute occurred, they were called in
to arbitrate.l5 It ia important to note that they did not just
mediate disputes, but had the power to arbitrate and mete out
punishments. Whereass the lesdership atretum arbitreted conflicts
within the gate association, the headmen of the aaaociastions
conferred and negotiated over conflicts between asaoccietions.l6

The relationship of the leaderahip to their constituency,



especially the manner in which they were recruited, was not the sane
in every gate aaaoc;atlon. Table 1 presents some data concerning
this question.17 '

What conclusions can we draw from this table? one
interesting piece of infeormation is that certain villages dominated
-t+he organization, as is to be seen from the fact that the headmen of
the association were chosen only from some villageas. Further on in
the discussion I hope to ahed some light on the basis of the power
of particular villages in the gate aseociations. The fact that the
headnan waa selected every year from the leadership stratum is not
pares among the leadership stratum. Data on this astratum show that
half were elected and the other half were hereditary. How do we
characterize the situation? Is control exercised over generstionsa by
a amsll group, or is decision-making spread more evenly through the
connunity? Ie the cup half full or half empty?

Clearly'lore evidence is needed before any general
statements can be nade. 1 am inclined to believe that there was a
organizationa, even though menagerial competence was cited as a
precondition for becoming a leader. This is because of the following
reasons: there is gqualitative evidence from many of the gate
ggsociations that no matter whether the principle of recruitment was
Hereditary or not, it was the reletively wealthier landowner who
tended to hold office.l8 Certainly, no tenant ever became a part
of the leadership.l?® In Shijing market town, the largest
sharehclder weaa alweys appointed by the outgoing headman of the
association to be part of the leadership stratum.20 Moreover,
even when the selection toock plece every year the same man was
sometimes returned to office for thirty or forty years.2l 1In
aome cases, a shareholder holding office in one of the gate .
sascociations may appear not to hold an unusually large number of
sharea, but then he held shareasa in cother gate asacciations as
well.22 Thus, it would appear that the wealthier landowners
managed to sustain their dominance over these organizations,
sometines even for several generations. Both these facts are borne
ocout in this little story cited in the gazetteer about the Kong
family of Baiquanzha.23

A

*In 1736, the scholer Kong of Wangkuai village, who waa the
mseventh descendant of the founder of the gate association, Kong
Zicai of the Wenli period, led the reconstruction efforts. He
prepared wine and food and invited the influential (youlizhe)
people of Konggimo and five other villages to confer on the
natter of dredging the canals and rebuilding the sluice gate
{(which had been abandoned) to irrigate the land. Everybody
thought it was a splendid jidea and so they petiticned the

county authorities”

There were alzo sufficient rewvards in the ocffice to motivate
the relestivaly well-to-do to seek these jobs. The headman of the
association received payments of grain from each shareholder.?4
The leadership atratum was compensated by being allowed to use extra

o



Table 1 Information on Leadershlip of Gate Asaocia.tions'

Constituent ~ Villages from which Mode of Numbers Mode of
Gate Assoclatlion Villages Hezheng are Chosen Selection of Ximojla Selection
rd Ward
Guanwan 18 9 Elected every 36 Chosen
' year by xiaojla avery year
Sth Ward
Dongwang _ 6 3 " 12 Hereditary
Pujt | b 3 ¥ 5 Chosen
every year
Yongji 6 1 » 3 )
Yongll L 1 " 14 .
Longx;ng 6 1 " 24 - Hereditary
HMmin 8 : | ' 11 "

Guangrun 2 . | " 8 "



water and to feast several times a year with public monies.25
There were, of course, alaso advanteges in the allocation of water
and dues for an unscrupulous type because the accounts were never
very strictly maintained.26

But even when we say that the leaders were influential and
wealthy, by the 20th century at least, the term wealthy must be
conatrued relatively, Of the two lesders for whom we have specific
statistical information, one owned 20 mou and cultivated another 10,
while the second owned 30 mou. The first man was in the top 38% of
all landownere, and his landheolding, in the top 14.%%X of all land
cultivated in his ward.27 These were not powerful landlords.

Even in the petty-holding landescape of north Chins, they were at
beat rich peasanta.

What about relations between the ordinary shareholders and
the wealthy within the gate association? There are very few
indications of the exiatence of clase tensions within the community.
A stray reference suggeats that the larger landowneras evaded their
respeongibility in the phyeical work of maintaining the gates and
sent their tenants instead. 28 In snother instance the gazetteer
refers to tension within the community during droughts when "the
strong opprees the weak, the rich cheat the poor, and there is much
fighting"”. Unfortunately, no further detaila are available. 29
I am inclined to believe that in normal times class contradictions
were neither highly developed, and nor, from cur observation of the
pattern of conflict in Xingtai, did they appear as a dominant
tensicen in the consciocusaneas of the communities,

Conflict within the Associastion

I disatinguish between two types of conflicta: those occurring
within a gate asaociation, and those cccurring on a higher scale cof
crganization. The basis of the distinction lies in the factors
shaping the arena of the conflict and the political rescurces
available in each one of these arenas., Here I will diacuss conflicts
within the asaociation.

~ A great number of these conflicts occurred in irrigation
systems which used the method of allocating water according to time.
Thias was the case in Guanwan gate aasociation, the large association
/jin the third ward. Here, if it was determined that X village would
use the water from the fifth to the tenth day of the month, all
sluice gates upstream from X village would remain shut so that X
could receive its full share. Qf course, the temptation for upstreeanm
villages to steal some water at night was ever present and thefts
occurred frequently, While there was no evidence that there was any
claas conflict involved here, this kind of theft often led to fierce
and bloody clashes.30 It took an sssociation headman of
exceptional prestige and ebility to contain these disputes. For
twenty yveara, from 1919 till about 1940, Guanwan association had
this kind of man in Chen Jishan, a failed exaninee of the imperial
examination system, who had plagues granted to him from supporters
across three counties.3l We shaell have further occasion to
discuses him later. ' :




Another class of conflicts arose where a market in water
rights had developed. Thia market cculd only occur where water
rights were divorced from the land which was typically a
characteristic ¢f time sharing arrangementa. In thia aysten,
the volume of water used in a period of time corresponde to the
entitlements owned, and had no connection with the land the
shareholder cultivatea. Conaequently, when a ahareholder sells sonme
land or acquires some more he would need to either dispose of or
acquire extra entitlementse. However, buyers and sellera could not
always be found within the assocciation, and many irregularities
crept into the system which tended to destabilize exiating
arrangementa. Powerful individuals and groupa could, often in
defiance of community intereste and norme, divert water from the
canals and rivera and sell them to lands outeide the gate
association. In turn, the presence of cutsiders in the aasociation
could strain the cohesion of the community as the ocutsiders were all
too coften outaide the customary ambit of control of the association.

It is for thesme reasons thet moast gate associations in Xingtai
had moved from a system where the entitlement corresponded to a unit
of time to one where it correaponded to a unit of land. Ishida
Hiroshi argues that this transition is related to the process of
commercialization of agriculture whereby rich peasants shifted to
" cash crops requiring the use of more water than their ahare entitled
them to0.32 While this may indeed be the case, the evidence for
it is not particularly conclusive. At any rate, the transition to
land ahares waa almost certasinly elso a response to the problemsa of
management and contreol that we have outlined above.

The alternative that Xingtsi water control groups found to the
problems of time sharing and aale of water was the system where the
entitlement was based on a plot of land which could uase all the
water it needed. Thus, in this system water was tied to the land and
_ the independent sale of this water was forbidden.33 Whereas in
the earlier period there is evidence of the sale of water rights
which was repeatedly censured by these organizations, by the 19th
century at leaat, the aystem of wster rights being tied to the land
Xingtei.34 Clearly, the gete associations in Xingtei county had
develeped into powerful organizations which individual members were
acarcely in a poeition to defy.

Such was not the case with many of Xingtai’s neighbors. In Ren
county, for instance, where water control organizations appeared to
be too weask to reatrain offenders, the sale of water rightsas was
rampant. Many villages in this and the neighboring counties had
bought their water from “powerful individuals® who had diverted
water and created new cenals from the river, or from existing
canals.35 Even before the Japaneae invasion in 1937, local
bully types retained a long term interest in these diversionary
canals by charging a rent on every mou of irrigated land.36 Qf
course, this reduced the flow of water to villages downstrean,
csusing great discontent. The atate of affairs was deplored by the
authoritiea who made arreats but did not appear to change the



situstion noticeably. 37 Thias kind of activity accelerated
perticularly after the Japaneae invasion in 1937 bacause the
Japanese encouraged the construction cf new canals -- however they
were to be achieved. 38 '

It is evident that the organizational strength of the
leaderahip was critical to community relations and stebility
within the associations. The evolution of atrong leaderahip
institutions in Xingtai contrasts sharply with the weaker atructure
of community control in several of ita neighboring countiea. While
some of these counties may once have had stronger leaderahip
astructures at some point, they had clearly not been strong encugh to
withstand the impact of the turbulent circumstances of the 20th
century.39 In the remaining aections we will try and
understand the exceptional vigor and atrength of irrigation
communities in Xingtai - how these communities articulated with
wider organizetions and networks to further their interests and
develop into powerful community inastitutions.

No doubt, gate asscciations derived their strength by drawing
on resources from wider organizational systems in loceal society. The
most obvioua of these is the village and it is one that hes
preoccupied a generatjon of Japanese echolars. Working on the
presumption that the village community end the jirrigation community
are identical (also an idea of Wittfogel), some of these scholera
have argued for a atrong corporate structure within the village
(kyodotai).499 If this is the case, then from our point
of view, theae corporate structures can be seen to reinforce
community control of the water controcl ecrganizationa.

The study of Xingtai challenges the presumption that the
aasociation and the village were co-extensive simply on the basis of
the fact that the association was larger than the village. It is
also rather doubtful that any kind cof corporate community structure
existed in the village. Nonetheless, this ia not to deny that there
were certain interesting and important structural connections
between the gate sasocistion and the village which keepa alive the
isaue of the extent to which the power structure of the village
influenced the eassocciatjion.

In the firat place, despite the claim that the xiacjia
was a representative of all the cultivatore on a section of
irrigated territory,4l in practice, in many gate aassociations he was
sent out from a apecific village. 0f cocurse, thia was related to the
fact that most peasants cultivating lands edjacent tc each other
ware probably from the same village., For instance in Zhang village
of Puji aasociation, a xisojias was sent out from one of the
eight sectiones of the village by rotation.92 There were also
villages that were ao small that they had to combine to send out a
representative.43 Still, the fact that there was a rough co-
extensivity between a rural settlement and aome level of the
association meant that the political ressurces of the settlement

could be mobilized within the asscciation.
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Thia ia particularly to be observed in the case of certain
villages within the asaociation which were more influential than the
others. Sometimes a locational advantege may have initially caused
these villages to become dominant, but once dominant, they
invariably used the organizatiocnal rescurcea in the villages to
preserve this domination over other villagea. In the aputheast
aaction of the fifth ward, there were nine villages of Baiquan
association which were very loosely orgenized. One of these villages
called Kohgqiac, was located at the fork of three canala which gave
it a position of great atrategic importance vis-a-vis the villages
dependent on these canals further downstream. Under the pretext that
water rights had become extremely confused, Konggiao set up its more
or less independent organization, the hekoushe.%4% This
organization owned corporate property and engaged in land
transactions. It also had an elaborate structure consisting of 17
cfficiala. Hany of these were leaderas of village government and its
coffice was located in the cffice of the village government itself.
Only villagera of Kongqiamoc could become ite membersa, and the
organization dealt with all their reletions to the Baiquan
association.49 Maeda Shotaro, who has studied the records of
this organization in grest detail,4® believes that it was in order
established. Indeed, the frequent references in the records and
plaques to conflicts between Konggiso and other villages auggest
that Konggiao certainly had the power to bully its less fortunate
neighbors.47 .

By and large, however, as Skinner has instructed us, the
erdineary village in north China was scercely a focal center for all
of the organizationa and networks of local society, and few such
villages could dominate in the manner of Konggiao. Aa we may expect,
the market town was much better equipped for the role, and by
identifying themselves with the organizational core of the.
agssociation, these towna were able to exercise a dominsting
influence upon other villages. In table 1 it is seen how the
headmen of the associationa were chosen only from certain villages.
They sre from the two market towns of the region, Dongwang in
Dongwang association and Shijing in Puji association. In Dongwang,
the headman of the gate association was, in actual fact, appointed
by the villege headman.48 In both places, the relatively
powerful governments of the market towns played an important role in
the finances of the association. In Dongwang, when the association
ran a deficit, the town government made it up and levied a tax on
the residents.4® In Shijing, members of the asscciation paid
their dues through the town government.30

Thus, although there was no strict isomorphism between the
power structure of the village and the irrigstion community, strong
villages and market towns, in particular, were able to bring to bear
the organizational resources of their community to dominate the
associations. By the same token, the leadership structure of the
irrigation communities were able to exercise a fairly tight control
to ensure stability within and protection againet outeiders.It is
important to point out, however, that even while the market town



exercised an important influence upon the distributicn of power
within the association, as we shall asee, the marketing ares and the
principles of the marketing symstem were not particularly relevant
to the weys in which gate associationa dealt with eeach other.

Part II: Co-operation and Conflict among Gate Asaociations

Both co-operation and conflict are basic to water control
organizations. Co-poperation is required because it is not possible
for a single farm family to manage a river-based irrigation systen,
and cenflict is ineviteble because water is & collective resource
the supply of which is highly variable and unpredictable.
Nonetheless, the particular patterns of co-operation and conflicta
among the water control organizstions of north China are extremely
interesting because they throw new light on the way in which various
familiar organizing systems combine in new waye to structure the
exercise of power in the countryside.

Although the gate association was a unit of everyday
activities, it was not necessarily the only unit of co-operaticon and
conflict. The previous section has shown that in some asaociations
there were samaller units, like the village which represented a
distinct grouping of interesta, and segmentation could take place
down to this level. Alternatively, one can find combinations and
coalitions of gate associations at scales much higher than the
aasociation itself, Sometimes they may even be forged at the county
level in order to mobilize politicel and economic resources at that
level in & conflict with water syatems of other counties.

No wmatter what material and politicel factors shaped the scale
of the co-operating or competitive unite, the sphere of control of
these units and the strategiea of segmentation and recombination
were expressed through a religiocous idiom. Every wvillage in
the irrigation eystem had a Longwang (Dragon god) temple. =1
Although the fellowing exchange was reported from another part of
north China, it is a sirmple and clear cosmological statement of the
relationship of man, the goda and natural resocurces, that could be
heard anywhere.52

@: How was heaven created?

A: I am not sure, but they say it was created by the Jade
emperor. :

@: What about the earth and man?

A: I do not know.

@: Why does man live?

A: Because he eats.

Q@: But then why does he die when he gets old?

A: The years of a man’s life are predetermined by the Jade
emperor. One cannot live beyond that.

Q: Whet about planta?

A: They exisat because of the earth and rain water.

@Q: How so?

12



A: Because they can borrow their pover.

Q: Does rain water have power?

Al VYes.

Q: Who gives it power?

A: Rain is created by the Jade emperor’s subordinate,
Longweang (Dragon god). The rain containa lLongwang’s
power.

Q: Why does Longwang make it rain?

A: Rain is the source of ten thousand thihga, Without it man
cennot live. Ultimately water is what saves man,

Q: When rain water has not yet touched the earth who does it
beleong to?

A: Even though it was created at the command of the Jade
emperor, since it waas actuslly made by Longwang, it
belongs to hinm.

Q: Once it touches the earth, 1 suppose it no longer belongs
to Longwang? '

A: Earth and water are public resources (wei gong)

Q: Is rainfall ceused by Longwang given by him as a gift to
the nation, to the county or village, or to the
individual?

A! He gives it to everybody.

Q: Does everybody mean the nation?

A: Since pecople get together and make the nation, the two
are much the same.

Q: So does Longwang generally grant rain te the nation?

A: I do not know.

@: But Bince rain water belongs to everybody, cone has to use
it carefully, no?

A: That’s right. You can’t waste it.

Q: When it raine on private land, who doea it belong to?

A: To the owner. He can use it as he likes.

Q: But rain water belongs to the naticn.

. A Even ao, if it falls ©on privete land, the owner can do
what he likes.

@: Whom does land belong to?

A! That too belongs to the netion. People borrow it and pay
land tax on it.

. It has already been said that each villege had & Longwang
temple. As may be expected, each gate association also had its
Longwang temple, or else had its own Longwang deity in a Longwang
temple. On several occasions, like the fifteenth day of the second
lunar month when the new leadership of the asmcociation was selected,
the birthday of Longwang, the end of the year, and during periods of
drought, the leadership of the association worshipped the deity.
They provided offeringe, burnt incense, and subseguently, feasted
together.353

In Baiquan ammociation, probably the most looaely formed of
all the gate asmociationa, the nine villages made their offerings at
the Longwang temple of the association. This temple was located by
the Baiquan spring which was said to house Longwang’s mother.54
Al)l nine villages of this association met together on the day of
Longwang’s birthday but performed their ceremonies in units of two
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villagea. Later, when the leadership feasted, they separated out
into the respective villages they came from.953 This was the
asaociation to «which Konggiac belonged and it will be recalled that
the village level was very strong here. What the ceremony expressed
ia the flexible nature of the organization with ita nesated
identitiea of villege, the sub-group, and the association. While the
entire association was a unit of co-operation in managing water,
historically, all three levelas had been operative in the competition
for water: single villageas had fought with their neighbors, samall
groups with other amall groups, and essociations with aassociations,
The temple and the ceremony, thus, embodied within themselves the
principles of co-operation, segmentation and recombination -- the
atrategies employed in the competition for water.

The same feature was to be found at the level of the
mssociation itself., For instesnce, there was a large temple to
l.ongwang at Daxian village. On the fifteenth day cof the second lunar
month, the leadership of the three gate associations in the
neighborhood, Yongli, Yongji and Puji made their offerings and burnt
incense. Subsequently, the leadership of each aesociation ate
‘aeparately. Around New Year they also got together to confer on
their work.5® Now, in the earlier period when the associations
had just been conetructed, there were endlesa conflicts between then
and their common enemy, Dongwang further upstream.®7 The
Dongwang asscciation wasa centered in a market town, waa powerful and
claimed superior righte to these waters because it was conatructed
before any of the others.58 It did not perform its regular
ceremcnies at the Daxian Longwang temple. An informant {(from
Dongwang ?) said that this was because the "Daxian Longwang’s
jurisdiction extends over the waters of the gate asscciations in the
dewnstream area. Even if one of ocur villages worehips there it will
be inefficacicus. Moreover, this village has no connection with
their Longwang®. Incidentally, the Dongwang aeacciation which also
ahered the waters of another system, patronized three Longwang
temples including its own.99

Thus, the ceremony of the three associstions in the Daxian
Longwang temple, 1 believe, symbolized both their autonomy as
individual units aes well their coalitions formed to combat their
superior competitors, like the Dongwang association. The close
relationship of these three aasociations is evident even in the 20th
century. The water registera of 1901 suggest that they co-operated
with each other in the maintenance of the dykes of the area.
Inevitably, they &lso fought on eseveral occasions with each
other .60 ' :

The Daxien Longwang temple served =g the ritual center not
only for the three gate essocistions, but on ancother occaaicn, for a
much larger area encompassing the drainage basin of the Baiguan
river. On the first day of the seventh lunar month, the leaders of
the eight aassociationa which shared the drainage basin and engaged
in co-operative dredging, got together and made their offeringa to
the Longwang temple at Daxian.®l The significant fact about
this maes ceremony is that it included asaociationsa located outaide
the county in neighboring Nanhe county. The repair of the temple in
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1853 registered contributions from a very wide area including Nanhe
and Shahe counties.®2 In these instances, of course, the tesple
serving as the ceremcnial center of the gate associations over

" auch a wide area cannot be undersatood as a focal point of
coalition strategiea. Rather, here it functioned to bring
together potentially competitive groupa to co-operate for their
collective aurvival. '

The nested hierarchy of ritual centers which define the
territorial juriadiction of each unit end each level of the
aystenm ritually, ia cfcoursmse, & familiar Chinese idiom
establishing authority beyond the formal administrative reach of
the imperial bureaucracy. In this sense, the temples to the
dragon god at one level perform much the same role as do the
tenplea to the earth god in every village. However, even while
the earth god symbolizeas the village as a territorial entity, he
is at the same time, part of a supernatural bureaucracy which
mirrors the imperial bureaucracy. It is as if, by co-opting the
hierarchical symboliam of the supernatural, the imperial state
extended its authority through the ritual medium inteo village
society.6

In contraat, the state seems to be outside the rituael arena of
the ginilarly hierarchical symbolism of the dragon god and its
/temples. Rather, what we have here is a very creative manipulation

{ needed to segment and recombine for purpcses of co-operation and

' competition in order to maximize their intereasts and effectiveness.
What the ritual hierarchy of Longwang temples provided waa a stable

; framework of autherity within which the constant flux of ashifting

/ alliances could take place. Az a device demarceting authoritative

i 3jurisdictions, the Longwang temples were a remarkable community
institution which not only reduced the necessity of state .
intervention, but also permitted encormous flexibility within the
systen. :

While the ritual hierarchy served to mark off the authority of
different levels of the system, the internasl dynemics of the asysten
determining whether an associastion would combine or aegment, who
would be its allies and competitors, and what would be the cutcome
of the conflict, coculd hypothetically be moulded within a matrix of
three organizational systems: l)the drainage basin, 2)the political

- aystem and 3)the marketing system. We will see to what extent, and
in what ways these three systems shape the pattern of the conflict
and its ocutcome.

——— e A e A -

By observing patterns of co-operation and conflict among gate
associations both within and acrosa counties, we aee that they all
occur within the.drainage basin of the river supplying the sluices.
All the examples come from the drainage basins of the threae river
systemas marked on the map. The first system uses the waters emerging
from the groundwater spring called Baiquan which ultinmnstely feeds
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the Baiquan river. The second system is located north of the Baigquan
or Qili river and uses the water of this river. The third system is
a little more complicated. It is composed of one large gate
association in Xingtai. It is called the Guanwan associetion and is
also aometimesa referred to by the name of its major water artery,
the Xinggouhe. Now whereas moat of its villages are located north of
the Niuwei river and it uses the water from this river, one of its
asluice getes is located on the Baiguan river several li =outh of the
villagea, and eeset of Dongwang association in the second system,
Thus, it ia part of the drainage basins of two rivers, though mest

‘of ita water comes from the Niuwei river to the north. There are

several other systems east of these three that are not discussed
because there is no informastion on then.

The second important fact worth observing is that the
drainege basina of all three river systems obvioualy do not follow
the county’s political boundariea. Thus, the drainage basin of the
Niuwei river includes & number of gate asscciations in Ren ccunty;
that of Baiquan includes those in Nanhe county; and the groundwater
spring of Baiguan fed canals that irrigated lands in Shahe county.
In fact, there were associations on the borders of the county that
included villages from both countiea. Aa we shall see later this
does not really deny the significance of the political boundary.
However, it does suggest that as fer as water control was concerned,
the drainage basin was the aelf-sufficient region. -

. Conflicte, coalitions and co-operation typically cccurred
within the drainage basin. In our sources, there is only one
instance when conflict took place between groups of two different
river systems. Thia is the case mentioned earlier when Guanwan
assgociation quarelled with Dongwang assocciation claiming that
Donwang was taking more than its share of water., It will be recalled
that moast of the villagea using the wateras of Guanwan associaticn
were lcocated north of the Niuwei river and belonged to the third
syastem cutlined above. It was only thias particular canal which
ahared the drainage baain of the Baiquan river, the msecond system.
The case had to be rescolved by the county magistrate but it is
interesting to note that the plaque recording the incident states
that it was a dispute between Guanwan amscociation and the seven
associationa of the Baiquan river drainage basin which included the
two from Nanhe county.6¢

In this and the next section shall lock at some of the wmajor
cases of co-operation and conflict within esch of the systems. The
gate asaociations of the Baigquan river system or the second river
systen, got together once a year in order toc dredge the Baiquan
river and repair its dykes and bridges. The gate asasocciations of
both counties that shered the waters contributed equal amounts of
labor and money irrespective of the actual volume of water they
used. A conference discussing these matters was held in the third
nonth at Dongwang market when even the lesders of Jimin asaociation
in Nanhe county attended.65 :

1 have already discussed two important cases of conflict and
coalition in thia region: when the three associations of the Daxian
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Longwang temple region fought against Dongwang association, and
later, when all seven aasococistions cof the region combined their
forces againsat Guanwan association. Both Dongwang and Shijing (in
Puji aassmsociation) were centers of powerful organizations engaging in
numercua disputes.b® We saw earlier, how as merket towns, they

were able to dominate an association internally. Another reascon for
their power wam that aes market towna they were repositeories of
relatively great political influence which they were able to
exercise outmside of the community a&s well. This aspect of the market
is mseen again in the fact that Dongwang market was the
organizetional center of the co-operative activitiea of the entire
region.57 However, while the market town itself uas'inportant.

the marketing area or the marketing asystem did not determine or
delimit the spread of alliances among water control organizations in
the region., The relevant syastem here, as we have seen, was the
drainage basin which cut acrosas marketing areas. In thia context, it
is worth noting that while business matters were discussed in
Dongwang market town, the ceremoniea which were held in the Daxian
Longwang temple and expreassed the unified character of the area did
not have the same center.

e v v o e ——— —

If the marketing ares and the marketing aystem were not
particularly relevant in shaping alliances, conflicts end their
outcome, the same could not be said of the political asystem. By the
political system I mean essentially the networks of people with
political influence, which in the pre-Republican period were mostly
the gentry, and, ofcourse, the civil adminiatration cof the atate and
its jurisdictions.

The imperial atate caeme into contact with the irrigation
communities when it needed to arbitrate disputes, particularly when
the conflict crossed county bordera, but also in cases when
protracted litigation seemed inevitable. Ordinary disputes within
and between gate associations were mediated by conferences of the
association headmen and other leaders.5® As for political’
networking among gate aascciationsa, this waa the principal force®
behind the formation of coalitions and coalition strategies. These
- atretegies were designed to maximize the political resources of any
single organization especisally if it needed to deal with the state.
In most cases this meant garnering as much gentry support as
poessible not only because they had influence with the locel
authorities, but because they were crucial when litigation began and
the case want beyond the county, to the prefectural authorities.

Conflicts across county borders were not uncommon because
conflicte occured within drainege basinas and drainage basins cut
acroas political boundarieas. A case which toock place in 1875
illustratea the political implicatione of such a conflict. A quarrel
took place over the provision of labor services on the river and
canala within Yongli gate association. The intereating fact is that
thia agaociation was composed ©of one dominating village from Xingtai
county, Jingjiamen, and five villages from the neighboring county of
Nanhe. Although the issue was a minor one end the scale of the



conflict wasa limited only to the association, it became a huge
affair because the gentry of both counties began litigation and the
case went up to the prefectural autherities. After protracted
negotiations, the two sides were brought together and an agreement
was hammered out. €9 This case is particulerly apposite because

it showa how a amall conflict can assume a much greater dimension
because of politicel boundaries. It lesds one to believe that
mobilization of political resources would be even greater when the
parties involved in a dispute were gate associations or alliances of
gate associations.

The sane pattern emerges in all ceses of conflicta invelving units
belonging to two different countiea: the conflict occurs within the
drainage basin, and the gentry ia always involved, leading to
litigation and intervention by the state. These cases demonatrate
both the importance and the unimportance of political boundaries.
They are unimpcortant in so far as they do neot conatitute an obstacle
to forming co-cperative arrangements for water utilization acroas
themn. However, preciaely because the gate sasociations (or
neighboring asaociations engaged in & conflict) belonged to two
different political systema, becauase the networka of gentry power
grew around the hierarchy of political centers, wes it poasible for
a small case to assume & serjioua dimension, involving the
prefectural esuthorities. Thus, within the drainage basin, political
boundaries, like market centers, have the effect of apecifying a
conatituent area and strengthening it over the others by making
available greater political resources than it would have had
otherwise. Only, the political strength of county-wide networks were
much stroenger than those available inn a market town, and as the next
case reveala, they were capable of bringing sufficient pressure on
the state to reverase its decisions.

The region south of the Baiquan river formed ancther
distinct irrigation aystem and it included villagea from Shahe
. eounty in the south. The inter-county relationa were much the same
here as they were in the previous case. In the Wanli reign period of
the Ming dynasty, after several canala had been established in the
Baiguan region, a plague records that the people of Shahe alsao
became interested in utilizing the waters of Baiquan apring. They
approached the Xingtai county magistrate but he refused permissaion.
Subsequently, however, the prefect reversed the decision and
permitted them to construct a canel. During the congtruction they
blocked off the flow of water in Wahe canal -- the oldest in the
systam -- diverting it to their own. Enraged, the villagers of
X¥ingtai rose in defense of their watera and began litigation
proceedings. The tase reached the prefectural authoritiea, and
finally, the Shahe villages were compelled to restore the waters to
Wahe canal. The plaque was signed by a higher degree holder (jinshi?
and seven lower degree holders.’0® It is worth pointing out that
although there wes no market town in this drainage basin, the
combined forces of the area were capable of mobilizing gentry
support end forcing its attention upon the state. The pattern of
gentry led litigation against the neighboring counties sharing its
waters is often repeated through the entire area.”’l
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What principlea did the state utilize in attempting to resolve
theee conflicte, particularly the onea acroas counties ? One
template that it alwaye followed in times of drought, when many
disputes arcse, was the principle that the county in which the wvater
source was located had primary rights over the water. For instance,
during a drought the people of Guangrung association in Xingtai
constructed & reservoir by building dykes ac that the water level
could rise sufficiently to enter their msluices. This deprived the
gate asscciationa of Nanhe county of their water, and conaequently,
they asued Guangrung asscciation. The joint report of the magistrates
of both counties approved the actions of Guangrung asaociation
because the waters originated in this county.?72 The gazetteer
of Xingtai stated this locational principle more generally. Quoting
a decision of the prefect, it said,”73

“The river originates in Xingtai and ita benefits belong to the
pecople of Xingtei. this is natureal and reascnable. Only after
Xingtai has fulfilled its needs and there ias still some murplus may
the two countiea of Nanhe and Ren begin to receive the generosity of
Xingtai. This is also natural and reasonable......Therefore, when
these two counties receive water it is through an act of generocsasity
on the part of Xingtai, and when they meet a crisis it is not proper
that Xingtai should also have to guffer"™.

Within the county it seemed, at least on one occasion, to
follow another principle! that of eseniority or the superior rights
cof the organization which had begun to utilize water earlier. This
ia brought cut in the guerrel between Dongwang asacociation and its
latecomer neighbora. The magistrate determined that the waters
should be shared on a 6:4 basis favoring Dongwang because it was an
older organization.74

A major conclusion of this discussion of coalitions and
conflicts is that, although water control organizations are formed
across villages in order to efficiently manage water resocurces that
cannot be handled by femilies and single villsges, their
organizational structure also permits them to enhance available
political resocurces. In the Xingtai regicen thias usually meant
mobilizing gentry networks for litigation, and presumably, for
lobbying among the authorities. Since the county magistrates rarely
nade decisions which went against their own county, it may not be
unreascnable to presume that they were susceptible to the pressures
of the local gentry. However, it is not so clear that such pressures
could alsc be brought to bear on the prefect with great success,
suggesting perhaps that the impartial state began at the prefecture.
Finally, an interesting issue is how these networks are so often
utilized for conflicts across county boundaries even when the
parties and isasues involved are insignificant. It is as if the
powers of community organizations and the procedures for consensual
nediation break down at the borders of the county, and these
communjities are thrown back to the ccocunty to maximize their
politiceal resources and engage in litigation. Doee this, in fact,
discleose the subliminal strength of state power in its ability to
delimit the spread of local networks ?



As the discussion of conflicts within the system has shown, the
imperial state only seemed to intervene in the affairs of the -
irrigation communities when local pressure seemed to force it to do
so. The image here ias a far cry from the all powerful despotic state
dominating local communities. In general, the role of the state
among irrigetion communities in imperial times appeara to be
exaggerated because written records cite important cases and
important cases involved the state. Even with regard to the-
establishment of gate asscociations, although the gazetteers of
Xingtai and Ren counties state that the initjetive to build and
repair them came from officisls, they alsoc cite a large number of
cases when degree holdera and non-degree holders took this
initiative.75 Moreover Maeda cites evidence from other sources which
auggest that the associations were built spontanecusly by the local
communities and the reference to official supervision exists only as
a formality.’® Certainly, the associstions often sought state spproval

aura of legitimacy on themn.77

Around the turn of this century, the Chinese state launched
onto a process of state-building and modernization which continued
through the Republican period. It is during this period, resther than
during imperieal times that one sees the state playing a more
interventionist reole among irrigation communities - taking the
initistive to start new irrigation projects and seeking to bring
local management and mediating structuresa into some kind of formal
relationship with it. '

The steate was particularly active in north China after the
establiahment of the nationalist government there in 1928. The
nationalists inherited a sprawling network of administrative organs
of water control at the provincial level, many of which hed been
started by previous republican administrations. These included water
control buresus for every river, especially in Hebei, and alsc
variocus other apecialist bureaus such as the Shandong Grand Canal
Engineering Bureau.’8 However, not much information is available
on what these inatitutions did for irrigation until the
nationalist period. Contemporary Western observers during the
1930s saw considerable progress in the extension of irrigation in
north China, some of it using modern technology and methods.’9

It is in aress which were just beginning to develop
irrigation projects in this period, that we see evidence of a
much more active state. A good example comes from a county
magistrate’s report of his plana to develop irrigation in
Lingashou c¢ounty in Hebei. Lying at the foothills of the Taihang
mountaina, Lingahou county had not hed easy acceas to water, and
in contrast to many of its water rich neighboras it had been
impoverished by drought and taxation. The magistrate planned to
bring in water by modern methoda in order to irrigate the fields
and bring prosperity to his people. Although he intended it to be
a community enterprise, the dominant roele he saw for the state
wag quite remarkable. In the matter of financing the project, for



instance, he had planned the sale of county government bonds
which would be partially veluntary and partially compulacry. The
portion which was to be sold corpulscrily was to be levied like a
tax on the village community where people bought bonds on the
basis of their landed wealth. He saw this as a means of creating
& collective interest in the project while at the same time
raising the much needed funds for the building and employment of
technical specialists. It was also the state which laid down the
rulea for water allocation and responsibilities for maintenance.
Finally, the irrigation communities were to be organized under
the new and deep-reaching administrative framework of the sub-
county ward and the administrative village. The adminiastrative
cfficiala at thease levels were to form the irrigations
sssociations and supervise their elections and functioning. We do
not know how the Lingehou project worked in practice, but in
conception it was far more formalized, and thus, more
controllable by the atate then Xingtai had ever been.80

In Xingtai, where powerful irrigastion communities already
.existed, the role of the state was more modest. However, it did seek
to bring the mediating institutions of the associstions under its
formal control. The way in which the state tried to extend its
control over the gate asmssociations resembled itas efforta to do the
same thing to village government., It sought to delegate formal
powers to existing informal structures of management and control
thereby, initially at least, enhancing their authority in the local
ayastem. In the villages, unfortunately, the formalization of powera
went hend in hand with the increasingly irksome task of feeding the
state with more and more revenues, and thia ultinately destroyed any
prestige aasociated with village coffice. From the ocutset, therefore,
lit+ is interesting to see what kind of impact astate-building would
/huve on the water control organizations,.

l In 1919, the county received a provincial decree ordering
the formetion of a county-wide organization called the Combined

task was to arbitrste disputes. All the headmen of the different
associations became councillors, and thus became part of a public
-body.81 The transformation of their titles discussed earlier,

which now had a more official ring to them, also took place around
this time. This state sponsored crganization was headed by Chen
Jishan, the leader of Guanwan asscciation and an extremely competent
man.82 We earlier observed testimonies to his ebilities in the

form of plagues presented to him from villagers and leaders from not
only this county but {from other counties as well.

Under Chen’se leadership, the organization arbitrated several
disputesa between river aystems and counties which had previoualy
been the preserve of gentry mediation, whether directly or through
litigation.83 We have seen how gentry involvement had the
effect of magnifying even minor disputes into protracted legal cases
-- a fact that a modernizing atate no doubt viewed as an cbstacle to
ita goals. During the Republic, there are hardly any reporta of
legal suits being brought to the county or prefectural authorities
over water disputes. No doubt this had something to do with the
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weakening of gentry networks which muat have accompanied the
abolition of the examination system. Nonetheless, in part at least,
the state probably succeeded in curbing the influence of the county
elite and linited the opportunities of mobilizing the old gentry
networka through the new instituticon of arbitration.

Unlike the situation in the villages, the leadership of
local gate asscociations was not adversely affected by the new state
sponsored institution., True, it was deprived of the influence of a
county level elite, but on the other hand, the new organizatiocn did
not encrosch upon the existing structure of control and arbitration
within the drainage basin. For instance, both the Baiquan river
drainage basin and the Baigquan apring area acguired new state backed
inatitutions for mediation within their own particular areas which
utilized the existing leadership structure.84 Thua, not only
did the leaderahip of the aassociationa escape the fate of their
counterparts in the village, but with the new political
certificetion of the state, it may even have emerged strengthened.
It is perhapsa not unremssonable to suggest that thia leadership wase
able to escape the fate of the village leadership principally
because, unlike the village, the water control organizationa were
not perceived by the state as prime targets of its extractive
peliciesa.

In conclusion, in Xingtai at least, local irrigetion
communities probably managed to preserve much of their autcnonmy,
even if they appeared to lose some of the vigor with which they
fought for their interests. The fact that they were able to do this
in the face of that cruel paradox of the republic - an encroaching
state accompanied by burgeoning eanarchy - is testimony to the
strength of its community institutions. What heppened to these
institutions in the PRC when strong collective structures, but with
different organizational focii, come into being, is a guestion
that is well worth investigeting.
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