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Preface

Preface

Professors Fang Xuejia and Xie Jian (Hsieh Jiann) have giv-
en us an excellent, detailed study of a Chinese rural community
but they are certainly not the first researchers to have done so. It
is a single-surname community, yet even such a more limited
form of village organization previously had been studied by schol-
ars. What is unique and especially important about the communi-
ty presented in this book is its characteristic form as a weilongwu
or circular lineage compound, arranged in an architectural style
notably characteristic of the Hakka heartland in the Meizhou area
of northern Guangdong. This study relates space, architecture,
and time to culture and social relations in a way most appropriate
to the circumstances of weilongwu residential and communal ar-
rangements. In its construction and layout a weilongwu pro-
claims itself to be a tightly knit group of patrilineal kin descend-
ed from a common ancestor. A weilongwu compound is a struc-
ture in progress, as the authors point out, reflecting the aspira-
tion of those initiating construction for an ever —increasing pos-
terity who will see to the compound’s expansion into its largest
possible mature form, when it will house a large lineage or lin-
eage branch.

The Wen surname weilongwu compound that is the focus of
this study can certainly be considered a residential community in
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its own right; indeed, weilongwu architecture places resident
families into ongoing intimate contact with each other, such that
the boundaries defining different families become more permeable
and fuzzy within the overarching weilongwu framework. At the
same time, the Wen surname weilongwu is hardly in social isola-
tion from surrounding settlements. As shown in great detail by
the authors, the weilongwu is intimately connected to other set-
tlements in terms of kinship ties, common territorial identifica-
tion, and marketing arrangements, with all such ties given
strong religious validation.

The focus of this study is the particular weilongwu contain-
ing the ancestral hall (and ancestral tablets) of Wen Renhou.
Other weilongwu are linked in that they are without their own
ancestral hall, even though their founders at some early point
moved out of the Wen Renhou weilongwu and set up their own.
So they return to the Wen Renhou weilongwu to worship. Yet
other weilongwu have installed their own ancestral halls but
share common patrilineal ancestors with those of Wen Renhou.
While lineage branching or segmentation has been a classic theme
in Chinese kinship studies, in this book we have a fresh analysis
of the formation and growth of weilongwu on the one hand, and
they ways the relate to each other in terms of ancestor worship
and genealogical connection on the other. The worship of she-
gong or local deities contributes to defining local territorial com-
munities incorporating weilongwu of different surnames and

cross —cutting genealogical connections, such that various Wen
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weilongwu, while tracing common ancestry, are affiliated with
several such communities. Another set of connections between
weilongwu is provided by marriage ties traditionally exogamous
at the level of the surname. Further informing the complexity of
traditional local society were its conflicts, and in this book the
links and divisions forming local society are spelled out and ana-
lyzed in detail.

The story of the Wen Renhou weilongwu is carried through
to present times such that this book is a richly detailed ethno-
graphic description of changes in local life such as during the col-
lective era and the Cultural Revolution. There can be no doubt
that the recent renewal of lineage ceremonial life and religion is
part and parcel of the dynamic development of ”traditionalism”
as a major factor in present —day Chinese culture. Therefore,
concern of Professors Fang and Xie with lineage, religion and
kinship is hardly antiquarian but rather marks an important con-
tribution to our overall understanding of cultural change and de-

velopment in modern China.

Myron L. Cohen
Columbia University
New York, March 24, 2002
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