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The Decline of Village Communities and the Rise of Township—Village (Xiang-li) Communities
in the Northern and Southern Song Dynasties

Zhang Wen

Abstract: The Northern and Southern Song Dynasties saw the decline of traditional village communities, which
were gradually replaced by township-village communities. The decline of village communities began with social
differentiation since the mid-Tang period, leading to the alienation of geographical relations, manifesting as the
weakening of organized geographical mutual-aid relations. In this context, aside from the persistence of traditional
organized geographical mutual-aid in certain localized areas, spontaneous secret societies and the community compacts
(xiangyue) organized by scholar—officials partially fulfilled the gap. However, the former was suppressed by the
authorities and could not become mainstream, while the latter was too idealized to achieve widespread adoption,
making the decline of village communities irreversible. From the mid-Northern Song Dynasty, driven by the Confucian
revival movement, the reconstruction of geographical communities became an inevitable choice for scholar-officials in
their pursuit of an ideal social order. Thus, the township-village community emerged, characterized by spontaneous
order, in which rural dwelling scholar—genrty and rich people aspiring to gentry status became leaders through their
geographical philanthropic activities. By the Southern Song Dynasty, Zhu Xi’s establishment of community granaries
(she—cang) , and the appointment of rural dwelling scholar—genrty as community officials, not only managed the
granaries but also moralized the township—village, restrained the rich people, and controlled the poor people. Thus,
the township—village communities achieved organizational expansion.

Key words: the Song Dynasty; village community; township—village community
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