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“Shui Guan”, “Shui Guan’s Association”

and “Village Community”:
Changes in the Organisations of Collecting Water and Praying

for Rain in Southeastern Shanxi since the Jin- Yuan Period

Zeyu ZHANG
School of History and Cultural Heritage

Xiamen University
Abstract

“Collecting Water” is a common custom in China to pray for rain.
In southeastern Shanxi, the person responsible for collecting water and
offering sacrifices to pray for rain rituals is usually called a “Shui Guan”.
The “Shui Guan” not only organized rain prayers on behalf of the whole
village but was also responsible for constructing temples. During the Jin,
Yuan, and Ming dynasties, the rich and powerful undertook most of the
“Shui Guan” duties in southeastern Shanxi. In the late Ming and early
Qing dynasties, the “Shui Guan” system gradually became a crisis, and
the local community invented various methods to maintain its operation.
The methods included attracting wealthy people from other villages to
participate and organizing mandatory elections by the government. In the
mid-to-late Qing period, local societies gradually developed two new
ways of holding the rituals—through the “Shui Guans Association” and
the “Village Community” to deal with the affairs of “Collecting Water”,
which ultimately secured the continuation of the system. The organization
of “Water Collection” in southeast Shanxi evolved for three reasons:

firstly, it reflected how people used the logic of everyday behavior in

Zeyu ZHANG, School of History and Cultural Heritage, Xiamen University, Xiamen,
361005, Fujian Province, P. R. China. E-mail: 66053131@qq.com.

Journal of History and Anthropology vol. 22, no. 1 (April, 2024): 47-69
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dealing with the problem of “hitchhiking” on public resources, such as
rainwater; secondly, it aligned with the transformation of the social
structure of the local society from the Jin and Yuan Dynasties to the Ming
and Qing Dynasties; and lastly, it was closely related to the reform of the
taxation system from the mid-to-late Ming Dynasty onwards. The
evolution showed the nature of the rural villages in northern China, where

“rationality” was increasing and “morality” was gradually fading.

Keywords: pray for rain, “Shui Guan”, “Shui Guan’s Association”,

Village Community
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