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The Living Shrines for Departed Officials and the Local Society
of Jiaxing Prefecture in the Late Ming Dynasty

Shu-yi Ho
Department of History, National Taipei University

This article focuses on the widespread monuments for departed local officials in
Jiaxing prefecture (fi) in late Ming. Living shrines and steles were neglected in former
researches, because they were taken as superficial flattery. In this study, the meanings of
these monuments are reconsidered in the context of local social changes during the late
Ming dynasty. A different perspective on the society of the late Ming was then provided.

Three main themes are discussed in this paper. Firstly, the relationship between the
living shrines and the official sacrificial ceremony is studied. After the mid-Ming period,
rules regarding ritual practices in official shrines for the local worthies and famous officials
were gradually formalized and standardized through discussion. The literati tried to
reconsider the appropriateness of living shrines for departed official because of how they
were similar to the shrines for famous officials, but at the same time violated the principle
of official sacrificial ceremony. Secondly, fiscal reforms in late Ming resulted in the
increasing responsibility of local officials, so their relationships to the local society were
changed. The controversy over land taxes among the three counties in Jiaxing prefecture is
taken as a case study to investigate how the monuments were utilized by local people to
advance their local interests. Thirdly, living shrines and steles of appreciation for departed
officials were also used to protest the official evaluation system (daji). Because of serious
political conflicts in late Ming, the evaluation system for local officials was at then often
used by the factions for purposes such as revenging and bonding. The monuments provided
an important means for the local people to deliver their own comments. Building the living
shrines and steles was not merely for flattery or memorial. It was a way for the local
communities to express the mistrust on the official evaluation system and to comment on

the departed officials.

Keywords: living shrines for departed officials, steles of appreciation for departed
officials, the fiscal reform, the official evaluation system, local

comments
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