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The	House-Field-Town	Nexus	

Fuel,	Wild	foods,	Ecosystem	services	

														ConstrucMon	materials	

Forest	
and	

Pasture	

Fields	

House	 Village	

Town	Sales,	Rents,	Taxes	
Purchases	

W
at
e

r	

Figure	3.4	
Flows	of	Household	Goods	and	Services	
Solid	arrows	are	private	goods	
Dashed	arrows	are	common	pool	goods	
Importance	of	flows	is	roughly	proporMonal	to	weights		
of	arrows.	
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The	house-field-town	nexus	



The	house-field-town	nexus:	materials	and	
venMlaMon	



The	house-field-town	nexus:	House	
plans	and	spirits	
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the sense of the household and in the sense of the family group.  To understand

this, we must look at the structure of the typical family compound, the four-

sided courtyard or siheyuan of farm families on the Chengdu Plain, and at the

ways in which these houses contain and reproduce the families that live within

them.  One of the best ways to do this is to look at each type of nianhua, its

content and its placement in the family courtyard, as illustrated here; This

configuration was explained to me by 71-year old Ms. Tian, the wife of Master

Chen Xingcai.

Figure 8: The configuration of a Mianzhu farm courtyard, showing possible

placements of nianhua  (Diagram by Andrew Whiteman, Burke Museum).
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The most prevalent kind of nianhua produced by both the Chen and Li families in

Mianzhu is the military door-god.  The Chens produce over ten different pairs of

military guardian deity pictures, each with characteristic dress, headgear,

weapons, and pose, and produced as a pair in contrasting colors.  These military

guardians are used to protect the family as a unit from outside attacks, whether

by malevolent spirits or by criminals, so their armaments and their postures are

central to their function.  They are placed at locations where the family meets the

outside: at the front and back gates of the compound, where the private world of

the family meets the public world of the street (in front and sometimes in back)

or of the fields (usually in back).

Figure 9: A pair of military door gods (Photo copyright Burke Musem)

Next in line, and also belonging to the broad genre of door gods, are the



The	house-field-town	nexus:	House	plans	and	
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The	house-field-town	nexus:	The	Village	as	an	agglomeraMon	of	
houses	with	obligaMons	of	reciprocity	

	



The	house-field-town	nexus	



The	house-field-town	nexus:	Private	resources	



The	house-field-town	nexus:	Resource	Commons		
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Buffers	or	Guarantors	
•  Infrastructure:	mostly	waterworks		
•  InsMtuMons	

–  Kin	groups	
–  IrrigaMon	AssociaMons	
–  Temples	

•  Beliefs	and	values:	See	descripMons	in	Fei,	Yang,	Leonard,	etc.		
–  Frugality	
–  Recycling	
–  GeneraMonal	ConMnuity	
–  Within-community	Reciprocity	

•  Ecological	buffers	
–  Wetlands	
–  Forests:	Recall	Elvin	and	Marks	
–  Fallow	land	
–  Ungrazed	pasture	



PopulaMon	Growth	in	the	Qing	and	
PRC	Figure 1b. Messy Situation of Estimates and Guestimates, 1000–1911  
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Source: Official censuses based on Liang 1980: 4–11; see also Lu and Teng 2000: Appendix. Estimates: Perkins 
1969: Appendix A; Ho 1970; Elvin 1973: 129, 310; McEvedy and Jones 1978: 166–74; Chao 1986: 41; Lavely and 
Wong 1998; Maddison 1998: 267; Lee and Wang 1999: 28; Cao 2000: 690–772; Pomeranz 2000: 241. 

 Note: Tax regimes: T.T. – Period of the triplex tax regime; D.T. – Dual tax regime; S.T. – Single-track tax regime. 
For more detail, see Figures 2–4. 
 
 As a result, the gap between China’s official figures and modern estimates can be as great as 
200 million people; and 23–32 percent of the population are allegedly unregistered for taxes and 
military services. The gap is particularly large for the Song (57 percent; Song: 960–1279 A.D.) 
and the Ming–Qing (77 percent; Ming: 1368–1644, Qing 1644–1911).1
 The first problem is conceptual. There is a tendency to smooth China’s population growth. 
This was attempted first by John Durand who arbitrarily picked up mere two dozen census points 
from over 100 official observations, with a high miss rate of over 70 percent, to smooth the 
growth curve (Durand 1960).2 After him, estimation has gradually taken over (see McEvedy and 

                                                 
1 Based on the differences between Liang (1980: 4–11) on the one side and McEvedy and Jones (1978: 166–74), Chao (1986: 41), 
Maddison (1998: 267) and Llewellyn-Jones (1975: 24–5) on the other. 
2 For a recent follower of Durand, see Tong 2000: 373–8. 

www.chinaprofile.com	
Kent	G.	Deng,	Unveiling	China’s	true	populaMon	staMsMcs	for	the	pre-modern	
era	from	census	data.	Popula6on	Review	43	(2),	2004	
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Summary	of	Loss	of	Ecosystem	Resilience	in	the	Qing	
Dynasty	

INSTITUTIONS	

INFRASTRUCTURE	

ECOLOGICAL	
BUFFERS	

VALUES	

Wetlands	reclaimed	
Forests	converted	to	grain	
Pastures	grazed	more	intensely	
Swidden	cycle	shortened	

Strain	increased	
More	locked	in	
Maintenance	deteriorates	

Limited	adaptaMon	to	new	environments	
Reaching	capacity	in	rule-making	and	adjudicaMon	
MigraMon	and	refugees	disturb	composiMon	
	
	
	

DesperaMon	leads	to	re-evaluaMon	of	self-interest	
Value	transmission	and	teaching	disrupted	
	



PosiMve	Feedback	Loops	Within	the	House-Field	Axis	
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PosiMve	Feedback	Loops	Within	the	House-Field	Axis	
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PosiMve	Feedback	Loops	Within	the	House-Town	Axis	
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PosiMve	Feedback	Loops	Between	the	House-Field	and	the	House-
Town	Axes	
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Agricultural	growth	and	the	ecology	of	the	Chinese	
peasant	household:	Slow	variable	change.	
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Changes	in	Flows	of	Household	Goods	and	Services	
Solid	arrows	are	private	goods	
Dashed	arrows	are	common	pool	goods	
Importance	of	flows	is	roughly	proporMonal	to	weights		
of	arrows.	
Green	arrows	represent	increased	flows	
Red	arrows	represent	decreased	flows	
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ImplicaMons	for	Resilience	Theory	

•  System	can	remain	in	backloop	for	a	long	Mme	

100-150	years	



ImplicaMons	for	Resilience	Theory	
•  Or	chaos	of	late	Qing	can	be	seen	as	alternaMve	
stable	state	
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