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Proclamation of Decrees and Advice to the People:
The System of '""Wooden—clapper Bell'' Elders and Its Practice in Political Domestication

in the Rural Society of the Ming and Qing Dynasties
Yang Nianqun Sun Yan

Abstract: The saying that "an official goes the rounds to issue proclamations with a wooden—clapper bell" (AR %
8% )was originated from the records in the Book of Documents({# 3 )), symbolizing how the king governed his country
by promoting political domestication. The Emperor Hongwu of the Ming Dynasty(% K #f)created the system of "wooden—
clapper bell" elders(/K4F % A), and incorporated it into the overall layout of grassroots governance in the early Ming
Dynasty. The Qing Dynasty further constructed the system of going the rounds to issue proclamations with a wooden—
clapper bell as a symbol of the splendor of imperial court governance, and finally turned "wooden—clapper bell" elders
into cultural domesticators(X# A i )who were widely distributed in the rural areas. The "wooden—clapper bell" elders
in charge were responsible for the proclamations of decrees and orders, and this system was successively integrated
with the community self—monitoring system( 2 ¥), the community compact system( % #J)and the community self-
defense system(#& ¥), which gradually shaped the operation form of proclamations by both going the rounds and sitting
in court. "Wooden—clapper bell" elders had multiple identities such as "administrators", "domesticators", "officials" and
"gentries". By their mobile ways of proclamations, they could go deep into the countryside and also into the alleys and
lanes in the townships, and make up the categories which educational institutions like schools could hardly involve.
Thus, "wooden—clapper bell" elders, together with other media like community compacts and clans, constituted a set of
hierarchical and interlocked system infiltrated for political domestication. Meanwhile, the operation of proclamations
by "wooden—clapper bell" elders was also a drill of political domestication in nature, which embedded the call of political
domestication into the lives of the villagers, constituting the daily domination and its dimension of life under the order
of "great unification".
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