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The Coastal Areas in Medieval China
Lu Xiq1

Abstract: The “coastal area” refers to the area located on shore and inshore of the sea, where the livelihood
of people are closely related to the marine resources and marine environment, and in addition, people are
predominantly impacted by the marine environment, including the coastal zones of mainland, coastal 1slands and
corresponding seawaters. The most fundamental question that [ want to ask is how the people lived, communicated,
organized their society, dealt with the relationship with the Imperial State, and created their own culture. In the
medieval China, the people 1n the coastal areas mainly included fishermen, salt-producers, sailors and pirates.
The fishermen made a living by fishing and collecting shellfish in inshore, the salt-producers by producing sea-
salt, and the sailors by shipping, and pirates by looting and smuggling. Most people in the coastal areas, especially
the sailors, were not included in the control system of the Imperial State. There are three main aspects of marine
resources: fish and shellfish, sea salt, and maritime routes. The people couldn't live a self-sufficient life, and its
economic structure belongs to a structural shortage of economy. The coastal people had access to food, clothing,
timber and other necessities from other regions, and they also had to sell fish and salt to exchange what they
needed. Therefore, the exploitation and utilization of fisheries and salt resources must be linked to the national
transportation network. Non-self-sufficient economy in the coastal regions contributes to extraversion or openness
of the economy. And openness is an important feature of the economy in the coastal region. The cultivators,
businessmen and officers with whom the coastal people communicated lived usually at the ports far away from
the political, economic and official centers controlled by the Imperial States. These ports away from the big towns
originally grew up to cater to fishers, salt-producers as well as their families. With very rudimentary facilities, ports
were very important for fishermen and at the same time fishermen, sailors and salt-producers could purchase their
necessities for production and living. Connected each other by the offshore routes, these ports gradually had their
own economic and social networks, or even coastal communities, so the Imperial States had a week control of
politics, administration, economic management and exchanges to some degrees. The gods that the coastal people
believed in and worshiped had three types: the gods originating from the ocean creatures, the goddess coming from
the ocean and the ruling gods that controlled or dominated a certain area of the sea. These gods from coastal people
are relatively independent of the gods worshiped by the Imperial states. Therefore, the sea gods in medieval China
are characterized by the coexistence of the two systems: the former is based on the seashore to watch the ocean
and feel the power and mystery of the sea in daily life, and the latter is based on the Central Plains or the central
dynasties to watch the maritime boundaries of the Chinese Empire, an integral part of the national political spatial

system for imagination and construction.

Keywords: coastal areas; coastal people; livelihood; economic exchanges and social communications;

beliefs
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