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Tianyun: A Time Marker s Use and Its True Color

—— Lso on the Daily Form of Popular Sects in Ming—Qing Period

Zhao Shiyu

Abstract: 7janyun, as a time marker, like the reign title of emperors, was often used in the Chinese societies of
southeast Asia and in communities along the southeast coast of China in modern times. Studies in the past often
associate 7Janyun with the secret society 7iand; Hui in mid-Qing and the revolutionary activities sprouted near the
end of the same Dynasty. The connection is of course supported by much evidence. But, its relation to revolution or
resistance was just a representation of popular cultural tradition, and a symbol utilized by the popular sects that joined
force with the revolution and the resistance. By sorting out various local archives since Ming-Qing period, scholars
have discovered that it often appears in the daily ritual activities of the ordinary people, such as on the Mintu Luyin
( pass for the netherworld ) used in death ritual, in religious orders, notices, stone tablet inscriptions, etc. However,
at the moment of rise and fall of Dynastic houses when political order had not been established, it could be utilized
to express certain measure of expediency of the folks. Since Qing dynasty, the revolts related to the time marker
Tianyun had always been considered simply uprisings against Qing’s rule. Other than their political significance,
the connections with local places and the conflicts between local people and immigrants as reflected in them were
hardly ever taken into consideration. Without a backdrop of local society to given them a meaningful context,
it is not likely for these events to be understood in proper light. Similarly, the many sects of folk religion popular
since Ming-Qing period have always been taken as hotbed of rebellion, with their true color in people” s daily life
completely neglected, so that academic studies of the issue in question falls unwittingly into the groove of the official
discourse of the Qing government. As a result, this time marker was often preconceived as an important sign of anti-
Qing activities. It can be said that on the point of the rebellious connotation of this time marker and its related social
activities, the common people and the Qing government have come to a same conclusion, while their true functions
in people” s daily life, if at all discussed, are at best distorted. It can be clearly seen from this case that the study of
history sometimes may lead to misguided conclusions if we rely only on official documents, without paying due

attention to folk archives.
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