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Uniformity and Regional Variation of the System and
Culture in Chinese History: On the Township System and

the Sacrificing to the Sea God in the Ancient China
Lu Xiqi

Abstract: The uniformity and regional variation long co-existed in ancient Chinese history. Take the township
(xiangli) system as an example, the local variation is mainly reflected in the fact that in the course of institutional
design, Adjustment space was left in advance for regional variation, in the implementation of the design, variation in
institutions would occur to “cater to the local conditions,” and so did variation in trend and process in the different
regions. The uniformity is mainly manifested in the basic concept of institutional design, institutional arrangement
and its institutionalized structure developed or formed in the course of implementation. Take, as another example,
coastal people’s faith in the sea god and their sacrifice for him. The diversity is mainly manifested in the fact that
different people groups showed differences in the sea god they worship, the prayer they make during the ceremony
of sacrifice, the specific requirements of the ceremony and the actual activities of the sacrificial ceremony. The
dynasty-state established the unified, basic concept, methods and rules of making sacrifice to the sea god and
established a system of gods with rather great mutual tolerance. Examining the uniformity and regional variation of
the ancient township system enables us to explore further the uniformity and variation of the state political system
of ancient Chinese dynasties, and it enables us to find that the local variation of this system was mainly manifested
in a dual system of direct ruling and indirect ruling and an actual political system of co-existence of multiple
institutions. Its uniformity is mainly manifested in the political concept of “the unity of the world”, the institutional
arrangement of authoritarian centralization, and the institutionalized structure as represented by ritualization and
symbolization. The uniformity in the sea god worship by the dynasty-state and the diversity in the sea god belief
and sacrifice by the coastal people have inspired us that the “unity” of Chinese culture is mainly manifested in basic
concept, main form, core structure, and the main operational rule, while the “diversity” is mainly reflected in the
specific form of various cultural elements, the operation or application process, and the specific objectives to be
achieved through using certain cultural tools. The “unification of the system” precedes the “unification of culture”,
The unified system “creates” or “shapes” a unified culture. Without the “unification of the system”, there can be
no “unification of culture”. The unity of the system is the premise and foundation of cultural unity. “Institutional
unity”is more important than “cultural unity”.
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