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Reinterpretation of "Watermill cases" of Tang and Song Dynasties:
On the Expression and Practice of the Ancient Chinese "Stressing
the (agriculture) Basis and Restraining the Superficial" Theory

FANG Wan-peng

(College of History, Nankai University, Tianjin 300350)

Abstract: A "Watermill case" referred to the water case caused by the contradiction between watermill
and farmland water conservancy, which was a quite prominent phenomenon in the capital city of Tang and
Song dynasties and its environs. The operators of watermills were mostly officials or powerful families, and
the occurrence of water cases often involved imperial edicts or personal participation. Therefore, the corre-
sponding historical records were mostly found in biographies, political documents, or reference books of offi-
cial history. The historical writing of "watermill cases" prominently reflected in the construction of the "sage
emperor and good officials" image, however which had defects as narrative integrity. This writing style not
only showed the "agriculture-based" political culture inherited by the Tang and Song Dynasties but also re-
vealed the complex expressions of the relationship between the political system and political actions. There-
fore, the water cases had the affluent implication of political expression. In the traditional political context,
farmland irrigation and watermill represented "the agriculture basis" and the "technology". As a result, the
difference between the historical writing and historical facts of "watermill cases" reflected the different per-

spectives of the expression and practice of "agriculture" and "technology" in ancient China. From that, we
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could not draw a simple conclusion to the "stressing the basis and restraining the superficial" theory.
Key words: watermill cases; historical writing; political expression; the "stressing the basis and re-

straining the superficial" theory
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