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Resilience and Limitations of Dike-pond Utilization in Modern Pearl
River Delta: An Investigation Centered on Contract Documents

ZHONG Haiyan' CAl Jiaxuan?

(1. South China Ecological History Research Centre, South China Agricultural University, Guangzhou 510642;
2. Department of History, Shanghai Normal University, Shanghai 200234)

Abstract: As a Lingnan-specific land use, dike-pond had undergone dynamic evolution in the Pearl
River Delta since the Ming and Qing dynasties. In modern times, affected by the world economic crisis in
1929, the silk industry plummeted, making the Mulberry-Dike-Fish-Pond model unsustainable. In the follow-
ing two decades, portions of Mulberry-Dike-Fish-Ponds were converted to rice paddies, while others transi-
tioned to Sugarcane-Dike-Fish-Ponds, diversifying agricultural production. The resilience of dike-pond utili-
zation, evidenced by efficient factor allocation, compatible circular production and livelihood security, effec-
tively supported the transformation of dike-pond agriculture. Meanwhile, farmers' cost pressures and experi-
ence constraints favored gradual transformation, while tenancy relationships solidified the land use pattern
and dike crops. Crucially, government intervention steered the fundamental direction of the transition, and
market shifts persistently dictated planting decisions in the dike-pond area—these factors jointly bounded the
pathways of transformation. This transformation reflects both the economic resilience and inherent tension of
dike-pond agriculture under the land-water symbiosis and material cycling model, as well as the hidden siege
of the local society amid modern internal and external troubles.

Key words: modern times; the Pearl River Delta; dike-pond; contract documents
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