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The Foundations of Modernity: Taking Song Dynasty Regional

Identity and Local Governance as the Starting Point

Konita Akira

Research Associate (Asian History), Faculty of Letters, Arts and Sciences, Waseda

University

The exploration of the concept of “modernity” in this paper is based on a
reexamination of local governance and regional consciousness in Song Dynasty
China. Broadly speaking, the classification of the Song Dynasty as belonging to
China’s “modern” era, or at least the beginnings of that era, is justified on the
grounds that it was during this era that the keju civil service examination
system took firm root in China, leading to the emergence of a new
scholar-gentry class. The present study focuses on the development of regional
consciousness among the scholar-gentry, and on the question of local
governance, which was closely linked to this sense of regional identity.

Firstly, regarding the question of regional identity, this paper examines the
main trends and characteristics displayed by the research on this topic that has
been undertaken in Japan, China, Taiwan, Europe and North America. The
study then proceeds to identify some of the common trends in this research that
have emerged since 2008. For example, some scholars have begun to question
the established theory that it was the Jiangnan region that led the way in the
formation of regional identity during the Song Dynasty; others have suggested
that the very concept of “region” itself does not necessarily have to be
interpreted within the wider framework of a concept of “China.” The present
study also notes that, while the issue of local governance has been addressed in

terms of the history of the centralization of power and in terms of the
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emergence of a social structure dominated by the gentry class, very little
research has been attempted from a perspective that recognizes the linkages
between the central government and the local gentry.

In light of the above, the present study proposes that any attempt to clarify
the role played by the establishment of regional identity as a factor in the
emergence of “modern China” in the Song Dynasty needs to consider the
process by which people’s sense of regional identity developed, and the related
questions of memory. More specifically, there is a need for a detailed
examination of the records of local governance included in Song Dynasty local
gazetteers (difang zhi) to explore how local identity and local governance
evolved over time; it is hoped that the present study will serve to encourage

more research in this area in the future.

Keywords: Song Dynasty, study review, region, local governance, argument

of modernity, character of period



