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The Story of Mazu and the History of
a Local Community:
Research on a Port in Eastern Guangdong in
the Ming and Qing Eras

Chen Chunsheng

Centre for Historical Anthropology,
Sun Yat-sen University

!

This article discusses the relationship between folk religion and changes in
local history by examining the examples of four Mazu temples in Zhanglin village,
a port for the coastal junk trade in eastern Guangdong. In so doing, it explores
the changing functions and meanings of the Tianhou (the queen of heaven) cult,
which has been popular in south China, different historical contexts within a sin-
gle community. It shows that the legends related to the four temples, which were,
according to the local people, built in different phases of the community’s history,
represent the characteristics of local society in different times. This study shows
that decoding the legends of the Mazu goddess's efficacy can help us to understand
the history of local community in a county that has a long documented history.
It also tries to explain that the “invisible hand” of history may have “selected” the
contents of legends that matched what had really happened, preserving them in
the long river of history. The force behind such a process, in effect, is people’s “col-
lective memory” about their community. We can see from the story of Zhanglin
that “collective memory” is different among different groups of people. Effectively,
it represents different people’s feelings and understandings about their communi-
ties. Therefore, our understanding of temple legends is actually an understanding
of different groups of people’s “collective consciousness” about their community.

Keywords: Mazu, Chaozhou, sea trade, folk religion, village society
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