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Property Rights of the Deceased:

the Corporate Land for Ancestral Worship

in Early Taiwan
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ABSTRACT

Will people decide to honor the property rights of the deceased? In
practice, they did. In Taiwanese history, there existed a system of
corporate land for the purpose of ancestral worship (chi-se-kung-yeh). A
piece of land was specified as corporate property (kung-yeh) with its
rights being entailed solely for ancestral worship (chi-se). This system
prevailed in Ch’ing Taiwan and was sustained through the Japanese
colonial period. This paper analyzes the particular ownership of land in
the light of transaction costs and property rights theories. Because the
corporate land system imposed serious constraints on valuable property,
it affected land use and resource allocation. Although the entailment of
properties resulted in a system different from the private property sys-
tem, the constraints did ensure the accomplishment of worship activities.
In the frontier economy of early Taiwan, the transaction costs among
families and kinship members caused failures in intergenerational trans-
actions, so that families might not be relied upon to keep up the tradition
of ancestral worship. To ensure the deceased would receive the worship
they deserved, the worship activities were organized by a corporate
organization with accompanied land property as its binding
commitment, which constituted the property rights of the deceased.
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