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Order, Carnival, and Legend:
The Social and Cultural Meanings of the Mid-Autumn
Festival in the Ming Dynasty"

Hsieh, Chung-chih ™

Abstract

This article examines how the Mid-Autumn Festival in the Ming dynasty gradually
acquired its status as a calendrical festival and developed cultural meanings through the
interaction between court institutions and social practices. It first investigates the process
by which the Mid-Autumn Festival was institutionalized at the Ming court, noting that it
was not originally an established festival in the early Ming and lacked standardized ritual
observances. From the Jiajing and Wanli reigns onward, as emperors reorganized seasonal
festivals, the Mid-Autumn Festival was incorporated into the court’s calendrical system,
particularly because of its close temporal proximity to the emperor’s birthday celebration
(“Wanshou shengjie). Through practices such as bestowing food, drink, and mooncakes,
the festival acquired official legitimacy and symbolic significance within the Ming
imperial framework.

In society in the Jiangnan region, the prevalence of nighttime excursions and urban
festive activities during the late Ming transformed the Mid-Autumn Festival into a large-
scale public celebration. Events such as nighttime gatherings at Tiger Hill in Suzhou and
tidal viewing along the Qiantang River in Hangzhou attracted participants across social
status, class, and gender boundaries. These activities demonstrate how the Mid-Autumn
Festival expanded from a family-centered seasonal custom into a public and collective
urban celebration. Characterized by sensory indulgence and emotional release, such
carnival-like activities contributed to the emergence of the Mid-Autumn Festival as an
occasion for exuberant enjoyment in late Ming society.

*  Received: 14 July 2025; Accepted: 5 May 2026
** - Associate Professor, General Education Center, Wenzao Ursuline University of Languages
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This article also reexamines the widely circulated legend of “killing the Tatars
(Mongols) on the fifteenth day of the eighth month,” arguing that it was a reinterpretation
and reinvention of the Mid-Autumn Festival driven by political agendas in the late Qing
and early Republican periods. As a seasonal festival imbued with emotional significance,
the Mid-Autumn Festival was repeatedly appropriated and reassigned new meanings in
later historical contexts. In the Ming dynasty, the festival was not confined to a single
political or ethnic implication; rather, its meanings were continuously enriched through
the establishment of court institutions, popular participation in festive practices, and
subsequent historical reinterpretations. Through the interplay of these different historical
dimensions, the cultural core of the Mid-Autumn Festival as it is known today gradually
formed.

Keywords: Mid-Autumn Festival, mooncakes, court calendrical activities, urban carnival,
“Kill the Tatars on the fifteenth day of the eighth month”
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