New Perspectives Workshop:  Chinese Religion

John Lagerwey


If we consider that 30 years ago the standard view of Chinese religion was that there was none, the sea-change in this field is truly staggering:  China now has four religions, and three of those religions may be said to have their own “pre-history.” While this may seem a rather strange way of formulating matters, one need only look at the “State of the Field” articles edited by Daniel Overmyer in the 1995 Journal of Asian Studies to see what I have in mind:  Part I is entitled “Early Religious Traditions:  The Neolithic Period through the Han Dynasty” and Part II “Living Religious Traditions:  Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Islam and Popular Religion.”
 

Another way of measuring the transformation of the field is by comparing the table of contents of The Cambridge History of China volume on “The Ch’in and Han Empires” (1986) with that on “Early China” published 13 years later:  in the former, with its traditional approach giving pride of place to political history, followed by what could be called “disciplinary” chapters on Han foreign relations, institutions, law, etc., we see reflected a phase in Chinese studies in which religion was clearly not conceived of as in any way central to the study of Chinese culture. Indeed, the two chapters on religion are both composite  -  “The religious and intellectual background” by Michael Loewe; “Philosophy and religion from Han to Sui” by Paul Demiéville, as though religion was not a subject requiring separate treatment. The article by Demiéville, moreover, begins with a subtitle, “The decline of philosophy during Later Han,” which suggests that religion appeared only after philosophy went into decline, a then widely held view we now know to be false. 

In the “Early China” volume, by contrast, not only is the account of religion incorporated into each successive chapter, in David Keightley’s article the sub-section on “Royal Shang Religion” even appears before that on “The Dynastic State,” and separate chapters are allotted to philosophy and religion. While the latter, by Donald Harper and entitled “Warring States Natural Philosophy and Occult Thought,” uses the word ‘religion’ only in a sub-section called “Religion and Magic,” it has the immense merit of placing together modes of thought and practice that will continue to share certain features under the Han and beyond:  astrology, divination, Yin-Yang thought, religion, and medicine. It allows, in other words, imagining an as-yet unwritten history of Taoism that includes what I called above its “pre-history” and others have called “proto-Taoism.” The other noteworthy feature of the “Early China” volume, of course, is the space allotted to archaeology, with all that implies for the importance granted to material culture, including “Art and Architecture.” 

We may summarize the contrast between the two volumes, as regards religion, in this manner:  first, religion, like all the other distinct disciplinary approaches, is now integrated into the larger narrative at the same time that it is given a space of its own; second, the very nature of archaeological remains, with their inevitable focus on the highly symbolic space of the tomb, leads not only to the privileging of material culture at the expense of political history and the writing of history using only texts, it encourages thinking about history as social history, embedded in a larger symbolic matrix including both the living and the dead. The most dramatic illustration of this is the chapter by Wu Hung on “The Art and Architecture of the Warring States Period,” which contains separate sections on the Art and Architecture of the living and of the dead. Not only does such a concurrent emphasis on the living and the dead correspond to traditional Chinese ways of thinking about society, it obviously places religion at the heart of all study, since the treatment of the dead, their absent presence in society, and the role of the symbolic matrix in structuring society and shaping history may all be considered central aspects of any study of Chinese religion.

Let me be a bit more specific:  many students of China continue to wonder whether Confucianism is a religion or a political philosophy. Well, one might say, if we wonder, it is no doubt because it is both. No doubt. But what do we mean when we refer to Confucianism as a religion and, corollary question, what would the term ‘proto-Confucianism’ or ‘pre-history of Confucianism’ refer to?  To answer this question, we clearly must commit ourselves to some kind of definition of the word religion, a complex matter we can hardly take up here. But we can, I believe, resolve the issue in a very simple manner by taking up E.B. Tylor’s minimalist definition of religion as “the belief in supernatural beings.”  While I would recommend replacing the loaded term “supernatural beings” derived from Thomist philosophy by something like “invisible entities,” I think none of us will have difficulty in recognizing that Chinese ancestors, at least from the Shang on, are invisible entities whose “absent presence “is very much felt in both Chinese society and polity. Some might even still insist that they are the most important absent presence. I myself think that this “Confucianist “interpretation of the Chinese symbolic system flies in the face of the evidence—to wit that the Shang ancestors are anything but all-powerful:  they are not Di, just as, later, they are not Tian—but recognizing the importance of these invisible entities in Shang political/ritual life clearly leads to the conclusion that Shang religion was already “Confucian.”

If we add to these considerations that Di, with his court of windy messengers and his monopoly of such matters as weather, war, and crops, clearly prefigures all future supreme deities, from Tian to Taiyi to Laojun or the Buddha, we may conclude the first part of this exercise by stating that both Confucianism and Taoism now have pre-histories which stretch back, unbroken, to the Shang. Moreover, if we include such matters as tomb orientation, cemetery siting, corpse disposition and other such symbolic features of the organisation of space, this “pre-history” can quite easily be pushed back into pre-history itself. And in making that statement, we point out one yawning gap in our study of China:  there is no phase of Chinese religion for which we have anything like a synthetic overview. It could be retorted that it is far too early for such an undertaking, that we have far too many monographic studies to do before any such enterprise can be envisaged. I would like to argue here that that is emphatically not the case and that one of our most urgent tasks, now, is precisely the writing of a resolutely interdisciplinary history of Chinese religion that starts with pre-history and goes down to the present.

Towards an interdisciplinary history of Chinese religion

Why?  Why should we aim at such a goal when we do not yet even have more strictly disciplinary histories of Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism or popular religion?  Would we not be well-advised to set our sights on such histories?  Would it not be preferrable to concentrate on achieving, for each separate period, magisterial syntheses of the type Erik Zürcher provided 44 years (!) ago in The Buddhist Conquest of China?  Such factual syntheses would without doubt be useful, as would updated versions of Kenneth Chen’s overviews of Buddhist thought. But I do not think they should be first on our agenda, if only because I think that we can count on the Chinese Mainland to do precisely that:  produce conventional histories of the individual religions. They have in fact already done so for Taoism:  whatever one thinks of the various biases of the four massive volumes edited by Qing Xitai, it is far richer and more complete than anything produced hitherto.


Such compilations—for that is what they are—are most useful, but they do not qualify as histories, not even as histories of the distinct religions. The histories written until now, including the three just mentioned, no longer qualify as histories of religion, for it is not only the study of Chinese religion which has undergone sea-change, it is the study of religion itself.  Allow me to quote Nicolas Standaert
:

The study of Christianity in China is a field that has been in substantial transformation for the last decades. One can identify at least three major developments. First, there has been a paradigm-shift which consists in a change from a mainly missiological and Eurocentric to a sinological and Sinocentric approach, characterised, among other things, by the use of Chinese texts as primary sources for research and thus taking the Chinese actors as primary subjects. Second, there has been an important shift downward:  attention is moving from the converts belonging to the Chinese elite or the missionaries who worked at the court, to the common Christians in the provinces and the itinerant missionaries who were occupied with pastoral work. Third, because of the intercultural and interdisciplinary character of this field of research, there is a growing interest in questioning basic notions, such as ‘religion,’ ‘Christianity,’ ‘China,’ etc., which are at the very foundation of these studies.

The same changes have been going on in the study of the other Chinese religious traditions:  where Zürcher and Chen, for example, basically circumscribed their focus to elite Buddhism, a great deal of work is emerging on “folk Buddhism” or “popular Buddhism” (the downward shift). This not infrequently also means a shift in focus to indigenous as opposed to translated texts (Sinocentric as opposed to Indocentric studies), but also to material culture, Buddhism’s impact on the economy (or Buddhism as an economic system), and its interactions with native traditions, Confucian, Taoist, popular and other. In short, the three shifts noted by Standaert for the study of Chinese Christianity are reflections of shifts in the study of religion generally.


Insofar as it links interdisciplinary and intercultural approaches with a calling into question of the very term ‘religion’ (or ‘China’, ‘Taoism’, ‘Buddhism’, ‘Confucianism’, ‘popular religion’) itself, it is the third shift mentioned by Standaert that is the most interesting of all. We do well therefore to take a closer look at this term in order to ask ourselves what an interdisciplinary approach to the history of Chinese religion implies. One way to answer the question would be simply to name the disciplines which would be indispensable to a good history of religion:  it would require specialists of material culture, literature, of economic, political and social history, of science and technical traditions (divination, geomancy) and of the rituals and philosophies of the four Chinese religions. Precisely because we are presently in an intensely monographic phase of the study of Chinese religion, no one has the factual range for any given period that would enable her to give a truly synthetic account of what we already know, but compartmentalized, with each specialist knowing her own area. 


It should be noted here that, as far as I can see, some of the required specializations do not yet exist, that of the history of Buddhist ritual, for example, or of Taoism and the economy. Synthetic overviews would, therefore, also require identifying the specific areas which need urgent monographic attention.


But what is ‘religion’?  I would suggest that what we need here is at once a healthy dose of pragmatism and a minimum of anthropological sophistication. The first is essential if we are to avoid the endless and wearisome debates about what religion “really is.” When we avoid such debates, there is sufficient spontaneous agreement about what should be included under the rubric religion for us to get on with the task.  The same goes for ‘Taoism’, ‘Confucianism’, even, I would suggest—though it is popular nowadays to say the contrary—‘China’. Of course, as with all systems of classification, there are borderline cases:  is the amoeba a ‘plant’ or an ‘animal’?  Should we or should we not speak about ‘proto-Taoism’ or ‘proto-Confucianism’?  I find such debates utterly sterile:  all we need to say is what we have in mind when we use these terms or, contrarily, why we choose not to use them. I am not suggesting that we can be indifferent about definitions, but that we should choose our debates carefully, not recklessly. Another to my mind quite sterile debate has been that on ‘popular religion’:  we all know the term has problems, but no one has found an acceptable alternative. The same goes for the word ‘religion’ itself, not to mention ‘China’ which, as I stated above, I use to refer to an entity which I believe has geographic and cultural continuity.


But what is religion that we require specialists of so many disciplines to share in its description?  It is, in the first place, the invisible entities feared, worshiped or driven away in the search for survival and success. That is, it involves a pantheon of entities (however understood), a set of practices (rituals) and a goal:  survival (hence healing) and success. It is by examining the pantheons and practices of a religion that we gain an understanding of the belief system, conscious or unconscious, that underpins the search for survival and success. This belief system may also be described as a system of values, and we could therefore also define religion as a value system which determines in what and in what way people invest time, energy and money in order to improve their chances for survival and success. That is to say, religion is what people “bet on” in the struggle for healing, survival and success:  it involves risk and sacrifice, always.


I have often heard it stated that Buddhism “rejects all sacrifice,” by which is meant, of course, that it rejects “blood sacrifice.” But so do Taoism and Protestantism. The question is whether the elimination of bloody sacrifices leads also to the elimination of all forms of sacrifice, and the answer is clearly no when we see the vast amounts given the sangha by Buddhist believers in search of merit for themselves and their dead (cf. Gernet, Les aspects économiques du bouddhisme). To confine our understanding of sacrifice to one mode of sacrifice is simply to buy into the value systems of the various “higher religions” rather than observing, coolly and from the outside, that all religions, including contemporary commercial religions, call for the alienation of goods, time and energy in order to obtain more of the same. Religions work just like the stock market:  they are risk-taking symbolic economies channeling energy and goods towards a hoped-for end. How, then, can we imagine we have adequately described a religion if we have only described its mental or practical universe and not the flow of goods and energy it engenders within the community of the faithful?  Or if we have only described those flows at the upper or lower levels of society? 


The Durkheimian presuppositions of my understanding of religion should by now be obvious, but it is perhaps worth making them explicit:  religion is society; society is religious. Every society, every social group has its value system(s), that is, its ensemble of invisible entities to which it makes constant sacrifice in order to ensure the system perdures, because it believes that this system means order, and deviation from it means disorder. Thus there is no society without orthodoxy and heterodoxy, orthopraxis and heteropraxis. And in a complex society like that of traditional China or ours, there are competing forms of orthodoxy and orthopraxy jousting—and murdering—for the perpetuation of the ordering system in which this group, as opposed to that one, has chosen or been forced to invest. While a distinction may be made between a theistic (anthropomorphic) and a non-theistic (non-anthropomorphic) value system, we would also be wide of the mark if we tried to make that out to be a dividing line between modern, supposedly secularized societies and traditional ones. In traditional China as in the contemporary, formerly Christian West, there are both theists and non-theists, and in all cases the value systems of the two types of social group in a given society have more in common with their contemporary “opponents “than with either of the two types in any other society:  what we are describing when we describe a religion is the entire system of social and economic—cultural—(re)production.


But if religion is so all-encompassing in my definition, what is the difference between religious and political or social history?  We may turn, here, to the somewhat overused word ‘sacred’, that is ‘set apart’:  religious history is history made on separate (feast) days, in special places (soil god altars, ancestor halls, temples, mountains), by people who are often outside of or marginal to the ordinary society of daily life and who are usually specially designated to engage in the task of communicating with the invisible entities—whether gods or ideas—that underpin and invigorate daily life and society. Extraordinary people, times, and places make religious history and, in so doing, frame and define ordinary time, space and social relations. It is this intrinsic relationship between the ordinary and the extraordinary that makes it unthinkable to leave out one part of the extraordinary, whether it be the Confucian ancestor cult or the mediums and diviners of popular religion, and still expect to be able to explain how the ordinary is framed and produced.


This is why we need a collective effort if we are ever to produce a synthetic and sociologically/anthropologically significant account of Chinese religion.

What we need to know in order to achieve the goal
I will proceed here by giving a very brief outline of the history of Chinese religion, beginning with the Shang:  the ancestors played a key role in the royal system because they could host the higher deities who really ran things. That is, the ancestors represented political capital. If the royal ancestors could, as it were, “go through the back door” to influence decisions at higher levels, the replacement of Di by Tian under the Western Zhou, while allowing the Zhou a propaganda victory, opened a breach between public, religious power and private, dynastic power that the rest of Chinese history spent trying to repair. The standard means of knitting the two modes of power together was invented by the Han, in the form of the suburban sacrifice to Heaven in which the founding ancestor was associated with Heaven. But the sacrifices made by Wudi of the Han to the Great One, the identification by the Tang ruling house of its ancestor with Lord Lao and by the Song ruling house of its ancestor with Huangdi, and the reliance of the Ming ruling house on the Emperor of the North show that each successive native dynasty invested considerable resources in demonstrating that their political power derived from supreme theist sources associated, preferrably, with the ancestors.


Given the importance of the ancestors to the definition of political legitimacy, it is hardly surprising that worship of the ancestors was forbidden the people () in the Liji. The Song neo-Confucian retooling of Chinese society, which led in the mid-Ming to new laws allowing commoners to have (and worship) ancestors, represents a radical departure from tradition and, as such, is one of several revolutions in the history of Chinese religions that require close attention and explanation. As Patricia Ebrey and Timothy Brook have shown, the neo-Confucian enterprise required winning back territory lost above all to the Buddhists, who had over the centuries become the specialists of ceremonies for the dead, ceremonies which acquired merit for the dead and became therefore required expressions of filial piety (they also, by setting the dead on the path to reincarnation, ensured the living would not be harmed by vengeful ghosts). In the Song, ancestor halls were rare, and wealthy families confided to Buddhist temples the care of their dead:  it was this symbiosis between Confucianism and Buddhism that neo-Confucianism set out to undo. The central location of ancestor halls in most pre-1950 Chinese villages shows how successful the Confucians were in reinventing Chinese religion and society, but it was a long and only partially successful struggle.


Another part of this struggle was the redefining of legitimate popular religion. Concerns about such definitions go back at least as far as the Shanhai jing, which shows that political authority meant not only the cultivation of a close relationship with a supreme deity but also the recognition of local gods and the knowledge of what kinds of sacrifices were appropriately offered them. For this knowledge, of course, the king or the emperor relied on the mediums, whose central role in the structuring of local society has survived to the present. But the gods of local society have undergone massive transformation, from hybrid human/animal forms in the Shanhai jing to the spirits of the dead which are typical of post-Song popular religion. Already in the Soushen ji, as Lin Fu-shih has shown, the most important local gods were unfortunate dead, especially generals like Jiang Ziwen. This long-term evolution of popular religion, then, is another feature of the history of Chinese religion to which we must pay close attention:  when, where and why does it happen?  Insofar as we know this evolution to be uneven throughout the country, why is this so, and what does this unevenness reveal about the nature of local society and the struggle to (re-)define it?  What, finally, is the relationship between the ancestral and the unfortunate dead? 


Whatever side we take with regard to the question of shamanic royals in the Shang, it is quite clear that shamans played a central role in Chinese religion throughout the royal period. Even in the Western Han, according to Lin Fu-shih, there was a bureau of shamans at the court in Changan, a bureau which was suppressed under the Eastern Han, marking a major break in Chinese religious history. Thereafter, popular religion goes “underground.” When the debates begin at the court in the fifth century to decide which of the “Three Doctrines,” Confucianism, Buddhism or Taoism, is most useful for governing the country—whatever the result, all three are always given official funding, the one thing all three agree on is that the gods of the people are dangerous and should be suppressed, integrated or transcended. The intimate relationship between Taoist spiritual techniques and those of shamanism is well known and may be considered a form of transcendence; integration was achieved by getting local gods to convert to Buddhism or Taoism. The state, right to the present, reserves to itself the right to suppress. And yet, in spite of all the work of suppression, integration and transcendence, popular religion, built primarily though not exclusively around the medium mouthpieces of the gods, has remained a creative and powerful force in the organization of local society which even, on occasion (as in the case of the Xu brothers written on by Ned Davis), finds its way to center stage. 


The history of this ongoing religious and political warfare is one of the least studied and therefore least understood aspects of Chinese religious history. It needs to be studied, monographically, for each dynasty and in terms of the changing relationship between popular religion and the three officially sanctioned ritual traditions. I believe that it is here that the greatest effort must be made in the years to come. One aspect of this effort on which I wish to focus particular attention is  regional ritual traditions.


The fact that Lüshan Taoism is found throughout southeastern and Meishan Taoism throughout southwestern China is by now well known to the specialists (of whom there are distressingly few!). The first question these traditions oblige us to answer is:  what, if any, is their relationship to nationally sponsored forms of Taoism, whether of the Zhengyi or the Quanzhen variety?  Traditions of a similar kind are found among local Buddhists:  Pu’an , for example, on which I have worked with Ye Mingsheng. I suspect there are many more such local or regional ritual traditions, all of which, I suspect, are in far more intimate relationship with local religious practice than are the nationally sponsored forms of Taoism and Buddhism. We most urgently need a complete inventory of these traditions and a study of their origins, history, and relationship with local and national forms of religion. This is a matter of fieldwork, that now can be done only in generally remote village areas.


No sooner do we pronounce the word ‘village’ than we are reminded of another modern form of village religion:  sectarian. Thomas DuBois has recently finished a thesis which shows how sectarian ritual specialists in Hebei villages contribute to village differentiation: “In the villages DuBois describes, sectarian groups played (play) a role in the providing of religious services not unlike that of the Taibao in the Taihu basin. In villages which have an active sectarian group, all villagers contribute to its support, and it in turn provides rituals of ‘healing, blessings and especially, funerals,’ free of charge.  A village without such a ‘resource’ must go elsewhere to satisfy its religious needs.”
 Insofar as sectarian religion from the Tang on borrows heavily from all three official doctrines, it is one other vital feature of the interplay between popular and officially recognized religious traditions.

In short, the history of Chinese religions we must aim at writing will take the basic unit of analysis to be not this or that one of the four main religious traditions but Chinese society as a whole:  that is our subject. We must therefore focus our attention on the evolving role of each of these players and on their interactions with each other. Only when we have succeeded in seeing them as part of the same story can we be said to have written the history of Chinese religion. Because Chinese society is most readily visible as an organic whole in which each of the various religious traditions plays its part—a niche role, the best way to move in the direction of a history of Chinese religion will be to continue to develop local and regional studies by combining fieldwork and local history. We should encourage this by organizing conferences which look comparatively at local society in different regions or, alternatively, focus on the history of local society in a single region. 

Beyond Chinese religion
The quotation above from Standaert noted the importance not only of interdisciplinary but also of intercultural studies. The latter is indeed the other way forward, to be accomplished by the organization of conferences whose aim is the comparison of religion in peasant societies in China, India, Southeast Asia and medieval Europe. I will adumbrate on this by quoting from my Introduction to the paper presented by the medieval European historian Patrick Geary at the conference mentioned in footnote 3 and published in Cahiers d’Extrême-Asie 12 (2001):

Patrick Geary’s article on “Peasant Religion in Medieval Europe” illustrates very nicely that Standaert’s three shifts in the study of Chinese religion reflect wider movements in the study of religion generally: “Essentialist definitions of religion and their contrast with magic or superstition are of little use historically, just as attempts to define a religious sphere from a secular sphere imply anachronistic assumptions about human behavior that destroy the integrity of social thought and practice.”  The “move downward” to the study of “peasant” (“local,” “popular”) religion in medieval Europe comes to conclusions very similar to those reached by students of Chinese popular religion: “For most people, systems of practice focused on the local community; saints, the liturgy, and formulaic prayer were at the heart of their religion.”  The move downward, moreover, encounters the same problems in Europe as in China: “Written sources describing the religious beliefs and practices of the peasant population of Europe in this period are extremely rare and either anecdotal or prescriptive.  Those narrative texts that do exist are intended for elite audiences and present images of the rural population that are deeply colored by ideology and rhetoric.” 

Even more remarkable than this convergence of contemporary post-Protestant, post-modernist methodologies, however, is the extraordinary similarity in the outlines of European and Chinese religious history that emerges from Geary’s sweeping overview: the collapse of the Roman Empire is simultaneous with the rise of an essentially urban Christianity which gradually takes over (or eradicates) the ancient pagan cult centers, where “saints were substituted for local divinities.” As the Christianization of Europe proceeds apace, “the practice of private confession of sins and penance as a basic form of religious and social correction” spreads from Ireland to the Continent. The rural parish system, foundation of the “European village systems that remain largely intact until today,” was in place by the 10th-12th centuries. “Belief grew in importance within the educated clergy from the eleventh century, and by the thirteenth century concerns about deviant belief as well as practice gave rise to the Inquisition.”  In China, Buddhism and Taoism play the role of Christianity in early medieval Europe, but neo-Confucianism plays that of the Inquisition and then the Reformation (and Counter-Reformation) in the preparation of “modernity.”  Insofar as Communism—and secular modernism generally—have deep roots in the elite, belief-oriented Christianity of the Reformation, the affection of Legge and Hu Shih for neo-Confucianism is no less surprising than that of the authors of the articles in this volume for post-Protestant, post-modernist attitudes and methodologies. 

If the study of religion is one day to become something like a science, it will become such through comparisons of comparable societies on a whole range of issues common to all:  relationship between church and state, elite and popular, ritual and belief, to name but three that immediately spring to mind. 

� In what follows, I shall exclude Islam, just as the article excluded Christianity. Both could legitimately be included, but both are clearly marginal to the study of the cultural history of the Chinese, the first culturally and the second historically. I will be using the word “China “here to refer to a cultural as opposed to a geographic or political entity. 


� “Christianity as a religion in China:  Insights from The Handbook of Christianity in China:  Volume One (635-1800), in Cahiers d’Extrême-Asie 12 (2001), 1-22 (the citation is from p. 1).


� Taken from my Introduction to Religion and Chinese Society:  The Transformation of a Field (Hong Kong, Chinese University Press & EFEO, forthcoming).





