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Preface

Hou Jie and Fan Lizhu are two fine scholars from Tianjin
who in 1994 published an important book on the “religious
consciouness of the Chinese people”. I am honored to have
been invited by them to write a brief preface for this revised
version of the book.

In traditional Chinese society just about everyone partici-
pated in a variety of common rituals, customs and beliefs,
from the emperors to ordinary people. These shared religious
traditions of the Han people included annual festivals, worship
of ancestors and gods, funeral rituals, feng — shui and many
other practices. This was the mainstream of Chinese religion,
with a history of over 2000 years, going back at least to the
Warring States period. All of China’s other religious tradi-
tions such as Confucianism, Daocism and Chinese forms of
Buddhism began by splitiing off from this ancient common
foundation , so it is not surprising that some of their intellectu-
als criticized the beliefs of ordinary people. They wanted to
establish themselves as new religious elites! Of course, later
there was a feedback effect through which some of the ideas of
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Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism influenced the common
tradition . Eventually the people began to hire Daoist priests or
Buddhist monks to perform rituals at tempe festivals (miao-
hui)in villages, but the common or popular tradition retained
its own consciousness and values, focussed on the practical
needs of the people. This means that after the Han period .
there were always four major Chinese religious traditions, not
three, and since the common tradition was more basic and
widespread, one cannot understand China without studying it.
This common tradition was institutionalized in the midst of the
ordinary social life of family, neighborhood and village, but
that does not make it any less a religion. Nonetheless, many
Chinese and Western scholars have denied that it was a real
religion, because the only religions they recognize are those
based on the model of European Christianity. Of course, this
is an imported, foreign definition that originally had nothing to
do with China. On this basis scholars have ignored or denied
the religious beliefs and practices of 85% of the Chinese peo-
ple! How can China be objectively understood in this way?
After many years of study, 1 am still amazed by this intellec-
tual refusal to see what is right in front of our eyes.
Fortunately, in recent years Chinese and Western schol-
ars have increased their study of Chinese renigions, particu-

larly inTaiwan,and in the Chinese mainland since 1990. New
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fieldwork is being done in villages, and texts are being dis-
covered and investigated. Many new scholarly books are being
written; in 1998 I found five new booksjust on feng-shui, pub-
lished in China since 1992. Among these good new books is
this one by Hou Jie and Fan Lizhu. It is a good summary of a
large topic, with lots of details, as a look at its table of con-
tents will confirm. It is my hope that books like this will stim-
ulate other Chinese scholars to give more attention to the com-
mon religious tradition, and so rediscover an important part of
traditional Chinese culture that in many areas is still alive or

being revived.

Ou Danian
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