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Preface to the Series

Zhong Jingwen (1903—2002) in his preface to another series on
Chinese customs writes that, although much excellent fieldwork has
been conducted by Chinese researchers, studies on Chinese customs
have mostly concentrated on the study of texts. This series examines
customs in local Chinese society. We utilize the study of customs as
our means, historical anthropology as our method, and the
understanding of Chinese local society as our aim. Under the tide of
globalization, some say that local society no longer exists, or is
condemned to disappear, but in China, especially rural China, it is
still true that “every five kilometers, local customs are not the
same”, “every climate produces its own kind of people”, and “every
village has its own rules and practices.” Intense localness is still
characteristic of Chinese society. The study of China through the
prism of local society enables us to look at Chinese history anew,
from the bottom up, as the history of ordinary Chinese people. By
Chinese customs we mean simply how the Chinese live their lives,
especially as seen in marriage, funeral, temple festival, and lineage
hall customs.

To some, such studies may be considered a part of religious
studies, but the word zongjiao in Chinese. which is the translation
of the English word ‘religion’ coined by the Japanese towards the end
of the Tokugawa Ieyasu period (1543 — 1616), leads people
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spontaneously to think of the big ‘Five’: Buddhism, Taoism, Islam,
Protestantism and Catholicism or of the ‘ Three Religions” in China:
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. These, however, are not the
subject matter of the present series. Chinese religion has long been
understood in terms of ‘Three Religions” but formal members of the
Buddhist and Taoist traditions do not constitute a majority of the
Chinese population. not to mention those of the Confucian tradition.
Referring to Chinese religion as ‘ Three Religions’ will, therefore,
lead to the conclusion that most Chinese are irreligious. This is why
Li Yi-yuan (1931 —) has suggested that Chinese religion is in fact
popular religion. We think that to use the term °customs’ or
customary religion is perhaps more appropriate in describing Chinese
religion.

Recognizing the contextualized nature of all cultural practices,
we propose to examine Chinese customs in a local, principally
(though not exclusively) rural setting. Inasmuch as over half of the
Chinese population still live in villages in spite of rapid urbanization,
it is clear that any examination of Chinese customs or religion
sensitive to its context can only lead us to the countryside.
G. William Skinner (1925—2008) has aptly pointed out that, insofar
as the Chinese peasant can be said to live in a self-contained world,
that world is not the village but the standard marketing community.
Because it leads us to focus less on a so-called ‘self-contained world’
and more on a ‘social field”, this vision of the Chinese peasant is a
step forward. But the social world of the Chinese countryside is, in
fact, much larger than Skinner’s standard marketing community. We
know. for example, that local society in southeast China was ‘a
society on the move’, with basic goods and sometimes people
traveling astounding distances between markets along ancient paths
4
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and rivers. Boatsmen., log rafters, cart-pushers, and seasonal
laborers were all constantly ‘on the move’, and with them traveled
news and tales of all kinds. including tales about local gods and the
rites related to them. We, therefore, need to cover a broader area in
our study of Chinese customs and society. It is our conviction that a
deeper understanding of the local economy is also indispensable to any
study of the local customs and history of traditional Chinese society.
Francis Hsit (1909 —1999) was right to speak of life in South
China as lived ‘under the ancestors’ shadow’. Lineages truly
constituted the essential social fabric of China. The study of lineage
is. therefore, essential to the understanding of the history of local
Chinese society. There is, however, another aspect of Chinese
society highlighted by the Chinese word shehui, equivalent to the
English word ‘society’ but originally meaning ‘festival of the god of
the soil’. It is no accident that the Chinese (alter the Japanese)
adopted the term referring to such festivals for the modern word
‘society’. The most elaborate religious activity in traditional Chinese
society was the welcoming and parading of gods during temple
festivals, usually an occasion to celebrate the gods’ birthday. These
activities were highly structured. It was the means by which, in
addition to the lineage system, traditional Chinese organized local
society. To put it another way, the ancestors, in turn, lived ‘in the
shadow of the gods’, who represented a ‘public’ dimension of life
that circumscribed and transcended the ‘private’ life of the lineage.
The present series hopes to integrate the study of the local
economy, lineage and customary religion—of Chinese local society,
and thereby to make a contribution to both studies of Chinese
customs, regional studies, and the history and sociology of Chinese

religion.
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