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A GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO
A SERIES OF SOURCEBOOKS ON THE
PRIMITIVE RELIGIONS OF CHINA

Lai Da jn
1

The religious beliefs of primitive peoples were not only the beginning of religion of
all the people. but also. in some sense. the origin of all forms of culture of human soci-
ety. The various religions in the epoch of civilization, no matter how great their deities,
how mystic their creeds and how holy their ritual institutions. in fact, came from the
vulgar worship of the barbarians of primitive society instead of through divine revela-
tion. The same is true of the various forms of the refined, elaborated cultures: norms of
lofty morality, solemn institutions of politics. literature and arts pleasant to both the
mind and eyes. philosophical thoughts wise and deep., etc., which. for all they took
their roots in societies, grew and developed in primitive religions. The genesis and evo-
lutionary development of religion and other forms of culture show that the study of
primitive religion is of great significance. In order to have a good understanding of the
nature and mystery of religion and other forms of culture, we should research their
roots and the reasons for their genesis and development. For this reason. many scholars
of religion, philosophy. ethics, literature. arts. anthropology. ethnology. sociology.
history. etc., like those who rush to a newly-discovered gold-field. cannot help going
into the research field of primitive religion. which always makes one both puzzled and

excited.
2

How religion came into being is an issue of great importance in the study of reli-
gion. According to traditional belief a holy religion must have its holy origin. Theolo-
gists believe that their religion came from divine revelations. But the scientific study of
religion broke away from the mythical interpretation. The thinkers emerging during the
Enlightenment eradicated the dictatorial decision of fideism with judgments made
through rational criticism. They confirmed that religion. like other things in the world.

has its process of formation and development. They tried to find out the nature of reli-
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gion and the basis of its origin among human beings instead of deities. Owing to the ra-
tional research into religion. the study of religion shook off the yoke of theology and de-
veloped into an independent branch of the humanities—the science of religion—in the
second half of the nineteenth century.

The research into the origin and evolutionary development of religion not only
helped the modern science of religion to take shape but has also been a field of great in-
terest to scholars of religion who pursue the subject avidly. Darwinism has played a
great role in the development of the modern science of religion. Since man evolved from
the anthropoid ape, everything in the human world naturally has its process of develop-
ment, which is basically the evolutionary development of more complicated forms of life
from earlier and simpler forms. Religion is no exception. Therefore, it was not the sa-
cred gods and deities but the barbarians in primitive society who founded religion. and
thus they become the target of the research into the origin of religion. As a result. it be-
came a fashion to do field work and investigation on the subject of primitive societies.

primitive cultures and primitive religions of various ethnic groups in the world.
3

From the late nineteenth century. when the science of religion had just been found-
ed. to the early twentieth century. the modern science of religion achieved a vigorous
development that produced a host of prominent scholars and academic schools in relation
to religion. The diversity of their points of view on religion focused on its origin and de-
velopment. Let us review some of the different conclusions on the problem of the origin
of religion. Some German scholars held that the “gods” in religion and myths originated
in the natural forces (especially the sun, the moon and the stars). which were personi-
fied by the ancient people. According to Edward Burnett Tylor. religion arose from the
ancient people’s animistic ideas that developed through the process of a faulty logic
drawn from physiological and psychological phenomena such as dreams. visions and
trances. Herbert Spencer held that religion originated from the ancient people’s worship
of ancestors. Robertson Smith, Emile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud regarded the wor-
ship of the totem as the beginning of religion. R. R. Marett of Britain believed that the
ancient people had held some more primitive forms of religious belief. such as “Mana-
taboo” among the Melanesians, before they believed in animism. The German Roman
Catholic priest and ethnologist Wilhelm Schmidt maintained that all the primitive people
believed in a supreme God. that the idea of one God emerged in ancient times from the
God’s revelation to the human beings and that polytheism was the degeneration of the

primitive monotheism. Other conclusions on the origin of religion owe it to the primitive
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people’s faulty concepts and faulty association of ideas and attribute gods (objects of re-
ligious belief) to people’s fantasy and the nature of god to the human nature. As a result
of the extensive debate in relation to religion. the modern science of religion swept
ahead magnificently ever since it came into being.

The study of the origin of religion did not begin in the nineteenth century. As early
as the Greco-Roman period. philosophers already raised various theories. Xenophanes
defined deities as man’s fantasy. the result of personification. According to Democritus
(460? -362 B.C.), Epicurus (3427 -270 B.C.». and Lucretius (997-755 B.C.). men’s
ideas of deities originated from their fear of the forces of nature. Pradikos. a Greek
philosopher of the fifth century B.C., attributed religion and the concepts of deities and
spirits to the activities by which men showed gratitude to the forces of nature that were
critical to the existence of human beings. Critias. another Greek philosopher of the {ifth
century B. C.. believed that deities were fabricated by ancient legislators as supervisors
and judges of morals so as to control the people. Aristotle maintained that religion. like
philosophy. originated in man’s awe and confusion about the creation of all things in na-
ture and the movements of celestial objects. According to him, in order to explain the
unknown. people produced religious myths. and in order to free the people from the stu-
pidity of myths. philosophy came intc being. Euhemerus, a Greek of the fourth-third
centuries B.C.. attributed gods to the deification of the deceased eminent emperors and
heroes. All these conclusions on the origin of religion ascribe the starting point of reli-
gion and gods to man’s faulty ideas and therefore are a rational study based on anti-
fideism.

Nevertheless, the approach to the study of the genesis of religion is quite different
in the modern science of religion. In ancient society the study of the origin of religion
was chiefly a philosophical inference. which had neither the concept of “primitive
people” in relation to evolutionism nor positive evidence of “primitive religion™; while
the modern science of religion put stress on field-work investigation and the collection of
evidence in relation to the religion and culture of primitive society.

Max Muller. the founder of the modern science of religion. devoted great enthusi-
asm to the edition and translation of Oriental religious classic bocks (particularly the
Veda of ancient India) and published Sacred Books of the East, which created a great
sensation in academic circles. Edward Tylor, the founder of religious anthropology.
wrote a well-known book, Primitive Culture. based on the field-work of primitive reli-
gion and culture he had made in Mexico when he was young. On the basis of his Ques-
tions on the Manners. Customs. Religions, Superstitions. etc. of Uncivilized or Semicivi-

lized Peoples and through the investigation of religious beliefs and customs of primitive



12 A Series of Sourcebooks on the Primitive Religions of China

people, James G. Frazer wrote and published Golden Bough. a masterpiece of primitive
religion. Malinowski and many other fruitful scholars of religion all made long-term in-
vestigations into the religious belief of primitive peoples and worked among tribesmen
before they wrote books with the materials collected from their field-work. So it can be
held that without the investigation of the religious beliefs of the primitive and ancient
peoples and the accumulation of materials. there could not have been the modern science

of religion.
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At the same time we have to notice that in the early period of the modern science of
religion various theoretical conclusions on the origin of religion were expounded. but
many of them were in conflict with each other in theory and facts. This situation thus
made many scholars of religion cast doubts on the value of the study of primitive reli-
gion. Since the primitive age had become a remote past. as they thought. and the reli-
gious belief of the existing primitive tribes was too complex for anyone to have a thor-
ough and comprehensive understanding of it, the scholars of religion in developing the
theories of the origin and evolution of religion had to take a part as a whole and make
use of pseudo-philosophical deductions to substitute the missing links of historical facts.
In view of this, some scholars maintained it was impossible for the study of the origin
and growth of religion to become a true science because it could not be proved by experi-
mental evidence. So they gradually gave up the study and turned to the contemporary
comparative study of various religious beliefs and religious phenomena, giving psycho-
logical. sociological and phenomenological interpretations to them. Thus. in the modern
science of religion. in addition to anthropological and historical studies of religion, there
emerged new theories and new methods-psychological. sociological. and phenomenolog-
ical studies of religion.

Nevertheless, the growth of new disciplines in the science of religion certainly did
not mean that the academic importance of the study of primitive religion was reduced or
negated. It is only a century since the science of religion was established and developed
as an independent branch of humane studies. It is only natural that in its early period
there were different points of view in relation to the study of religion. This was a result
of in depth study and a subsequent understanding of the origin and growth of religion
from different stands because the different theories on the subject are all based on cer-
tain facts. Instead of going away from it. scholars have come nearer to the truth. The
diversity of academic discussions only shows that we should put more stress on he inves-

tigation of the peoples of the world on a wider scale and collect more comprehensive data



