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Belief, Ritual and Society
Taipei: Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, 2003, pp. 7-36

The Avenging Ghost:
Paradigm of a Shameful Past

Stephan Feuchtwang

Department of Anthropology
London School of Economics

Looking into the first pages of my 1966 field diary to prepare for
this paper I came across a story I had not remembered and had never
used. These pages describe a conversation about fengshui J#7k with
teachers at the school in Shihting (as I then spelt it). Of them, the
most important to me was Wu Guocun who knew some English and
could practice it with me. He came from Beigang, in central Taiwan.
I had told Wu that I had written about fengshui (my Masters thesis).
He and the other teachers seemed to me to know little about it and
the conversation seems to have taken a quick turn away onto the
question of belief in spirits.

I noted that “Wu does not know. He says there must be some-
thing for there to be so many stories. I said I don’t believe, but that I
respect stories and others’ belief”. To show what he meant, Wu then

told me the following story:

In Suli, Yunlin hsien, near Petkang (Wu's native place) a man went

to work on his bike and sometimes felt the weight of someone riding on
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his pillion but could never see anybody. Sepavately and without telling
him, his wife would sometimes see a voung woman riding on the pillion
as he arrived home. His wife was taken 1ll. When she rvecovered, her
voice had changed and she wept a lof.

He asked her why she wept . She said that she was a wowman whom
he and some other men had wurdered for the jewellery she was weaving
on the boat returning from Fukien where they had gone to work. This
story was reported in the newspaper and the woman is still alive. Wi's
mother who “is a Buddhist” had visited her, though the woman didn’t

like to speak of il.

I would put teacher Wu into the tradition of the /liferati in China,
a tradition that maintains at the same time scepticism plus an
acceptance of the possible activity of “ghosts” (guishen 5 qH#). Cohen
(1979) extracts several stories linking the death and illness of
perpetrators of unjust killings to the action of the ghosts of their
victims. All the stories come from the classical histories starting
with the 3" century BCE Zuo Zhuan and including the thirteen
dynastic histories up to and including the Ming, to the 17" century.
He notes how they combine scepticism and belief in ghosts.

The story Wu told me had already passed through several
contexts of interpretation. Originating with the man on the bicycle
and his sick wife, eventually it reaches a newspaper, from which it
goes to teacher Wu's mother and through teacher Wu it comes to me.
Each time it would have become something else. Wu’s mother would
probably have given it a Buddhist slant. But for her son there is the
question of “belief” as such. Nevertheless, through them all what
remains is a story of a wronged woman whose spirit possesses the
wife of the wrongdoer. It has precedents in stories of female spirits
who seduce men and other stories of avenging ghosts. I have not yet

found a parallel story of a female avenging ghost possessing the wife
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of her murderer.! In any case, even if there is one, then the bicycle
pillion and exact location makes this story a mid-20"-century Taiwa-
nese news legend. There may well be a morality of just reward or
punishment in the story, as Cohen points out there were for the
stories of avenging ghosts included in dynastic histories. But 1t is
either absent or hidden in teacher Wu'’s telling, for whom the story is
simply a demonstration of the possible activity of ghosts. Let me
stick with that.

The Avenging Ghost as Paradigm of
a Forgotten and Disruptive Past

Let us think of the past as the recalling of lost objects (things or
people), of what was but is no longer. The past is made by drawing a
line that separates objects. The line may be drawn by an institution
such as mourning ritual, or by historical writing. Whatever else it
tells, it says that things or persons are lost, in the sense that they are
no longer, but they are recalled. All of us are aware that at any one
time most of what has happened to us, is not available to us as
memory. We are aware of memory loss, and can therefore apprehend
the contingency of death. Historians for their part know the wiping
out of most traces, even within what they have preselected to be the
significant or important past. But they try as archaeologists to
reconstruct. They supply detail by speculation and imagination to
what is lost. And we all know how a new politics can suppress one
historical narrative to revive another, previously forgotten one. So
we all know what it is to loose and to regain a past, to have a history

and for that history to be revised and a new one to emerge.

I It is not among the types of story found by Eberhard (1970) in a survey he
conducted the next year, 1967, in Taipei.



