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American Anthropology and
the Study of Mazu Worship

Steven Sangren
Department of Awnthropology
Cornell University

Preface

Serious scholarly study of Mazu worship in Taiwan does not, of course, begin
with Western social scientists like me who began to take note of its importance in the
1970s and 1980s. The ancient Chinese tradition of local historiography, often
included in both official and unofficial gazetteers, is one that Taiwanese carried with
them from the mainland, and has been continued actively since. Continuous with
this tradition has been the scholarship of local historians - for example, in the wesn-
xian genre. Moreover, since at least the period of Japanese rule, earlier traditions of
local historiography have increasingly included attention to what might be termed
local customs and practices. Many of you attending this conference are much more
expert than am I in these various traditions and the historical documents and sources
upon which they rest. In other words, I can contribute little that is new to the
growing body of philological studies at a conference such as this. What I suppose I
can provide, perhaps, is an overview of some of the reasons Mazu worship is of
interest to Western anthropologists.

I hope I may be forgiven if I approach this overview autobiographically. I also
hope that hearing a story about how a foreigner learned about Mazu worship in
Taiwan and what sorts of lessons for anthropology came of this engagement may
be of some interest. I wish to emphasize that the reasons for my interest in Mazu

differ substantially in many respects from those of Mazu worshippers, leaders of
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Mazu-related organizations and temples, and even from those of Taiwanese
historians and anthropologists. It is, in short, the perspective of an American social
scientist whose preoccupations are very much those defined by the discipline of
anthropology. And from this perspective there is a great deal to be learned in the
study of Mazu worship as a social and cultural phenomenon.

To anticipate, | shall identify Mazu studies has having significance with refer-
ence to at least the following general areas of anthropological inquiry: 1) gender and
religion, 2) pilgrimages, 3) identity politics, 4) processes and characteristics of
globalization. My own work has concentrated on the first two areas, with some
consideration of the third. I suspect, however, that a younger generation of scholars

will focus future studies more on the issues of identity and of globalization.

Gender and Religion

I arrived in Taiwan for the first time in 1973, and I began my research in 1975.1
At that time studies of Taiwanese local religion had approached it mainly in straight-
forward Durkheimian terms.?2 The Taiwanese vision of the supernatural, it was
said, mirrors the organization of its social life. For example, just as the social world
consists, broadly speaking, of three major categories of people - kin, strangers, and
powerful officials - so, too, the supernatural world is populated by their equivalents
in the form of ancestors, ghosts, and gods.

There is, of course, considerable warrant for this view - one shared not only by
Western anthropologists, but also by many Taiwanese. But it is also clear that
there is much more to be said about Taiwanese religion - a vastly complex and
fascinating subject. At a conference devoted to Mazu studies, for example, one is
compelled to note immediately that the notion that gods are equivalent to
supernatural governors - what Stephan Feuchtwang has termed the “imperial
metaphor” -- requires a good bit of modification (Feuchtwang 1992). How, then,
would one account for the fact that some of the most important Taiwanese gods are,

like Mazu, goddesses.

1 My fieldwork centered on the town of Daxi and its neighboring marketing system, where I lived for
about 20 months between 1975 and 1977.

2 One of the most elegant and influential arguments along these lines was authored by Arthur Wolf
(Wolf 1974). 1 registered some of my revisionist sentiments in several publications (Sangren 1983,
1984a, 1987). Gates has, in turn, disputed by analyses, defending Wolf's (Gates 1996). For other
relevant observations, see (Hymes 1996; Shahar and Weller 1996).
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Anthropologically speaking, even more important than such straightforward
empirical observations are interpretive and theoretical issues concerning the
psychology and sociology of religion. Is it clearly the case, for example, that
people’s ideas about the supernatural are unreflective projections of the categories of
daily experience, as the bureaucratic model suggests? There are many important
interpretive issues from the point of view of anthropological theory associated with
these as well as with competing assumptions, and my early work was an attempt to
address them and to propose alternatives. I shall not address these issues here
except to note that one of the first things that drew my attention to Mazu worship
was its implications for the “bureaucratic” cosmology. I have already mentioned
one obvious complication; it is difficult to envision Mazu, despite her imperially
bestowed titles, mainly as a bureaucrat or official.

My first publication was a paper arguing that the fact that worship of female
deities (including Mazu, but also Guan Yin and “the Eternal Mother”) is so prominent
in Taiwan suggests that not all gods are modeled straightforwardly on officials
(Sangren 1983). There are locales, including a village in the domain of my own
fieldwork, in which Mazu functions, among other things, as a “supernatural
governor” of a territorially defined community, as the bureaucratic model suggests.?
It is also certainly the case that worshippers approach Mazu, much as the do other
gods, with hierarchical deference. But deference toward Mazu - or at least, so it
seemed to me - was as much akin to the respect one shows toward a mother as
toward an official. Simply put, the bureaucratic model of cosmos would have to be
extended and modified by adding a category of “mother goddesses” to its framings.

Beginning from this observation, I became convinced that study of local religious
beliefs and practices raises very interesting anthropological issues with respect not
only to the characteristics of the Taiwanese pantheon, but also with respect to the

culture of gender in Taiwanese social life in general. Some of my subsequent work

3 1 employ the term “functions” here advisedly to register the fact that one of the consequences or
effects of Mazu worship in some locales is to constitute a sense of community focusing on the
goddess. However, I wish to make clear that such effects cannot be taken as causes. The fact
that a community forms around collective ritual behaviors focused on Mazu does not wholly
suffice to explain why Mazu worship serves this “functional role.” One could imagine many other
means by which the same functions might be realized. By the same token, this community
defining effect or function does not exhaust the meanings (or other “functions”) of Mazu. In sum,
social analysis must account for functions as effects of symbolic forms and collective action, but
should avoid the “functionalist” fallacy of mistaking identifying such effects as sufficent causes or
explanations for those forms and actions.
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addresses the ways that women’s more prosaic domestic activities - particularly
their crucial roles as producers of the ethos of family life - influences the
organizational dynamics of Taiwanese local religion and, indirectly, plays an
important “grassroots” role in the constitution of local communities (Sangren 1997,
1999, 2000). In this regard, I have benefited enormously from the work of Taiwanese
anthropologists - Huang Mei-ying, Chen Min-hwei, and Chang Hsun, to mention only
a few - who have drawn attention the fundamental role of women’s religious
involvements in Mazu worship (Chang 1993; Chen 1984; Huang 1994). In other
words, the significance of Mazu for an anthropology of gender in Taiwanese society
is not limited to the fact that the most popular divinity in Taiwan is female, but élso
includes the fact that the concerns of devoted female worshippers play such a
prominent role in sustaining Mazu’s popularity. Close attention to these concerns,
to the nature of the prayers and the desires that motivate them, can teach us much
about the most intimate dimensions of Taiwanese family life. My own work has
only scratched the surface in this regard, and I hope that future studies will explore
the role of religious devotion as a means of personal self-construction in more
thoroughgoing fashion.

Pilgrimages

During the period of my earliest fieldwork I learned how important pilgrimages,
especially the pilgrimages to Beigang’'s Chao-tian Gong, are in the sociology of
Taiwanese religion. The existence of pilgrimages - which have a very long history
and widespread occurrence not only in Taiwan, but also in mainland China - draws
attention to the undeniable fact that the social and religious worlds of so-called
Chinese “peasants” is and has long been a good bit larger and more sophisticated
than the early village-based fieldwork of Western social scientists suggested. But to
be fair, it was not only the myopia of Western social-science accounts that produced
such a narrow view of the level of cultural sophistication and complexity in rural
society. Class-based biases evident in the writings of Chinese literati have also
undeniably played a role in diminishing as “superstition” or heterodox excess some
of the practices of the common people. By the same token, the fact that pilgrimages
often took people outside their native places on travels to sometimes peripheral
locales no doubt made them somewhat suspect from the point of view of a state
bureaucracy interested in controlling the movements of its population.



