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The Structure and Dynamics of
Chinese Rural Society”

John Lagerwey
FEcole Pratique Des Hautes Etudes (Paris)

In my original Project Description I stated that “the basic aim of
this project would be to describe traditional Chinese social life and
organization at the township (%) level.” My theoretical starting
point in the definition of the task was David Faure’s The Structure of
Chinese Rural Society.l Faure, I wrote, “shows in particular that
Freedman’s notion that ‘the village is no more than a lineage or an
inter-lineage alliance’ does not fit the facts: ‘the foci of such alliances
would not have been ancestral halls but, as Brim pointed out, temples
devoted to the deities, at which all participant groups within the
alliance might conduct common worship.”” Next to Freedman’s
“lineage China”, in short, as a permanent substratum, there is a
“territorial China”, a China of the gods whose paradigmatic ritual

manifestation is the Taoist Jiao (). My initial idea, therefore, was

* This was the title of a three-year project funded by the Chiang Ching-kuo
Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange, from 1994 to 1997. I
directed this project on behalf of the Ecole Francaise d’Extemre-Orient (EFEO).
While officially finished as of June 30, 1997, the project in fact continues, albeit
with severely restricted financing. At the time of final changes to the present
text (February 1999), seven volumes have been produced and four more are in
various stages of advancement.

I David Faure, The Structure of Chinese Rural Society: Lineage and Village in
the Eastern New Territories, Hong Kong. Cf. my book review in Cahiers
d’Extreme- Asie, 5 (1990), p.445-448.
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that “to make sense of the structure and the dynamics of Chinese
rural society, it is necessary to distinguish between the ancestor cult
and the various cults of the gods. What are their respective roles? Is
there any relationship between them? What is the degree of variation
from township to township as regards the organization of and
interplay between the two types of cult? What kinds of ritual
practice give social reality to them?”

Before summarizing the results below, it may be useful to
explain why I added the word “dynamics” to Faure’s “structure of
Chinese rural society”: it seemed to me that Faure’s definition of
the problem, as given above, while it drew attention to a kind of
permanent structural opposition (or complementarity) between two
forms of worship and their related value systems, left unstated
the obvious fact that this opposition necessarily had a history (even
though Faure himself provided excellent histories of each of the
lineages and lineage alliances he studied in the New Territories).
That is, it left unformulated the one fundamental difference between
the anthropological study of societies with and without written
records, namely, that the existence of written records in peasant
societies makes it possible to see the dynamically evolving nature of
the structural oppositions and complementarities we can presently
observe. What we can observe in the present is by definition a
product of the past, but whereas the absence of written records
makes it difficult if not impossible, in the case of tribal societies, to
uncover that history, such is emphatically not the case in peasant
societies like China.

As a specialist of Taoism, I had a second thought in mind: in
the New Territories the Taoists who performed village Jiao were

described by Faure as “the product of an intrusion from outside
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the village.”2 This struck me then, and strikes me even more now
after four years of intensive fieldwork, as a rather unfortunate way
of describing the religious and social dynamics that we observe in
Chinese local society. What is at stake here, of course, is the
problem of the relationship between what used to be called “big” and
“little” or “high” and “low” traditions. Indeed, the above quotation
from Faure’s book comes from Chapter 9, entitled “Greater and
Smaller Traditions”. Judging by the fact that Faure also states that
“it cannot be emphasized too strongly that the lineage as an
institution was to a large extent introduced into the New Territories
from outside” (op. cit. p.12), it would seem that he sees village culture
as fundamentally different from, even alien to, the literarate cultures
of professional Taoists and Confucians. In other words, and to put
it in more explicitly Sinological terms, this is the vexed problem of
what to call “local religion” : can we or can we not use the word
“popular”? Do we use it in opposition to the “higher religions” of
Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism, or to refer in fact to “local
religion”? But if the word “popular” then includes everything we see
in local society, what is its use? I shall return to these questions
below, but I should like in the first place to summarize what I see
as the answers our project has provided to the initial questions

stated above.

2 The precise statement is more nuanced: “In the New Territories, it is possible
to argue that the tradition in which the priests act as offcials in sacrificing to
the ghosts in the presence of the city god is the product of an intrusion from
outside the village” (0p. cit. p.145). Faure is in fact contrasting an “orthodox”
Zhengyi Taoist performance of a Jiao with the more usual exorcistic Liishan
Taoism used in daily village life: the former is merged with the latter, he
suggests (p.145), because of “the existence of a common theological ground, and
the appeal of the professional and literate touch.” In his chapter on religion in
the village, Faure adds that “communal worship at the temple (he is referring
especially to the Jiao) is often conducted by professionals so that they may give
the appearance of conforming to a universal mode.”
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I. What Are the Respective Roles Played by
the Worship of the Ancestors and
the Gods in Local Society?

The word “worship”, in my usage, refers to “the total investment
of the society in maintaining the living presence of the two invisible
entities called ancestors and gods.” This includes the time and money
invested in rituals (including not just rituals of “worship” as such,
but all lineage-related — marriages, birthdays, cappings, funerals —
and geomancy-focused rituals), buildings (including ancestor halls,
temples, tombs, and open-air sites of god worship), banquets, and
tales. To answer the question, therefore, we need descriptions which
are as full and precise as possible of the organization and history of
those four elements. What follows is a summary of our conclusions
based on fieldwork reports from the three primary Hakka areas of
southwestern Fujian, southern Jiangxi, and northeastern Guangdong:

1) To “take sides” as to the relative importance of the worship
of the ancestors and the worship of the gods in structuring
traditional social life is not very helpful. Increasingly, I would
myself be inclined to see this way of phrasing the problem as an
example of the use of Western either / or, as opposed to Chinese
both / and logic. The latter is far more useful, I suggest, if our aim
is to give a balanced, non-argumentative account of what we
observe. Not only are both cults massively present at every turn,
their worship is so thoroughly interwoven that it is in some sense

hard to draw the line between them.3 We must speak, in short, not

3 T refer here to two facts: first and most important, one of the most basic
functions of the territorial village gods is to protect the — often single lineage
— village from invasion by the demons of epidemic, drought, and other threats
to crops, domestic animals, and the human population. Second, field
observation in Hakka areas has thrown up many cases in which lineage
members have become local gods; see further below.
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so much of an opposition between a “Confucian”, lineage China and a
“Daoist” China of the gods — even though that opposition may be
shown to exist — as of a complementarity between the two basic
modes of worship and their related socio-economic organization. In
this last regard, it is perhaps worth noting that, if we base our
judgment on lineage registers, infinitely more land is set aside in
trusts linked to ancestor worship than in trusts for the worship of
village gods.

2) That said, it is also possible and desirable to underline the
fact that the Chinese people described in our books seem to be quite
clear in their minds that there is a basic distinction between the two
spheres of ancestor-worship and god-worship: the one, however
large the lineage, is “private”, the other “public”. Faure had
described the difference in terms of “lineage” and “territory”, and the
essays we have published give considerable evidence that that is a
most useful distinction: over and over again, we find territory, even
that occupied by single lineages or segments thereof, defined with
reference to the gods who “control” them. But it seems to me that
the distinction between the private and public functions of the two
modes of worship is perhaps even more fundamental and more
general in its import: the gods are the ultimate recourse, for
example, in the settling of disputes between private parties. The
importance of mechanical methods like lot-drawing and rotation for
distributing access fairly to the “valuable goods” represented by the
gods and their rituals gives expression to the same distinction.

3) As Arthur Wolf stated long ago in his article on “Gods,
Ghosts, and Ancestors”, “hinese ancestors are not feared because

they are not conceived of as powerful beings.”4 The much-debated

4 Arthur Wolf, “Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors”, Studies in Chinese Society, 1978,
p.168.  The full statement is worth quoting, as it highlights a frequent misunder-
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question of their “general benevolence” as opposed to their “occa-
sional malevolence” must be seen in this light: even in local society,
ancestors rarely have the power to restore health and seem never
to have the power to put an end to drought or epidemics. As
regards sense of identity, the importance of lineage and ancestors
on a local level is obvious, but beyond a narrow geographic scope
ancestors cease to function. This can be seen not only in the many
descriptions of township and county seat-level temple festivals in
our published volumes, it can also be seen in the foci of worship of
those who are “away from home”, whether it be in the “merchant
guilds” (& #f) or the “same place of origin congregations” ([& %5 &)
found in the diaspora: they are built around gods and their festivals.

II. Is There Any Relationship between Them?

One of the biggest surprises yielded by our fieldwork among the
Hakka is the number of ancestors who are worshiped as gods. The
most typical form this takes is that of a founding ancestor who finds,
upon arrival in a new place, a god of the soil who requires the annual
sacrifice of a virgin lad and lass (2% #7%). He then goes off, either
to Lushan (f#1L1) or Maoshan (3¥11]) , to “learn magic” (£25); when he
comes home, he drives away the bloodthirsty god, whose place he

standing about the nature of Chinese ancestors: “Freedman has argued that
ancestors are not feared in China as in some West African societies because the
living are not conscious of having displaced their ascendants from coveted
positions of power.” A simpler explanation might be that Chinese ancestors
are not feared because they are not conceived of as powerful beings. The
African societies Freedman discusses are stateless societies in which the senior
men of the lineage dominate the social landscape. In traditional China the
authority of senior kinsmen was overshadowed by the far greater power of the
imperial bureaucracy. The gods, of course, are often portrayed as divine
bureaucrats, and Taoists address them, as Faure rightly observed, with
professional, bureaucratic methods.
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then takes. Since I first noted this configuration in an article on the
Tu lineage of Tufang (3%%4), in Changting County (RiT%%), Fujian,
we have found it throughout the Hakka area.5 Sometimes such
gods are worshiped only by the relevant lineage, but more often they
come to be worshiped by other lineage groups as well. We have
discovered a whole series of examples of this kind recently in Mingqi
County (312E%), Fujian. Such stories, of course, are modeled on
that of Chen Jinggu (F#¥%%k), the chief goddess in the Liishan shool
of Taoism found throughout southeastern China. As such, they
constitute an important aspect of Taoist influence on local culture
and religion.

Conversely, gods, especially those gods who are closest to the
people, are referred to using lineage terms, most frequently
“grandpa” — Gongtai (2AX), Gongdie (2#), Agong (FI) — or
“grandma” : Gupotai (3%#K). These may be purely local gods,
unknown elsewhere, but even such important gods as Huaguang (3
¥) may be referred to locally as Gongdie. Gods like those of
Tufang referred to above belong to a larger category of not
necessarily Taoist gods, all of whom are known by their surname
plus the word “grandpa”: Tugong (3%2). Essays from our project
that have already been published contain many examples of this
kind: Raogong, Zougong, Laigong, Zhanggong, Xiaogong. Some of
the gods of this category, such as Zougong #fZ\ , are worshiped in
fairly small areas (in the border area between Liancheng (GEIRER)
and Qingliu counties ({#¥i&%), Fujian), but others, such as Laigong
(#872)), are found all along the border regions of the Hakka parts

of Fujian and Jiangxi. One special case of gods-as-ancestors is

5 “Notes on the Symbolic Life of a Hakka Village”, Minjian xinyang yu
Zhongguo wenhua guoji yantao hui lunwen ji ERHE N B SAL BIBEFHES €& 3
XEE) ), p. 733-762.
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Mazu (#%iH), whom many local Lin lineages (#f#%) have adopted as
their Gupotai. This, however, I suspect to be a relatively late
phenomenon, linked to the rising importance of Mazu throughout
Hakka Fujian from the mid-18th century on.

As regards the other questions mentioned above — what is the
degree of variation? what kinds of rituals are used? — I would like
to say, first of all, that the variety is such that we do better to speak
of a “marked tendency toward individuation ”. This refers not only
to the obvious fact that villages and lineages have their own
histories, inevitably particular, but also to the less obvious fact that
contiguous villages and lineages consciously compete to be different.
In joint parades, for example, one village or lineage segment will
specialize in boat lanterns (##/), another in decorated lanterns (£
%), one will have the longest dragon lantern (HE#&), another the
tallest. Neighboring villages which worship the same Ligong taibao
(BLAKAR) identify him with different historic figures, the one with Li
Shimin Z# R the other with an emperor of the Latter Tang ({2F).
“Essentially the same, different in details” (K[E/N&), so rightly
says the Chinese phrase; but the pleasure of fieldwork comes from
the details: jazz may be jazz, but what attracts the listener is
the endless variations on themes. That is one reason we have,
after considerable hesitation, decided to continue to  solicit and
publish accounts of marriages and funerals: the basic structures are
always the same, but each new account adds something vital to our
understanding of what constitutes a Hakka marriage or funeral.

Having made that statement, I should like to address the
question of “sameness” in terms of the problem raised above
regarding “popular” or “local religion”. One thing the field reports
make abundantly clear is that, while the intellectual observer (or

even the local participant) may be able to distinguish Confucian,



