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Funerary Ritual and the Building of
Lineages in Late Imperial China
TIMOTHY BROOK
Universityof Toronto

For uniting kinsmen into a lineage,
nothing is better than a funeral.
Gu Yanwu

IN

late-imperial Qhina, Buddhism was the religious tradition
associated with death. Buddhist monks chanted sutras over the
dead, conducted requiem masses, paraded before the coffin as it was
borne to the grave, and held posthumous services for the soul of the
departed. The link between death and Buddhism was so strong that
the popular euphemism for funerals wasfoshi A*, or "Buddhist services." But beginning in the sixteenth century, a minority within
the gentry challenged Buddhism's monopoly on death. They advocated instead the exclusive use of Neo-Confucian rites. Their
alternative authority for such rites was theJiali (The family rituals),
a Southern Song handbook attributed to Zhu Xi. By the turn of the
seventeenth century, a willingness to opt for Neo-Confucian over
Buddhist funerary rites was regarded in local elite circles as a sign of
commitment to the highest ideals of gentry culture, a touchstone of
orthodoxy.
The author wishes to thank Kai-wing Chow, Patricia Ebrey, Philip Kuhn, James Watson,
and R. Bin Wong for critical readings of earlier drafts of this essay.
465

This content downloaded from 128.97.193.117 on Mon, 3 Feb 2014 19:14:08 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

TIMOTHY

466

BROOK

Shifts in gentry taste in funerary ritual at first glance might seem
to deserve little more than passing mention as a curiosity in the
cultural history of the Ming-Qing period. Yet this particular shift is
an interesting anomaly, given other trends from the late Ming.
First, the gentry at this time were becoming deeply involved with
Buddhist thought and institutions, both as believers and as patrons.' Second, although Zhu Xi's style of Neo-Confucianism did enjoy something of a revival in the seventeenth century, the school of
Song Learning with which Zhu was associated was soon eclipsed
and cast into disrepute by the anti-metaphysical empiricism of the
so-called Han Learning scholars. Zhu Xi's authority was weakening. There is, however, a trend in the late Ming and early Qing that
is outside the intellectual realm but with which the shift to Neo-Confucian rites is congruent, and that is the rise of the agnatic lineage as
the primary form of kinship organization. This will provide the key
to understanding why some gentry were abandoning Buddhist funerary practices.
REPORTS

OF FUNERALS

IN LOCAL GAZETTEERS

Gazetteers of the late Ming and Qing frequently include brief
descriptions of local funerary practices in their sections on rites and
customs. Typical of gazetteer accounts of funerary customs is this
report from a subprefecture in Henan province, published in its

gazetteer of 1540:2
Such bad practices as having monks conduct services, perform music, and hold a
wake feast are to be found. But recently this is beginning to change. Gentry
families in particular are following the rituals of Zhu Xi. They take ancestor worship at the graveside very seriously and are gradually coming to build shrines.

The editor of a 1754 county gazetteer from Shanxi province offers a
similar account:3
Holding Buddhist services, which means inviting in monks to chant sutras, is
something that gentry and nongentry families have always done. Recently,
' Timothy Brook, "Gentry Dominance in Chinese Society: Monasteries and Lineages in
the Structuring of Local Society, 1500-1700" (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1984), ch.
3.
2 Xuzhouzhi R4p'I'lA(1540), 7.3a.
3 Guangling
xianzhi
,
(1754), 4.4b.
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though, fewer gentry are using the Buddhists, and quite a number are following

Zhu Xi's TheFamilyRituals.

When a gazetteer editor could not attest to this sort of change in the
customs of his gentry peers, he could at least look forward to its appearance in the future, as one does in this passage from a mid-eighteenth-century Zhili gazetteer:4
On the seventh, fourteenth, and twenty-first days after a death, monks are invited
in to perform services of expiation. Even some gentry lineages do this....
Editor's note: . .. I maintain that [the rituals in] The Family Rituals are solid and
easy to perform. Both gentry and nongentry families should carry them out according to their stations. It is greatly to be hoped that once the educated gentry have
familiarized themselves with [the book] and made the effort to act according to its
prescriptions, they will emulate each other and thus establish [their use] as general
custom.

These reports share four characteristics: (1) popular funerals
usually include Buddhist clerics and rites; (2) some gentry differ
from nongentry in refusing to hold Buddhist rites at their funerals;
(3) instead, they follow the ritual guidelines set down in The Family
Rituals, both for funerals and for other rituals as well; and (4) this
distinction in ritual practice between gentry and nongentry is a
recent, and uneven, development. The gazetteer editors are unanimous in regarding the change as positive. They deprecate Buddhism's place at popular funerals and approve of the efforts of some
gentry to cultivate a Neo-Confucian alternative to popular practices.
To gauge how widely these elements are mentioned in local gazetteers of the Ming-Qing period, I have tabulated gazetteer reports
from one hundred counties, prefectures, subprefectures, and guards
in which explicit reference is made to the use of either Buddhist or
Neo-Confucian rites at funerals, between 1500 and 1840. These
reports and their dates are summarized in the table in the Appendix. The five columns in the table indicate whether, for a given county, The Family Rituals is used at funerals (column A), Buddhist rites
are avoided at funerals (column 13), the gentry are active in either
following The Family Rituals or eschewing Buddhist rites (column C),

Longpingxianzhi F+U,

-

(1764), 4.22a-23a.
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The Family Rituals is used for weddings or ancestor worship (column
D), and Buddhist funerals are held (column E).
The first impression one gets from the table is that Neo-Confucian rites are widespread. Of the hundred administrative units
listed, seventy-seven report either that The Family Rituals is used or
that Buddhist funerals are being avoided. In fifty-seven of these
seventy-seven cases, the gazetteer explicitly mentions the gentry as
agents of this change. Buddhist funerals are noted for an almost
identical number of cases, however: seventy-six. Correlating these
two sets of cases, we find that two-thirds of the counties where The
Family Rituals was used (fifty-four of the seventy-seven) reported
that both Neo-Confucian and Buddhist rites were performed. That
leaves twenty-three counties, roughly a quarter of the sample, for
which there is evidence of only Buddhist practices and no awareness
of the importance of Neo-Confucian ritual. Buddhist funerals continued to be popular at the same time that Neo-Confucian funerals
were on the rise.
Recurring consistently through this material is the appearance of
a particular nexus of factors in local social practices: The Family
Rituals, the avoidance of Buddhist rites, and the gentry. Why do accounts of local rituals from the sixteenth century forward consistently link these factors? Why, even when gazetteer editors can only say
that their counties fail to live up to this combination, do they deem
it sufficiently important to report this failure? The reason for this
new concern, as I shall argue, has to do with the emergence of the
lineage in Chinese society under gentry sponsorship at roughly the
same time. To build this argument, I shall begin by considering first
the place of ritual in gentry life, and then the relationship between
ritual and the lineage.
RITUAL AND THE GENTRY

The gentry-the dominant group within the local elite whose elevated identity was ratified by state titles-are consistently identified
in sources from the late-imperial period as the main practitioners
of Neo-Confucian ritual. For them, ritual was Neo-Confucianism
in action. Through ritual codes, the teachings of Neo-Confucianism,
obscure to less educated members of the elite, were manifested in
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concrete form and made available to those who counted themselves
among its loyal adherents. The gentry were their own priesthood
in the Neo-Confucian order, and the rituals of Confucian life were
their mystery, their ideological property.
The gentry themselves were conscious of their special relationship
to ritual. The 1552 text of a set of lineage regulations from northern
Zhejiang, for example, observes that ritual was universally adhered
to among the ancients but had in the present age become the exclusive responsibility of the gentry. A much-reprinted ritual handbook of 1735 similarly asserts that the duty of maintaining the requirements of ritual from the time of Zhu Xi in the twelfth century
down to the eighteenth lay with "officials and lesser gentry." This
theme is echoed in another handbook on ritual published half a century later, in which gentry families are cautioned not to follow the
customs of commoners when conducting sacrifices at their lineage
shrines.5 None of these sources argues that ritual was solely for the
benefit of the gentry, but all assume that the gentry were its main
practitioners.
The convention of observing that the local gentry were upholding
ritual propriety is commonly used by Qing authors seeking to praise
their peers: "our office-holders and gentry keep to ritual and esteem
obligation"; "he respected only ritual and Confucius"; "his family
devoted themselves to poetry and ritual generation after generation"; "he was admired for his understanding of ritual, his study of
books, and his comprehension of the greater meaning of obligation. "6 Individuals who did not respect ritual, or activities that did
not conform to ritual, were considered "vulgar" (su). This epithet
was frequently used by the same authors to denigrate Buddhist
rites. By living according to the "doctrine of ritual," the gentry
were fulfilling an obligation incumbent on them as the social leaders
of local society, and at the same time identifying themselves as such.
Why should the local gentry have taken an interest in ritual at
this time? The answer is to be found in part in their own historical
5 Taga Akigoro *RtkARF,
Sofu no kenkya 1'fMRr
(T6y6 Bunko, 1960), p. 683; Lu
Zizhen ,#l,
Jiali daquan ;
(reprint, Taibei: Chengwen chubanshe, 1975), p. 1;
Wu Xianshen V*,Jialijiyi
M%R (1793), 5la.
6 Guangxi tongzhi Afi&'C,
(1801), 88.2b; Dangyangxianzhi tj% Ji (1866), 13.3b,
17.43b; Quan Zuwang Ai'&, Jieqi tingji A.***
(1804), 27.14a.
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development during the formative period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A substantial title-holding elite had of course existed since the Song dynasty, when possession of an examination
degree became the chief credential for appointment to public office.
But the gentry's elite status began to change early in the sixteenth
century with the rapid expansion in their numbers under the impact
of commercialization. As they became more numerous, their individual access to state position narrowed; and as that narrowing occurred, their ties of obligation to state service weakened. In turn,
with the weakening of their ties to the state, their social and political
interests-as well as the economic interests they had always had as
landowners-shifted
to local society. The expansion of the productive capacity of the late Ming economy made this strategy attractive, and, as it usually does, power followed wealth. The locally
oriented landowning gentry, still tied in a formal sense to state titles
but no longer dependent on the state for effective power in the local
context, came to dominate local society throughout China from the
sixteenth century forward in a way that had not been true previously.7
The deepening corruption of the late Ming court, followed by
the conquest of China by the Manchu invaders in the middle of the
seventeenth century, further weakened the increasingly fragile link
between the local gentry elite and the state.
Commercialization brought greater wealth and leisure to higher
levels of the elite. It also furthered the social division of labor and in
doing so helped to undermine the relative solidarity of the rural
order that had prevailed during the first century of the Ming dynasty. This erosion of social bonds is signalled over and over again
toward the end of the dynasty in the claims of many local gentry
that the propriety that once characterized the relations between
superiors and inferiors had been seriously eroded.8 From the elite's
point of view, new means of power were needed. It was in this context that ritual was taken up as a way of redressing the decline of
7 For fuller statements of this view, see Mori Masao 0IE5,
"The Gentry in the Ming, "
ActaAsiatica38 (1980): 31-53; Shigeta Atsushi REl !V, "The Origins and Structure of Gentry
onMing-QingSocialandEconomicHistory,
Rule, " in StateandSocietyin China:JapanesePerspectives
ed. Linda Grove and Christian Daniels (University of Tokyo Press, 1984), pp. 335-85.
8 Mi ChuiWiens, "Lord and Peasant: The Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century," Modern
China6.1 (1980): 13.
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paternalism in social relations. The local gentry looked to ritualized
rules of conduct to bolster a world they feared was being lost.9

RITUAL AND THE LINEAGE

At the level of family life, most of the rituals in late-imperial society involved men who were agnatically related to each other. This is
particularly true of funerary and ancestral rites, through which
agnatic kinship relations were emphasized and reaffirmed. A full
understanding of shifts in funerary ritual is thus impossible without
taking into account the most important new development in kinship
organization of the late-imperial period, the formalization of the
lineage.
The study of the lineage in late-imperial society is still in its early
stages. Although James Watson's definition- "a corporate group
which celebrates ritual unity and is based on demonstrated descent
from a common ancestor""-is
now widely accepted, the historical
process through which agnatic kinship ties were institutionalized in
this way is only partly understood. In one of the earliest attempts to
approach the question of the emergence of the lineage, Hilary Beattie identified the sixteenth century, especially its latter half, as the
period when the leading families in her case-study county of
Tongcheng, Anhui, began to mobilize their kinsmen into lineages
and take on distinctive organizational forms, such as genealogies,
shrines for joint ancestor worship, and property held in common.
Beattie notes that a critical element fostering this development was
the increasing success these families were having in the examination
system, and with it an intensification in the competition among
them for social prestige."
9 The reorientation of power relationships at the local level had repercussionsat the intellectual level. The voluminous literature on ritual generated by scholars through the latter half of
the seventeenth century is evidence of a concern with this issue. The place of ritual studies in
the seventeenth century is addressed in Kai-wing Chow, "The Rise of Confucian Fundamentalism: Classical Scholarship and Kinship Rituals in Late Imperial China, 1604-1826"
(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Davis, 1988).
10 James Watson, "Chinese Kinship Reconsidered: Anthropological Perspectives on
Historical Research," ChinaQuarterly
92 (1982): 594.
" Hilary Beattie, Land and Lineagein China:A Studyof T'ung-ch'engCounty,Anhwei, in the
Ming and Ch'ingDynasties(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. 42, 112.
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Similar impressions have emerged from a recent volume of essays
on lineages in the late-imperial period. 12 According to several of the
contributors^, most notably Robert Hymes, the lineage had not yet
reached its full institutional development in the Song dynasty. A
"lineage orientation" emerged at that time and was coming to influence decisions by the elite in a way that foreshadowed the
lineage, but the lineage institutions noted by Beattie for the Ming
endowed
were not yet in place. Those institutions-genealogies,
however, in evidence in cenestates, group rituals, shrines-were,
tral China by the turn of the sixteenth century.'3 By the Qing dynasty, organized lineages were so conspicuous a feature of social
life throughout China that one contemporary could write, without
exaggeration: "Powerful lineages and large clans exist in great
numbers everywhere: in Shandong and Shanxi, along the lower
Yangzi valley, and also in Guangdong and Guangxi."'4
One of the most important new findings on the lineage is that gentry practices, rather than popular practices, played a major role, if
not the seminal role, in the formation of these organizations. The
lineage by the twentieth century had become sufficiently generalized
within Chinese society to not require or presuppose gentry leadership, inducing anthropologists working in south China to assume
they were basically popular organizations, but recent research suggests that the formation of organized lineages first began under the
auspices of the gentry."5 By adapting pre-Ming kinship arrangements, perhaps under the pressure of a growing polarization be12
Patricia Ebrey and James Watson, eds., KinshipOrganization
in LateImperialChina,10001940 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986).
13
Other scholars have been coming to the conclusion that lineage institutions were an increasingly dominant element in local society at this time, though a unanimous view has yet to
emerge. See Xu Yangjie, "The Feudal Clan System Inherited from the Song and Ming
Periods," SocialSciencesin China,1980, no. 3, pp. 29-82. Mori Masao, however, dates the gentry's concern with lineage-building no earlier than the Qing. See his "Sodai igo no shidaifu to
chiiki shakai" 9filJ
O?Kt
shidaifukaikyiito chiikishakaito no
*k
PJ4 *, in Chu-goku
zi
kankeini tsuiteno sogotekikenkya
< - OD
l
*
OD?K*
QvfiAJ7f
ed. Tanigawa Michio V)11IA
(Kyoto: Ky6to daigaku bungakubu, 1983), p. 101.
14 Zhang Haishan raffi,
"Jumin lun" TUM,i quoted in Wang Yubo T3TA,
LishishangdejiazhangzhiM
*:A$11 (Peking: Renmin chubanshe, 1984), p. 64.
15 See, e.g., Ebrey and Watson, KinshipOrganization,
pp. 96, 149, 158, 173. This aspect of
the volume is highlighted in my review, "Must Lineages Own Land?," Bulletinof Concerned
Asian Scholars20.4 (1988).
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tween themselves and the common people, the gentry created kinship organizations that could enhance their position of dominance
and permit them a range of strategies to mobilize their socially
subordinate kin.
Lineage ritual was one of these strategies. Bringing together all
the members of one's lineage for the regular performance of rites
reinforced the collective character of the kinship group. The most
important rites to be conducted in this context were the "four
rituals" (sili): capping at adolescence (largely defunct in the Ming
and Qing), weddings, funerals, and ancestor worship. Of these,
ancestor worship was the most conspicuous in terms of regulating
the lineage institutionally, since it provided the means for defining
membership in the group. Given that one of the concerns that grew
out of the spread of lineages was the need to close the lateral boundaries of the kinship group to limit demands on the group's
resources, definition was essential. Ancestor worship made definition possible by restricting group membership to those who could
claim agnatic descent from a designated apical ancestor.
Using descent from an apical ancestor to define membership in a
broad kinship group was the work of Cheng Yi (1033-1 107).16 He
developed this idea from the traditional mourning circle, known as
the "five grades of mourning" (wufu iHiE1). Wufu required mourning of all male descendants of a deceased's great-great-grandfather,
thus extending laterally to his third cousins. A mourning circle
determined who was related how to whom at one point in time, but
it had no power to define group membership over time. Existing
only in relation to an individual death, it was a temporary structure
that changed with every funeral and had no identity apart from that
one ritual event. A lineage, on the other hand, by branching in
every generation from an apical ancestor, could pass through time
as a fixed structure without requiring that boundaries be redrawn at
each ritual event (this process was only interrupted by lineage
segmentation). Once established, a lineage was a stable organization that transcended individual deaths. As agnatic cohesion came
16
As Kai-wing Chow has pointed out that, by redefining kinship obligations on the basis of
a common ancestor rather than the mourning circle, Cheng Yi was the key figure in "making
ancestral rites the institutional basis of kinship organization in late-imperial China." See
"The Rise of Confucian Fundamentalism," p. 183.
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to be defined in terms of lineages in the Ming, kinship ritualsespecially ancestor worship and funerals-could
require participation from kinsmen in relation to this field of kinship relations. Kinship rituals became lineage rituals.

THE FAMILY RITUALS

As the gentry elite sought to formalize natural kinship ties into
lineages and, through these lineages, exercise greater influence over
the performance of the life-cycle rites of its members, they turned
their attention to The Family Rituals. The book is probably the work
of Zhu Xi, though it first appeared only in a posthumous edition sixteen years after Zhu's death. Much reprinted in Ming-Qing China
as well as in Japan and Korea, it served as the principal authority in
the late-imperial period for the correct performance of the "four
rituals" and proved to be his most popular work.17
The Family Rituals differs from previous Song ritual handbooks in
promoting the system of the "lesser descent-line" (xiaozong'J5). According to this system, ritual priority on the basis of birth order in
one generation moved across generations and overrode birth order
in the next. Rather than ranking elder above younger afresh in each
generation, the lesser descent-line system held that the elder sons of
elder brothers outranked the elder sons of younger brothers, even
when the latter were older than the former. Outranking meant enjoying the privilege of being able to conduct sacrifices to a greater
number of ancestors, since eldest sons inherited the ancestral tablets
in the possession of their fathers. Accordingly, The Family Rituals
tends to accentuate lateral seniority distinctions among members of
the same generation and then combine them into a hierarchical net17 The only extended discussion of the Jiali in English is in Patricia Ebrey, "Education
Through Ritual: Efforts to Formulate Family Rituals through the Sung Period, " in Neo-Confucian Education:The FormativeStage, ed. John Chaffee and W. T. de Bary (forthcoming).
Susan Naquin refers to the use of the text in "Funerals in North China: Uniformity and
Variation," in DeathRitual in Late ImperialandModernChina,ed. James Watson and Evelyn
Rawski (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 63-64. Curiously for a book of
its coverage, no other contributor to that volume even mentions TheFamilyRituals.For important Japanese studies, see Makino Tatsumi t!E3-, Kinsei Chu-goku
sozokukenkyaTi
7
(Nikk6 shoin, 1949); Ueyama Shunpei 1LWVT, "Shu shi no Kareito Gireikyoden
2gt
tokai" * S C*K ,E
Tohogakuho54 (1982): 173-256.
L
KNAN,
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work of main, branching, and subbranching patrilines, but with
leadership always kept firmly in a single main line. This leadership
principle prevailed over the authority of the heads of individual
families, who were obliged to defer to the head of the senior descent
line (called the zongzi
, or "son of the patriline") at cappings,
weddings, and ancestor worship. Only at funerals could the head of
the family still officiate.
The text's intention of unifying a broad range of kin into a single
structure meant that the ceremonial prescriptions in The Family
Rituals came to be applied to lineages. Even though the lesser descent-line system differs from the lineage system in accentuating
"vertical" distinctions among descent lines over the lineage's
"horizontal" interest in kinship inclusiveness, The Family Rituals
provided part of the model from which the lineage came to be structured.18 The gap between the text's lesser descent-line system and
the lineage was greatest with regard to the breadth of the kinship
group, since The Family Rituals limited inclusion to the third collateral line. But this dissonance disturbed only the most punctilious
readers. Due in large part to its attribution to Zhu Xi himself, the
text commanded great popularity among the local gentry once they
began to officiate regularly at lineage ceremonies and found themselves in need of a guide. While scholars of the early Qing recognized that The Family Rituals set requirements that did not accord
with contemporary practice,"9 the gentry by and large overlooked
the discrepancies between prescription and practice and bent Zhu
Xi's text to their own uses.
The growing importance of lineage organization is reflected in
the history of The Family Rituals, for its authority grew perceptibly
over the Yuan and Ming dynasties as the "lineage orientation" of
the local elite strengthened.20 Ming law mandated the text as the
most authoritative guide for ancestor worship, and also as a suitable
18

Patricia Ebrey, "Conceptions of the Family in Sung China," JAS 43.2 (1984): 232.
Duli zhiyi a
, - (1708; reprinted. in Zhengyitangquanshu!E
tiitiX,
1866), 3.4a. Controversies over the adaptation of TheFamilyRitualsto lineage life
among Kangxi-era intellectuals is examined in Chow, chapters 3-5.
20 For references to the text in the early Ming, see John Dardess, "The Cheng Communal
Family: Social Organization and Neo-Confucianism in Yuan and Early Ming China," HJAS
34 (1974): 7-52; Cao Duan 4, Jiaguijiliie **FEM (1406; reprt. 1832); idem., Yexingzhu
?fjf (1408; reprt. 1832); Yinxianzhi 15A,i (1788), 14.9b.
19 E.g., Lu Longqi 90,
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reference for the conduct of funerals, conceding only that commoners might not be expected to carry out its prescriptions to the letter, though officials should.2" Its inclusion in the 1415 publication
of the Xingli daquan WT3Ik? (The complete compendium on the
philosophy of nature and principle), which became the standard
textbook for examination students in the Ming, meant that the text
became required reading of the literate elite. It also stimulated
scholarly interest in the work. That interest crystallized some six
decades later with the publication of the authoritative annotated version, Jialiyijie Vt#fii (The etiquette of The Family Rituals), by the
eminent statecraft scholar Qiu Jun Jr5if (1420-95).22 By late in the
fifteenth century, the text was common fare among the educated,23
though there was still no well-established association between text
and lineage. In fact, Qiu Jun for one was not personally involved in
the affairs of his lineage, even though he lavished so much attention
on the text.24
Within a century, however, the text was recognized among both
national and local elites as their principal authority on Confucian
rites conducted within the family context. This is when we find the
earliest references to it in local gazetteers, as shown in the table in
the Appendix. These references are usually equivocal (as they continue to be through the Qing), saying that only a minority is putting
The Family Rituals into practice: gentry, but not commoners; or
some, but not all, of the gentry; or, more specifically, gentry living
close to the prefectural seat but not in the peripheral rural areas.25In
some cases in the sixteenth century, local gazetteer editors note an
21 Ming shi (Peking: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), pp. 1341, 1490, 1492.
Jialiyijie, which first appeared in 1474, served as the standard recension down to the

22

nineteenth century (e.g., GuangzhoufuzhiWd)iIJiV (1758), 1.4b; Foshanzhongyixiangzhi1lU
, N5,* (1830), 5.2a). The Siku quanshueditors note that Qiu Jun, while respecting the
original text, adjusted it "in accordance with the system of his time" (Siku quanshuzongmu
[1782], 25.30b), though his emendations are quite limited in comparison with to those of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century commentators.
23 E.g., a Korean visitor to China in 1487 registers his interlocutors' concern with the text
several times in his diary. See John Meskill, Ch'oePu's Diary:A Recordof DriftingAcrosstheSea
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1965), pp. 30, 54, 72, 95, 120.
24 Patricia Ebrey: personal communication based on the work of Chu Hung-lam.
25 (1) Chikusa Masaaki kk '?'jg
"Sodai funji k6" 9
Toyogakuho6I.1-2 (1979):
61; (2) Huangzhoufuzhi
(1527), 1.19b;JianKIk ITfff' (1500), 1.1 7b; (3) Jiujiangfuzhi)iE
ningfuzhi 4*WfAi (1541), 4.2b.
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almost total lack of interest in The Family Rituals, although the
editors show themselves to be conscious that interest would be
desirable. The 1543 gazetteer of Shaowu prefecture, Fujian, comments: "No one follows [Qiu jun's]Jialiyijie, and those who do attempt to perform these ancient rituals are laughed at by their
neighbors."26 The strenuous efforts of activist magistrates like Hai
Rui (1513-87) in the middle decades of the sixteenth century to
disseminate The Family Rituals may have helped to move public opinion with regard to the text.27 By the end of the sixteenth century,
not only have such laments disappeared from southern gazetteers,
but statements attesting to the implementation of The Family Rituals
among the gentry begin to appear in gazetteers from north China as
well. With the growing concern about implementing The Family
Rituals comes also a surge in its publication at this time.28
As The Family Rituals came into greater use, some intellectuals
began to look at the text more critically. One of the earliest noted
critics of the book is Lu Kun (1536-1618). Lu first struggled with its
prescriptions following the death of his father. Among his father's
family instructions had been the observation that "all that is required of the four rituals is that they be in accordance with ritual. '"29
The difficulty of living up to this command provoked his son in 1573
to write Sili yi ViMW (Appendages to the four rituals), followed
several decades later by the more pointedly critical Jiali yi *MP

Shaowufuzhi B J,f? (1543), 2.46b.
Hai Rui, Hai Ruiji (Peking: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), p. 188; Huang Zuo R{t, Taiquan
xiangli SAUM (1549; reprinted in Sikuquanshuzhenben[series 4], 1973), 3.19a; Ye Chunji
& in his Shidongwenji;Ffl.]i
(Wanli era), 9.5a-9a; Xiang
A, Huianzhengshu
(1915), 3.12a.
Yuanyun %7Ub, Taizhoujingjizhi ')I|Si,*A
28 More editions of TheFamilyRitualsappear to have been published during the Wanli era
(1573-1620) than at any time before or since. For sixteenth-century editions, see Sikuquanshu
zongmu(1782), 25.33a-38b; Yichuanxianzhi )JI AI (1753), 7.5b; Zhaoqingfuzhi f,
'
(1908), 1.17b; Sun Yirang
(1833), 21.1b; Wu Qingdi 4XV, Hangzhouyiwenzhi ViA?)91
Jig
A-M , Wenzhoujingji zhi Af11 gi, (1921), 4.20b; Xiang Yuanyun, Taizhoujingji zhi,
3.8a-12a. Of the inexpensive editions issued in the Wanli era, the most widely circulated was
Shiminbianyongjialijianyii;fisttgfMf,
originally printed by the Fujian Provincial Adhoseishikenkyu:doreinodo
ministration Commission in 1607 (Niida Noboru 174 Mg, Chuigoku
f
hi, kazokusonrakuhi
*V
& [rev. ed., T6ky6 daigaku
shuppankai, 1981], pp. 438, 785).
29 Lu Kun, "Jinxi yinjun jiaxun" ArkFIRVIII,
7 (1979):
reprinted in Mindai shi kenkyui
83.
26
27
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(Doubts concerning The Family Rituals).30Without directly challenging Zhu Xi, Lu proposes in the preface to Doubts that the text be
altered so as to render its prescriptions less "contrary to emotion."
He regards Zhu's rules as inappropriate to the ritual needs of his
generation. Lii's most noteworthy innovation is his downgrading of
"the son of the patriline," the ritually elevated senior in the main
line of descent. Willing to disregard the priority that the lesserdescent system assigned to the senior patriline, Lu insisted that the
son of the patriline could be replaced in his ritual functions by the
head of the lineage's affairs, the zuzhang &A." In Appendageshe gives
mental incompetence as grounds for disqualifying the son of the
patriline from his leadership role;32in Doubts he expands this list to
include moral turpitude, immaturity, and nervous anxiety. The implication of Lii's demotion of the senior descent-line is that the
leadership of a lineage should be open to a larger segment of the
kinship group than birth order dictated.
In his own day the lineage head and the son of the patriline were
usually two different individuals. According to Lu Kun, both the
power to dispose of the lineage's resources and the right to control
its ritual activities should lie in the hands of the lineage head. The
latter, according to Lii, need be neither the most exalted nor the
most senior member of the lineage, but the "wisest." This ambiguous qualification probably meant that the position went to the
head of the lineage's most successful branch.33 In any event, as the
30 The title Jiali
yi was subsequently changed by Lii's son Zhiwei Uf1 to Sili yi to
camouflage the object of his father's criticism. The book was subsequently treated as a major
authority on ritual; see, e.g., Huayangxianzhi*
i,: (1816), 18.4a. I am grateful to Joanna
Handlin Smith for sharing with me a photocopy of the firstjuan of the copy in the library of
the University of California at Berkeley. The preface is reprinted in Hou Wailu 1
ed.,
Li Kun zhexuexuanji ,P f; * t (Peking: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), pp. 35-37.
- also struggled with Zhu Xi's
31 Among later commentators on the text, Mao Qiling i
elevation of the zongzi(Jiali bianshuo*MMN [1864]). His objection was based on his belief
that the hierarchy of the lineage should respect social status before birth. The tendency to
override descent seniority when appointing leaders is mentioned in Hsien Chin Hu, TheCommon DescentGroupin Chinaand its Functions(New York: Viking Fund Publications in Anthropology, 1948), p. 28.
32 Lu Kun, Siliyi (1573), muzu WA, 5a.
33 The Sikuquanshu
editors were disturbed by Lu Kun's attack on TheFamilyRituals, going
so far as to say that Doubtswas excessively "doubting of antiquity" and should never have
been written (Sikuquanshuzongmu,25.37a). Both Appendages
and Doubtscontinued to be read
into the nineteenth century: e.g., Sun Qifeng Wii , Jiali zhuo t
f (1884), preface.
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lineage became established as the main kinship organization, The
Family Rituals became attached to it, regardless of its original intentions, or even of its content. Qiu Jun, the mid-Ming editor of The
Family Rituals, may not have been involved in lineage matters, but
Lii Kun in the late Ming was.34 His commentaries thus signal an important transition in the history of The Family Rituals, bringing that
text into line with actual lineage needs.
The determination to make The Family Rituals a practical guide
for the performance of lineage rituals inspired many seventeenthcentury scholars to grapple with the text.35 Their search for corroborative material led many back to the ritual classics of the Han,36
and intellectual pressure on the text rose as the subject of ritual
became increasingly central to scholarly concerns, which it did for
the advocates of Han Learning. Indeed, the growth of evidential
scholarship in the eighteenth century must be related in part to the
need to ground rituals more soundly in classical precedents.
As The Family Rituals became increasingly a "problem" text, its
authorship was brought into question by Zhu Xi's biographer,
Wang Maohong EitIt (1668-1741).38 This challenge was accepted
by the editors of the Siku quanshu, who as Han Learning scholars had
little sympathy for the Song Neo-Confucians. It was not rebutted
until the mid-nineteenth century.39 The threat of inauthenticity,
34 Joanna Handlin, Actionin LateMing Thought:TheReorientation
of Lii Kunand OtherScholarOfficials(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), p. 111.
35 One of these was Yan Yuan AL (1635-1704), whose punctilious adherence to the rules
of mourning for his foster father in 1668 drove him to physical collapse and precipitated a
crisis of faith in Zhu Xi's philosophical system. See his "Juyou yujian" fMA !,, in his
f
Xizhaijiyu
injifu congshuMMI; (1879), 10.2b-IOa; Wei-ming Tu, "Yen Yuan:
ed. W.
From Inner Experience to Lived Concreteness," in The Unfoldingof Neo-Confucianism,
T. deBary (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975), p. 519.
36 E.g., Mao Qiling, Jiali bianshuo,1.3a. See also Benjamin Elman, FromPhilosophyto
Philology:Intellectualand SocialAspectsof Changein LateImperialChina(Cambridge: Council on
East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1984), p. 116.
37 Chow, "The Rise of Confucian Fundamentalism," p. 177.
(1752), 1.33b; Hu Yujin M
38 Wang Maohong TtL,
Zhuzi nianpukaoyi ;
Siku quanshuzongmutiyaobuzheng(Peking: Zhonghua shuju,
Ee and Wang Qinfu E
1964), pp. 147-49.
39 The rebuttal came from Gu Guangyu
0**f (1800-1867): see his "Jia Ii fei Zhu zi shu
reprinted in his PinghuGushiyishu+Z
bian" *1114:-TSM,
Huiguozhaixuji 'A*;:,
li:
(1877), 1.6a-8a; idem., Sili chuiyiPB*
, reprinted in Huailu congshusanbiani
2INNES
(1888). See also Sun Qifeng, Jiali zhuo, Fu's preface. Ueyama, "Shu shi no
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however, did not dislodge The Family Rituals from its position of
authority. Evidence of the popularity of the text in the Qing is furnished by the Jesuit missionary Jean-Francois Foucquet (16651741), who in a letter to Pope Innocent XIII claims that the book
was second in popularity only to the Analects, and that copies could
be found in almost every home in China.' While there may be exaggeration in Foucquet's claim, The Family Rituals did enjoy a
reasonably wide circulation among the literate.4'
Thus, although The Family Rituals was not written as a handbook
to guide the ritual needs of the lineage, through gradual emendation
it became exactly that. And as the local gentry applied this Neo-Confucian text to the ritual practices of their own lives, conflict arose
with the Buddhist ritual tradition. The key ritual around which this
controversy revolved was the funeral.
FUNERARY

RITUAL

With the growing popularity of The Family Rituals, a member of
the late-Ming gentry was conscious that he had to make a choice between Buddhist and Neo-Confucian rites when deciding how to
mourn and bury a member of his family. The need to choose was
forced on him by Zhu Xi's text. In the section on funerals, which is
longer than the sections for the other three of the "four rituals" combined, Zhu states a basic principle: "Do not perform Buddhist serKarei," has considerably strengthened the claim that Zhu authored the work. More recently,
Kao Ming has dismissed doubts about Zhu's authorship altogether. See his "Chu Hsi and
the 'Discipline of Propriety', " in Chu Hsi and Neo-Confucianism,ed. Wing-tsit Chan
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1986). Dp. 312-36.
40
John Witek, Controversial
Ideasin ChinaandEurope:A BiographyofJean-Franfois
Foucquet,S.
J. (1665-1741) (Rome: Institutum Historicum, 1982), p. 285, n. 90. Foucquet translated for
Innocent XIII the portion of TheFamilyRitualshaving to do with ancestor worship in connection with the Rites Controversy. The papal decision to regard ancestor worship as a sacred
rather than a secular rite was one of the unanticipated effects of Zhu Xi's book. Matteo Ricci
was the earliest Jesuit to report a knowledge of TheFamilyRituals, which he refers to as "a
special and voluminous book of Chinese funeral rites. " See Louis Gallagher, trans., Chinain
the SixteenthCentury:TheJournalsof MatthewRicci: 1583-1610 (New York: Random House,
1953), p. 72.
41 The percolation of the text, or at least its concerns and terminology, down to the popular
level by the end of the Qing is indicated in James Hayes, "Specialists and Written Materials
in the Village World," in DavidJohnson, Andrew Nathan, and Evelyn Rawski, eds., Popular
Culturein Late ImperialChina(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), p. 81.
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vices" (bu zuofoshi 1T(R W).42For the Ming-Qing gentry, the choice
had to do with more than philosophical predilection. At stake were
particular concerns about kinship organization.
Let us begin with a brief description of the rites required by the
two ritual repertoires.43 Buddhist funerary rites started on the first
day after death, between dressing the corpse and enclosing it in the
coffin, when monks performed a ceremony to facilitate the transfer
of the soul from the body to the soul tablet.44 This done, the monks
conducted the requiem mass for the soul's repose, which consisted
mainly of chanting the Amitabha Sutra, dedicated to the Pure Land
deity who oversaw the Western Paradise into which the pious hoped
to be reborn. The length of the funeral, and the number and frequency of subsequent requiem masses, varied according to the
desires and means of the descendants. Masses were usually held
throughout the night of the first day after death, or for the first three
nights, and then again on the seventh. Thereafter they could be
held every seventh day for a total of seven weeks (following the Indian septenary cycle); the ceremony on the forty-ninth day was
known as duanqizhai Wi-L*, "the feast of ending the sevens. " If one
had the means, services could be held twice a day, morning and
evening, for a hundred days (following the Chinese decimal cycle).
42
Zhu Xi reflects an attitude toward Buddhist funerary ritual already established by
(Peking: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), p.
earlier Song scholars. See, e.g., Xin wudaishi 30T,
372; Zhou Tiandu MUQk, TongsubianAfW (1751), 20.10b-1 la. Ouyang Xiu and Cheng
Yi deplored the hold that Buddhism had on funerary ritual in their time, and Sima Guang
sought to eliminate the participation of clergy at funerals and memorial services. This same
conviction propelled Zhu to produce in TheFamilyRitualsa coherent and practical alternative
to-Buddhist ritual (Ebrey, "Education Through Ritual," p. 40).
43 It should be pointed out that these two repertoires cover only part of the range of formalized funerary observances one can find in late-imperial China. In some localities, other
traditions were at work. In Chicheng county, Zhili, urban mourners wept on the first day of
mourning at the Temple of the City God, and rural mourners at the shrines of the Dragon
[1748], 1.25b). In Yangzhou's Dongtai county, mourners on
King (Chichengxianzhi ,
the evening after death sent food offerings to the shrines of the Earth God and burned paper
money at the City God Temple (Dongtaixianzhi3KIVAi" [1817], 15.3b).
" In some areas of Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi, and Yunnan, Daoist priests presided at
(1975), p. 115. Susan Nafunerals, e.g., SihuixianzhiPiI1*Ik, (1896); Amixianzhi ,
quin points out also that lay White Lotus sectarian leaders could take the place of either Buddhist or Daoist clergy and officiate at the funerals of co-sectarians ("'The Transmission of
White Lotus Sectarianism in Late Imperial China," in Johnson et al., eds., PopularCulture,
p. 267).
I
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The hundredth-day ceremony was known as zuku $
"the cessation of weeping." Subsequent memorial services could be held on
the first three anniversaries of death, the last of which was known
as "the termination of mourning" (chusang MA). At that point,
the obligations of the survivors to the deceased were completed:
thenceforth he was to be treated as an ancestor rather than simply as
a person who has died.
The Neo-Confucian funeral, in contrast, followed a simpler sequence of rites. It is described in an eighteenth-century prefectural
gazetteer from central Hubei:45
Such bad customs as inviting monks [to funerals] . . . do not find approval with
our gentry families. On the evening before the body is sent forth [to the grave],
they perform all the observances connected with setting out ritual libations, completely in accordance with The FamilyRituals. For the sacrifice they have several
boys sing the verse about "thickly growing tarragon" [an ode by a filial son in The
Bookof Songs];this is called the "Tang sacrifice." They invite in the virtuous elders
among their local associates to inscribe the banner of the deceased's accomplishments and his ancestral tablet. On burial day they have drum music lead the funerary procession forth to the grave. The coffin is interred and the grave sealed up;
and after this has been done, they return home. In all matters relating to the disposing of the dead, they observe the order of rank within the family, decline to use extravagant [i.e., Buddhist] texts, and do not fetishize empty vessels. In this way they
achieve the intention of having funerals "be dictated by grief rather than by fear."

Closing on the right note with a passage from the Analects (III, 4),
the author lauds the orthodoxy of the local gentry by representing
their funerary practices as conforming to the ideals set by both Confucius and Zhu Xi.
At most levels of society in the late-imperial period, the Buddhist
tradition was the preferred, almost automatic, choice for mortuary
rites. As a Fujian gazetteer editor observes with exasperation in the
mid-eighteenth century, "When people need a cure for illness they
go to shamans, and when they hold funerals they use Buddhist
monks. "46 Buddhist funerals were not limited to the lower ranks of
society. Yuan and Ming encyclopedias for daily use, for instance,
obliged the taste for Buddhist funerals among the literate by including form letters for inviting monks to officiate at funerals and

4

fuzhi 1 WJi
, ( 1757), 18. 3b-4a.
jJingzhou
Yongfuxianzhi Mc !i(1749), 1.19b.
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Buddhist texts suitable for such occasions.47 By the close of the sixteenth century, however, Neo-Confucian funerals conducted according to the instructions in The Family Rituals were starting to
make their appearance among the gentry.
The Appendix does not indicate whether Neo-Confucian funerals
first appeared in one specific region of China, though there is a hint
of a pattern. The earliest reports come from central China. Parts
of Jiangxi, Huguang, and Fujian indicate an interest in the use of
The Family Rituals at funerals in the early decades of the sixteenth
century. Later in the century the trend spread into Henan and
Shandong. In the seventeenth century it is reported in the northern provinces of Shaanxi, Shanxi, and North Zhili. The south
and southwest were influenced last of all. The exception to this
pattern, and a rather surprising one, is the lower Yangzi region.
Gazetteers from Jiangsu suggest that this area remained almost untouched by the trend toward Neo-Confucian rites. Except for one
early report from Yangzhou, all places surveyed reported that Buddhist funerals were universally held. Some of the gazetteer editors
suggest that this reflected the general decay of morals in Jiangsu,
which they attribute in turn to the wealth and intense status competition in the region.48
The table in the Appendix suggests a strong correlation between
Neo-Confucian funerals (columns A or B) and the gentry (column
C). Those who prefer Buddhist rites are consistently represented as
nongentry, usually simply as commoners, sometimes as people of
other status. A 1613 gazetteer from North Zhili records that "for
funerary ritual some gentry lineages revere The Family Rituals of
Zhu Xi" in contrast first with commoners, who hold Buddhist
funerary services and perform public mourning at the temples to the
city god or the earth god, and second with "wealthy rural families,
who delight in carrying out 'Buddhist services.' "4 A 1617 sub4 Qizha qingqian Tp
(1324; reprt. Koten kenkyuikai, 1963), pp. 585-86; Yu
Xiangdou +4,
Wanyongzhengzong^fIiFE (1599), 39.1Oa-19b.
48 These themes are struck in a long diatribe on the morals and customs of Suzhou by
Chen Hongmou WM (1696-1771) in a text of 1759, reprinted in the 1883 prefecturalgazetteer (Suzhoufuzhi,3.32a-37b). Chen is particularly disturbed about the holding of Buddhist
plays at funerals and official support for this practice.
49 Darming
xianzhi it , L,* ( 1790), 20.1 b-2a.

This content downloaded from 128.97.193.117 on Mon, 3 Feb 2014 19:14:08 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

484

TIMOTHY

BROOK

prefectural gazetteer from northern Shanxi observes that "the gentry families all follow The Family Rituals of Zhu Xi, whereas the
princely and mercantile families hold Buddhist services. "50Not only
commoners but also merchants, Ming princes, and large nongentry
landowners did not go along with the exclusion of Buddhist monks
from funerals.
Commitments to Neo-Confucian and Buddhist ritual systems
were nonetheless neither total nor mutually exclusive. Rather, an
eclecticism of religious practice existed, as is suggested by description in early-Qing gazetteers from Huizhou prefecture, Anhui. The
prefectural gazetteer observes that "the people of She and Xiuning
counties follow Zhu Xi's Family Rituals in both funerals and ancestor worship and do not use Buddhist practices." Yet this assertion
is put into question by the Xiuning county gazetteer, which notes
that the common people have a reverent attitude toward Buddhist
institutions, and even more so by the She county gazetteer, which
records that while "even the vulgar conduct their ancestral rites
according to Zhu Xi's Family Rituals, . . . for funerals they value
the seven-week rituals in reverence to the Buddha, which is against
[our Confucian] system. X' It is possible that the editor of the prefectural gazetteer was misinformed about funerary practices in She
county, though it is more likely that his report was intended to convey the prefectural elite's commitment in principle to the NeoConfucian system, irrespective of actual practice.
Other sources confirm that local gentry were not unanimous in
opting for the Neo-Confucian funeral. The eminent Neo-Confucian
scholar and historian Sun Qifeng (1585-1675) notes regretfully in
his study of The Family Rituals that "some people say the 'four
rituals' are defunct today"; and the Songjiang author Ye Mengzhu,
speaking of his home region in the mid-seventeenth century, fears
that the elite, rather than returning to Neo-Confucian ritual, were
giving up "ancient" funerary practices.52 Eighteenth-century local
50 Chikusa, "S6dai funji k6," p. 61.

HuizhoufuzhiOJ1liW, (1699), 2.69b; Xiuningxianzhi'lz;8W,' (1693), 18.19a; Shexian
zhi a '(, 1771), 1.15a. The popularity of The FamilyRituals among the great families of
Huizhou in the Ming and Qing is discussed in Ye Xian'en ,M!,
Ming-QingHuizhou
nongcunshehuiyu dianpuzhi
I
(Hefei: Anhui renmin chubanshe,
1983), pp. 212-15.
52
Sun Qifeng i
Jiali zhuo, preface, 3b; Ye Mengzhu ;I*
, Yueshibian MtWd
S'
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gazetteer editors, especially in central China, often complain about
the presence of Buddhist monks at gentry funerals and the unwillingness of gentry to follow Neo-Confucian guidelines; and authors
of handbooks on ritual continue to voice opposition to such heterodox practices among the genqtry. At least two provincial governors
at mid-century felt strongly enough to publish proclamations forbidding monks from attending the funerals of either gentry or commoners, though no injunction against clerical participation in funerals
was ever written into formal law.53
Despite widespread evidence of noncompliance, however, most
Qing gazetteer editors chose to state that "the gentry do not worship the Buddha at their funerals," or at least suggest that Buddhist
rites "are gradually being done away with. "54 The scale of nonconformity looming behind these conventional phrases underlines the
fact that the gentry were faced with a clear choice, and often chose
to side with popular custom over the normative preference of high
culture.

FUNERARY

RITUAL

AND THE LINEAGE

The key element in the final analysis of the gentry's declared
preference for Neo-Confucian over Buddhist funerary ritual is the
historical emergence of the lineage. Neo-Confucian rites did not in
themselves require a specific type of kinship organization in order to
be carried out. Rather, local gentry found in that system of rites an
opportunity for strengthening their dominance over the local social
collectivities that were forming under their leadership.
Prior to the sixteenth century, the focus of funerary ritual was the
family. On this point, as we have seen, The Family Rituals largely
concurs: for this ritual alone does it permit the head of the family
(Shanghai: Guji chubanshe, 1981), p. 38. In the late Ming and Qing, "ancient ritual"
generally meant Confucian ritual, usually as mandated by Zhu Xi.
53 The governor of Hunan issued such a prohibition in 1745 (Hunanshenglicheng'anawY
[1820], luli ORU, 2.57a-58a). Within the same decade, the governor of Shaanxi
RV*
issued a similar ban (Huayinxianzhi[1928], 10.23a). In formal law, the only restriction concerning monks at funerals in TheMing Codewas that they were liable for punishment should
their presence induce "the indiscriminate mingling of men and women, the drinking of liquor, or the eating of meat" at a funeral (Ming lujijiefuli [1899], 12.24a).
54 Wenxianzhi J;i
(1876), 1.24a; XiangshanxianzhiWLMIE* (1750), 3.29b.
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rather than a higher kinship figure to officiate. The one stage in the
observances that was conducted not at home but at a sacrificial site
outside the home (the grave or an ancestral shrine) was the cessation
of weeping on the hundredth day after death, when the deceased's
soul tablet was transferred to its place of worship on the ancestral
altar.55 As the formal mobilization of kinsmen into organized
lineages became of greater concern in the Ming, the cessation of
weeping was reworked into a ceremony involving the entire membership of the lineage, not just the immediate kin of the person who
had died. Popular practice had in fact already paved the way for
this expansion of the cessation of weeping as early as the fifteenth
century, when kin leaders can be found mounting elaborate
theatricals for this event.56 Wealthy kinship groups readily turned
what was supposed to be a family event into one that included the
widest possible selection of kin.
As the gentry came to assert their formal leadership with the creation of lineages, every funeral presented them with the opportunity
to assemble all their subordinate kinsmen at a group ceremony. By
the end of the imperial era, lineage-wide participation in the mortuary rites of a co-member had become the norm.57 Through such a
ceremony the gentry could reaffirm the corporate identity of the
lineage and at the same time have their co-members acknowledge
gentry leadership within it. Funerals of the Neo-Confucian type
thus came to be recognized as useful for lineage-building.
The earliest example I have found of a member of the gentry
engaging simultaneously in Neo-Confucian funerals and lineagebuilding is the local-reform effort of a retired censor named Teng
You OX (js. 1484). At the turn of the sixteenth century in his native
Ouning county, Fujian, Teng absorbed himself in two projects.
One, carried out jointly with two other members of the local gentry,
was to get first the gentry, and eventually the common people as
well, to follow The Family Rituals and eschew Buddhist funerals. The
other was to organize his kinsmen into a lineage and set up a cor5 Ueyama, "Shu shi no Karei," p. 228.
Issei Tanaka, "The Social and Historical Context of Ming-Ch'ing Local Drama," in
Johnson et al., eds., PopularCulture,p. 145.
57 E.g., the genealogy of a Cantonese lineage, Hecheng
Xu shi zupu Nf.gF*,tfI
(1903),
37b, includes mandatory attendance at lineage funerals among its regulations.
56
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porate land trust to pay for the ceremonies for worshipping lineage
ancestors.58 Although the gazetteer in which Teng's projects are
recorded does not link the two, Teng must have seen them as
mutually reinforcing attempts to reorder local society along lineage
lines under gentry leadership.
The same concern with addressing ritual and lineage simultaneously is suggested in the 1549 textbook on ritual for a Guangdong
academy based in part on The Family Rituals, compiled by the activist official Huang Zuo Oc (1490-1566):59
The underlying assumption of these local rituals is that the gentry should publicly
lead the rural members of their lineages and propagate the four rituals. These they
should energetically put into practice so as to assist the officials in their reform of
local customs.

Neo-Confucian ritual was thus seen as a key for mobilizing kinsmen
into lineages and securing a gentry-dominated social order.
Buddhist ritual, on the other hand, was regarded as lying outside the gentry-dominated sphere of lineage organization. This is reflected in the following observation by the historical geographer
Wang Shixing IE?11 (1547-98) in his comments on popular customs in Henan province:60
Unlike the gentry and the great families, the common people do not set up lineage
halls or compile lineage genealogies, with the result that conflict over descent
arises. When it comes to encoffining and burial, the common people conduct Buddhist rites to release [the soul of the deceased] from purgatory and burn paper on
which the deceased's name is written as evidence [of his identity in the spirit world].
While they do adhere to the regulations for mourning garments, commoners do not
gather as full kinship groups to support each other.

Wang attributes this impurity of local customs to the high rate of
migration into Henan during the Ming and the resulting indiscriminate mixing of customs from different regions. Regardless
of the validity of this claim, Wang's description credits the popularity of Buddhist funerary rites among nongentry to a lack of formal
kinship organization. He therefore assumes that both need reform:
that funerals should involve the deceased's entire agnatic kin, and
58

Jianningfuzhi kt3VJ-V! (1541), 4.2b, 15.95b.
Huang Zuo, Taiquanxiangli, 1.la.
60 Quoted in Wang Xingya IE?,
"Mingchu qian Shanxi min dao Henan kaoshu" MIT
SE;iIJRJt>t,
Shixueyuekant.Vj H, 1984, no. 4, p. 42.
59
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that they should be conducted as part of the organizational life of
the lineage.
The idea of the funeral as a lineage-inclusive ceremony was only
beginning to take form in the late Ming, and it is not until the
early Qing that scholars begin to ask whether it is appropriate to
put funerals to this use. Sun Qifeng in his 1688 interpretation of
The Family Rituals poses the rhetorical question, "Should I bring
together all the members of my lineage for my family's ancestral
sacrifices?" His answer reverses custom and argues that ancestor
worship should properly be a family-centered ritual and need involve only the members of that family's branch of the lineage,
whereas a funeral demanded that the entire membership of the
lineage assemble at the lineage shrine to participate in the final
ceremonies before burial.6" Roughly the same view is taken by Sun's
better known contemporary, Gu Yanwu (1613-82), whose phrase
for what we would term "a decent burial" was "the observance of
mourning according to ritual." Gu goes further than Sun in his
defense of the usefulness of Neo-Confucian funerals. In his view, a
funeral involving the entire membership of a lineage was not simply
appropriate ritual conduct but served as a useful device for encouraging lineage solidarity. "For uniting kinsmen into a lineage,"
he says, "nothing is better than a funeral."62
It is a curious paradox that the text that came to symbolize a commitment to the new Neo-Confucian vision of hierarchical kinship
solidarity did not in fact require that the entire membership of the
lineage gather for mortuary services under the direction of the
lineage head. This became standard practice, but it was external to
the text itself. Lineage inclusiveness rested not on any instruction of
Zhu Xi but on the social facts of lineage incorporation and gentry
leadership. The meaning of The Family Rituals was therefore derived
from the social-structural context within which the text was invoked, rather than the intellectual context within which it was comor subsequently investigated
posed (Song Neo-Confucianism)
(Qing evidential research). Once that meaning had been estab61

Sun Qifeng, Jiali zhuo, 31a, 44a.
Gu Yanwu
, Tinglin shiwen quanji ##i16
(Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1930), 20b; idem., Yuanchaoben"Rizhilu " Jqtk!4 Fi I (Taibei: Minglun chubanshe, 1970), p. 432.
62
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lished, adherence to such a complex and expensive set of ritual
prescriptions required some kind of relatively simple verification. In
the case of the Neo-Confucian funeral, conformity was tested by the
straightforward criterion of whether Buddhist rites and personnel
were absent. Qing intellectuals might struggle over the text's
anachronisms, but the local gentry were content to believe that keeping Buddhism out of funerals testified to their ideological purity, at
the same time as it set them apart from the ideologically eclectic
world of popular life.
RITUAL

AND CONSOLATION

Yet that eclecticism intruded. As much as the gentry were keen to
mobilize their kinsmen into lineages and may have recognized that
Buddhist funerals were not conducive to that goal, many of them
nonetheless chose to follow the popular preference for Buddhist
rites. Typical in this regard is the following testimony from consecutive gazetteers of Yangjiang county, Guangdong. The 1746
gazetteer notes a high level of lineage activity among the "wealthy
families" of the county, including the building of ancestral shrines
and the setting up of land endowments to pay for the sacrifices held
there; yet the editor of the 1822 edition laments that "although The
Family Rituals of the Song Neo-Confucians is quite detailed with
regard to the regulations for funerary ritual, . . . not a few educated and enlightened individuals dare to turn their backs on
ritual rather than go against vulgar customs. a Many Qing gentry,
and most commoners, were content to use Buddhist rites, undisturbed by the threat of "vulgarity," even when they controlled the
lineage organizations necessary to perform funerals of the sort
mandated by Zhu Xi. This is apparent from the fact that, of the
places tabulated in the Appendix, the gazetteers for half of them
claimed that both Buddhist funerals and Neo-Confucian rites were
being practised.
To understand why the gentry were willing to "turn their backs
on ritual," we should consider some of the bases on which their
choice was made. First, they had to choose between the family (Bud63

Yangliang xianzhi

1" c. (1822), 1.66a-b.
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dhist ritual) and the lineage (Neo-Confucian) as the focus of the
ritual event. Some gentry might have been content to favor the
former over the latter at their funerals, particularly if they had only
weak ties to lesser kinsmen or found their presence at ritual events
irksome. As we have seen in relation to the theatrical celebrations
that some families sponsored for the cessation of weeping on the hundredth day after death, Buddhist funerals could in practice serve to
bring kinsmen together. In fact, in contrast to the Neo-Confucian
system, cessation of mourning appears to have been amenable to
the gathering of affines rather than agnates. For example, the 1815
gazetteer of Chenghai county at the eastern edge of Guangdong province notes that the Buddhist ceremonies of the seven-day cycle
often involved "affinal lineages coming from great distances."64
Second, the choice highlights the gap between popular and high
culture. The high culture dominated by the educated elite called for
adherence to Neo-Confucian ritual, but in popular culture the
preference was clearly for Buddhist rites. Since women were the
agents for infusing popular-cultural values into the higher culture
within elite families,65 this contradiction often manifests itself in
terms of a difference between male and female choices, women of
the gentry class preferring Buddhist funerals and men objecting to
them. A willingness to include affinal relations at Buddhist funerals
would only reinforce this preference.
A third basis for choosing Neo-Confucian ritual was wealth. A
funeral conducted as Zhu Xi would have wanted was expensive. Indeed, Gu Yanwu's only hesitation in advocating the implementation of The Family Rituals was that these rituals were out of the reach
of poor lineages. Other writers of the period also observe that the
cost of implementing The Family Rituals was beyond those of lesser
means, whose sympathies in any case tended more to Buddhism.
While some might look to their wealthy kin for help,66 a corporate ar64
Chenghai
xianzhi:
(1815), 6.5b. A 1608 Shandong gazetteer reports that funerals
were occasions "to bring together both agnatic and affinal kinsmen," though it gives no indication whether they were organized along Neo-Confucian or Buddhist lines ( Wenshang
xian>,4. 29b).
zhi t
65
This point has been argued in David Johnson, "Communication, Class, and Consciousness in Late Imperial China," in Johnson et al., eds., PopularCulture,p. 62.
66
Resistance to this expectation on the part of the local elite is mentioned in Wenxianzhi
(1876), 9.2a.
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rangement was the only satisfactory long-range solution to the problem of funding. At the early stage in the growth of lineages, Lu Kun
proposed that each member of a lineage pay three-tenths of a tael at
every funeral in order to share the cost.67 As lineages became more
organizationally developed, many set up some kind of corporate
fund to meet the funerary expenses of their members.68 Since
lineage estates could be used for this purpose (a practice mandated
by The Family Rituals), the gap between rich and poor could be
bridged by setting aside a corporate estate. Indeed, the financial
demands of the Neo-Confucian rituals may have stimulated their
creation. Those without access to such corporate structures, however, would be left out of the Neo-Confucian ritual world.69
Finally, mourners were choosing between two types of consolation. In comparison with Buddhism, Neo-Confucian funerary ritual
was metaphysically impoverished. It bestowed the status of ancestor
on the dead and created a bond of obligation for the living, but it
offered little spiritual comfort to those who had suffered loss. NeoConfucian ritual was tied to a philosophy of social order, and its
rules for funerals had principally a social significance. Participants
in shrine rituals might experience a measure of emotional release,
but atonement after death, for either the living or the dead, was
something Neo-Confucianism could not offer. The encyclopedist
Zhang Huang 'tg (1527-1608) argued that Buddhist rituals unnecessarily complicated the funeral, which was designed to create
harmony among kinsmen.70 But simplicity is not always the most
useful response to emotional trauma, nor the most effective means
for dealing with the complex anxieties about pollution and the
retributive power of the dead in Chinese culture.7' The Family Rituals
did not claim, and probably was not thought to have, magical
v
68

Lu Kun, Siliyi, muzu, 2b.
E.g., Foshanzhongyixiangzhi(1830), 5.3a; Huayinxianzhi(1928), 10.23a; Suizhouzhi * )l1'

>( 1693), 2. 38b.
69
The alternative was a "benevolent society" (yisheAa), to which members contributed
and from which they could draw when they had to pay for a funeral. See Xiangcheng
xianzhiV

;">(1561),

1 .7b.

70

Zhang Huang, Tushubian
(1781 Siku quanshuedition), 108. 1a-b.
71
James Watson, "Of Flesh and Bones: The Management of Death Pollution in Cantonese Society, " in Deathand theRegeneration
of Life, ed. Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 155-86.
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power against the dark forces of chaos that death let loose upon the
living.
The psychological limits of the Neo-Confucian prescriptions for
funerary rites did not go unrecognized by contemporaries. Chen
Zufan W&M (1675-1753), who was active in Yangzhou academic
circles with Wang Maohong, the scholar who first doubted the
authenticity of The Family Rituals, explores this question in a short
essay entitled "Houzhong lun" ffJ7 (On dignifying death). There
he contrasts the Neo-Confucian lexicon for death with that of the
Buddhists and Daoists.72 The Neo-Confucian vocabulary pictures
death as final ending (zhong P, zu 4), decomposition (hua IL), departure (wang 9I), and loss (sang 0). The Buddhist and Daoist
vocabularies, on the other hand, speak of death in terms of awakening (jue W), returning (gui Si), and going on (qu A). In keeping with
this terminology, Buddhist funerary ritual is organized around the
conviction that the dead are not altogether lost, and that the living
can do something to ease their passage beyond this life. "For these
reasons," Chen observes provocatively, "few men, even the wisest
and most knowledgeable, have the courage to repudiate them or
refuse to use them."
The solution to this conundrum was to equivocate in practice: let
the funeral be a lineage ritual, but allow a few monks to join in the
observances. In this way, the richer symbolic repertoire of popular
culture could be made to enrich the spiritually weaker but normatively preferable option dictated by Neo-Confucianism. This
equivocation is illustrated in a pirated late-Ming edition of Qiu
Jun's recension of The Family Rituals. The woodcut depicting the
procession to the grave at the beginning of the book shows two
monks near the head of the cortege. "One really can't imagine what
the publisher was trying to do" comments an exasperated Siku

quanshueditor who noticed this

slip.73

The same equivocation crept

into text as well as illustration. At least one eighteenth-century edition of The Family Rituals openly asserts that allowing Buddhist
monks to accompany the coffin to the grave does not undermine the
72
He Changling Itwenbian@Q:4;tC
(1827; reprt. 1973),
, ed., Huangchaojingshi
62.13b-14a. I am grateful to Alexander Woodside for bringing this essay to my attention.
73 Siku quanshuzongmu,25.33b.
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Neo-Confucian ritual system.74 Despite the continuing opposition to
Buddhist rites at funerals into the nineteenth century,75 the two
ritual systems managed to coexist in practice.76
Buddhism and Neo-Confucianism were tied to different social
visions: the one had the potential to be socially plastic, even indiscriminate, for everyone was equally eligible for the Buddha's
compassion. The other insisted on the necessity of role and hierarchy for the successful maintainence of social order. By trying to get
their peers to hold funerals that conformed to the Neo-Confucian
ritual repertoire, gentry activists were seeking to impose their vision
of a lineage-based social order on local society. If nongentry were
uninterested in substituting Zhu Xi's rites for Buddhist, it was in
part because they were pursuing a different vision. It may also have
been because they were seeking to evade the domination of the
larger kinship structures within which Neo-Confucian ritual sought
to confine them. These issues of social vision and dominance remained submerged for most contemporaries, however. Only a small
segment of the gentry regarded Buddhist and Neo-Confucian rites
as conflicting. For most everyone else, funerals involved ceremonies
whose origins were indistinct and unimportant. One chose among
various practices largely on the basis of local custom and financial
means, not according to intellectual allegiance or commitment to
larger social goals.
Whether anyone actually heeded the call to "not perform Buddhist services" is largely irrelevant to the problem raised at the

74
7

Wu Xianshen, Jialijiyi (1793), 39b.
E.g., Wang Jinzhi E R 2, Shanjusuoyan[1W4OWM
(1881), 21b.

76 Testimony that this compromise worked in practice may be found in Enpingxianzhi,LR
i,- (1825), 15.7b-8a; Gaoyaoxianzhi AWNUE (1826), 4.4b, quoting the 1730 Guangdong
provincial gazetteer; J. J. M. de Groot, The ReligiousSystemof China, vol. 1 (reprt. Taibei:
Literature House, 1964), pp. 71ff. A similar tension between Buddhist and Confucian
funerary rites existed in Japan during the Tokugawa and early Meiji eras; see R. P. Dore,
Educationin TokugawaJapan (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1965), pp. 92-93, 281.
One is reminded of the eclectic inclusion of religious personnel by Communist Party
members in funerals in the People's Republic, mentioned in Holmes Welch, "The Fate of
Religion," in The ChinaDifference,ed. Ross Terrill (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), pp.
124-25. Socialist rites appear to have been as much in conflict in principle with the symbolically more powerful traditional observances, and as easily combined in practice, as Buddhist
and Neo-Confucian rites were in the late-imperial period.
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beginning of this essay, which was why many editors of local gazetteers, starting in the sixteenth century, deplore Buddhist funerals.
For the social historian, the issue is less which rituals were preferred
than how ideological forms such as ritual may be related to changes
in social structure. In this particular case, without an understanding of lineage, we are in no position to grasp the significance of the
call to adhere to The Family Rituals. It is only by seeing this engagement with a Neo-Confucian text in relation to the emergence of an
important new element in the structure of Chinese society that we
can begin to evaluate its social meaning.

Appendix
GAZETTEER REPORTS ON THE USE OF THE FAMILY RITUALS
AND BUDDHIST

RITES AT FUNERALS,

1500-1840

Code:
A. the gazetteer reports that TheFamilyRituals guide funerals
B. that some people decline to use Buddhist rites
C. that the gentry either use The FamilyRituals or eschew Buddhist funerals
D. that TheFamilyRituals is used to guide weddings or ancestor worship
E. that Buddhist funerals are also held by some people
Abbreviations:
FZ
fuzhi
(prefectural gazetteer)
XZ
xianzhi
(county gazetteer)
ZZ
(subprefectural/departmental gazetteer)
zhouzhi
CM
Chikusa Masaaki, "S6dai funji k6," Toyogakuho61.1-2 (1979)
Note: The administrative titles and divisions in this chart are those used in the
Ming. Except where a discrepancy between "date" and the date given under
"source " is indicated, the "date" is the year of publication of the gazetteer cited.
Given the tendency of gazetteers to reprint material from earlier editions without
comment, the dates given underestimate the earliest appearance of these practices.
prefecture/
county

date

A

B

C

1756

x

x

x

D

E

source

NorthZhili (Hebei)
Baoding
Qizhou

XZ 6.13b
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Yizhou

1747

Hejian
Cangzhou

1743

Zhending
Longping

1764

Guangping
Jize
Handan

1766
1756

Daming
Daming

1613

Longmen

1712

Juyongguan

1612

x

Jinan
Zichuan
Changshan
Pingyuan
Putai

1743
1801
1748
1591

Yuezhou
Jining
Wenshang

1673
1608

Dongchang
Renping

1710

Qingzhou

1709

Laizhou
Changyi
Jimo

1742
1764

x
x

x
x

Pingyang
Linjin
Yishi

1736
1773
1729

x

x

x

Fenzhou
Jiexiu

1819

x

Datong
Shuozhou
Guangling

1617
1754

x
x

ZZ 10.6a
ZZ 4.22a

x
x

x

x

XZ 4.22a

x

x

x
x

XZ 8.3a
XZ 5.13a

x

x

XZ(1790) 20.1b

x

XZ 5.10b

x

x

Juyongguanzhi6.1lb

x

x

x
x

x
x

x
x
x

XZ(1776) 1.31b
XZ 1.19b
XZ 1.13a
CM 62

x

x

x

ZZ(1785) 2.41b
XZ 4.29b

x

x

XZ 1.9a

x

x

FZ 9.22b

x

XZ 2.57a
XZ 1.26b

x

x
x
x

FZ 29.7b
XZ 2.3bY
XZ 2.41b

x

x

x

XZ4.19b

x

x
x

x
x

CM 61
XZ 4.4b

x

x

Shandong

x
x
x

x

Shanxi
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x

Xi'an
Tongzhou
Chaoyi
Qianzhou

1625
1712
1727

x

Qingyang
Heshui
Zhenning

1761
1763

x
x

Gongchang
Cheng
Qingshui
Wen
Liangdang

1741
1687
1702
1764

Lintao
Jin

1687

Xing'an
Hanyin

1619

x

Minzhou

1702

x

BROOK
ZZ 3.23b

Shaanxi
x
x

x

CM 61
XZ 3.18a
XZ 3.3b

x

XZ 41a
XZ 4.2b

x

x
x

x

x

XZ 2.22a
FZ 7.5b
XZ(1876) 1.24a
Qinzhouzhi 6.6b

x

XZ 1.14a

x

x

CM 61

x

x

ZZ 11.7b

x

x
x

x
x
x
x
x

XZ 8.2a
XZ1.16a
XZ 1.34a
ZZ 7.3a
XZ 1.19b

x

x
x

x
x

XZ 9.7b
XZ 9.3b-4a

x

x
x
x

XZ (1796) 9.3a
XZ 3.13a
XZ 1.30b

x
x

ZZ 9.2b
XZ 5.2b
XZ(1754) 1.lob

x
x
x

x

Henan
Kaifeng

Qi

x

Tongxu
Weishi
Xuzhou
Yancheng

1788
1770
1548
1540
1754

x
x

Henan
Dengfeng
Song

1787
1767

x

Runing
Zhenyang
Suiping
Guangshan

1696
1759
1556

x
x

x
x
x

Nanyang
Dengzhou
Neixiang
Xinye

1755
1-693
1570

x

x
x

x

x
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Weihui
Ji
Xinxiang
Huojia

1755
1747
1756

x
x
x

x
x

x
x
x

Huaiqing
Wen

1759

x

x

x

XZ 6.13b

Ruzhou
Lushan

1796

x

x

XZ1O.lOb

x
x
x

XZ 6.3b
XZ 18.15b
XZ 9.4a

SouthZhili:Jiangsu
Huaian
Haizhou

1670

Yangzhou
Taizhou

1601
1817

Rugao

1808

x

CM 61
Dongtaixianzhi
15.3b-4a
XZ 8.3a

Songjiang

1817

x

FZ 5.16b

x

FZ 2.69b
XZ
FZ 2.69b

x

XZ(1815) 2.5b

x

FZ(1883) 4.46b

x

FZ(1879) 34.1Oa

x

FZ(1877) 29.1Oa-b

x

Yuhuanzhi 2.66a

x

XZ 9.7b-8a

x
x

x

x

x

ZZ(1811) 10.26a

SouthZhili: Anhui
Huizhou
She
Wuyuan
Xiuning

1699
1787
1699

Xuzhou
Xiao

1683

x
x
x

x

x
x
x

x

Zhjiang
x

Yanzhou

1756

Jiaxing

1721

Huzhou
Wucheng

1638

Taizhou
Taiping

1732

Chuzhou
Xuanping

1753

x

1527
1527

x

x

x

Jiangxi
Jiujiang
Dehua
Pengze

x
x

FZ1.19b
FZ 1.20a
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1527
1527
1527

Jianchang

1516

Ganzhou

1536

x

x

x
x
x

FZ1.19b
FZ1.19b
FZ 1.19b

x

FZ 3.6a

x

FZ 1.10a

x

FZ 1.17b

Huguang:Hubei
Huangzhou

1500

x

x

x

Jingzhou
Jiangling

1757
1794

x
x

x
x

x
x

FZ 18.3b
XZ 21.2b

Huguang:Hunan
Changde
Taoyuan

1538

Hengzhou

1536

Yongzhou
Qiyang
Daozhou
Jianghua
Xintian

1765
1667
1729
1828

x
x
x
x

Jianning
Ouning

1541

x

Shaowu

1543

x

x

x

FZ 1.30a

x

FZ 1.30a

x
x
x

FZ(1828) 5a.33a
FZ(1828) 5a.35a
FZ(1828) 5a.37a
FZ 5a.37b

x

FZ 4.2b

x

FZ 2.46a

x

XZ 1.69

x

XZ 1.17a
XZ 15.5a-b

x

x

FZ 1.4b

x

x
x

XZ 1.66a
XZ 15.7b

x

XZ 15.4a

x

x
x
x

Fujian
x

x

x

Quanzhou

Jinjiang

1765

x

Zhangzhou
Longxi
Haicheng

1535
1762

x

Nanhai

1758

x

Zhaoqing
Yangjiang
Enping

1822
1825

x

Huizhou
Guishan

1783

x

x
x

x

Guangdong
Guangzhou

x

x
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Chenghai

x

1815
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x

XZ 6.5b

x

XZ 115

x

FZ ll.lb

x

Baiyanjingzhi 1.2b

x

ZZ 10.6a-b

Yunnan
Lin'an
Ami

1673

Guangxi

1665

Yaoan
Dayao

1730

x

Guizhou
Anshun
Yongning

1837

x

x

x
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