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ANTH 363 Chinese Family and Religion-Take Home Final

A2.
The Chinese conception of the three major forms of spirit life (gods, ghosts, and ancestors) as having human characteristics, motivations, and feelings stems from the fact that all of these forms are considered to have at one time been human.  This status as being both different from living humans (since they are, of course, dead) yet still sharing the general outlook of humans helps to inform the way in which living humans relate to their nonliving counterparts.  In addition, this conception of spirit life as operating under the same general rules as earthly life means that Chinese conceptions proper social relations plays an important role in how they relate to the dead.  Indeed, the type of supernatural being which a person becomes upon death is believed to depend to a large degree on what their life on earth was like and what position they occupied in earthly society.  Furthermore, the way in which an ordinary living person is supposed to act towards the dead depends to a large degree upon which type of spirit is being related to, since, just as in the world of the living, people in different social categories are related to in different ways.  On a whole, the Chinese world of the dead can be said to roughly mirror the world of the living (with exceptions in certain cases, such as those of some high ranking goddesses) and the relationships which people have with these dead are based on the idea that both living and dead understand the world (and each other) in earthly terms.  


By and large the type of spirit which a person becomes upon death depends upon their personal histories while they were alive, with each type of spirit resulting from a different sort of life history.  Ghosts, who occupy the lowest wrung on the Chinese supernatural ladder and are generally seen as the supernatural equivalent of beggars or bandits (depending upon the type), generally result from one of two sets of unpleasant circumstances, which, in turn, create two slightly different varieties of ghost.  Hungry Ghosts, as they are often called, most often come about in cases where a person dies without descendents to worship their tablets, make offerings to them, maintain the upkeep of their shrine, or generally look after them after death.  Such ghosts are viewed as pathetic, yet harmless and treated similarly to the way in which living beggars would be treated.  Being viewed as social inferiors, offerings made to these ghosts most often consist of simply foods which are placed on the ground (a sign of disrespect) or at the back door of ones home.  In addition to this food, offerings to ghosts may include a washbasin, soap, towel, set of clothes, and spirit money, which are provided as a sort of hand out to these spirits who are presumed to need such items since they are not being cared for by any living family.  Another type of ghost, one that often causes considerable amounts of trouble for the living, is the so-called Angry Ghost.  These ghosts come about most often as a result of a person suffering an untimely death, often through violent or otherwise unpleasant means (such as drowning).  Such ghosts are often very strong (since they have a good deal of unspent life energy due to their premature ends) and may often seek revenge or otherwise cause trouble for the living.  These ghosts are viewed as akin to bandits, who, though still social inferiors, must be placated lest their wrath be visited upon the living.  Thus, while the offerings which they receive are generally the same as those given to hungry ghosts, the reasons for making such offerings are somewhat different.  On a whole, living humans prefer to have as little contact as possible with these ghosts due to their inferior status and to the trouble they may cause, and act so as to achieve this end.  


Just as there are more than one type of ghost (who arrive at their status based upon slightly different life circumstances) there are different sorts of gods who achieve their position through their life histories both on earth and after death.  Interestingly, a number of gods begin their supernatural existence as some form of ghost (most often an angry ghost).  Many gods (and goddesses for that matter) died prematurely without descendents, often in the process of carrying out some cardinal Chinese virtue.  Both the gods Nazha and Kuan Kung died young and rather unpleasantly in the process of defending certain virtues (filial sacrifice and loyalty respectively) thus becoming ghostly martyrs with a great deal of stored up energy.  Moreover, goddesses are able to rise so highly in the supernatural ranks despite their inferior female status precisely because of these factors.  The fact that they generally lack descendants (such as in cases of Kuan-yin and Ma-tsu) is beneficial to their cause, since they lack the pollution of having born children while it also allows for them to be conceived of as mothers to all who will graciously aid their earthly children.  It is the virtuousness of their deaths (and their resulting role as martyrs) which sets them apart from ordinary ghosts, and paves the way for their rise in supernatural status. Just as living humans can rise through the ranks of the imperial bureaucracy, gods are seen as having the ability to rise in the supernatural bureaucracy through their actions.  In addition, the fact that these virtuous ghosts have significant stored up energy enables them to be effective in aiding mortals, while their status as martyrs makes them worthy of emulation by the living.  Both of these factors play a role in such ghosts becoming popular icons who are worshipped and who have sacrifices made for them, thus transforming them into gods.  Indeed, mortal relations to gods (or such gods-to-be) are often based upon the idea of supernatural reciprocity.  Though the relationship between god and mortal varies greatly depending upon how the god is conceived of (as a bureaucrat, soldier, or mother figure) offerings made to these gods are expected to curry supernatural favor and bring aid to those making the offerings.  Such offerings often consist of whole animals or slabs of meat (or a tray of “five meats”) which may be placed upon one or even two tables to remove them from the pollution of the ground.  Because of the social superiority which gods have over ordinary mortals they do not presume to try to prepare this food nor to dine with them.  Human relations to the gods are thus governed as much by prevailing notions of social etiquette as by a desire to curry their favor.  


The last category of the supernatural, that of ancestor, is the one which all living Chinese (one assumes) aspire to reach upon their death.  Ancestors are considered the honored dead, who, having fulfilled their earthly duties (especially that of continuing on their family line by having children, preferably sons) can rest assured of a comfortable existence in the afterlife as provided by these descendents through timely and sufficient offerings.  Ideally people achieve ancestor status by living virtuous lives, yet often times they require some assistance on the part of their descendents to pass through the courts of hell in a timely manner and set up a comfortable residence in the supernatural world.  To this end Chinese death ritual includes a number of methods (such as through the burning of spirit money or the ceremonial breaking of the blood bowl in the case of mothers) to aid dead relatives.  In addition, complex paper houses filled with furniture may be transmitted to the other world through burning, while offerings of food are made periodically in order to sustain the ancestor.  The way in which such offerings are made is also indicative of the social position of the ancestor.  Families prepare food dishes (sometimes the favorite food of the dead) which can be eaten, and then wait while their dead relatives consume what they need.  These families then eat the remainder of the food, in effect sharing a meal with the dead, something that does not occur in the cases of either gods or ghosts due to the difference in social position.  However, probably the most important marker of a spirit as an ancestor is his having of an ancestral tablet, which is kept on the family alter, and to which frequent offerings and prayers are made.  The existence, maintenance, and reverence of this tablet is a sign of a person having lived a successful life and being well cared for in death.   Thus, while the ancestors family is respectful to them (lest they anger him and the supernatural protection which he is expected to offer to them as his kin) the familial aspect of the relationship remains intact as human conceptions of social relations are extended to the afterlife. 


Chinese relations to the supernatural are governed by the same rules that apply to life on earth, with prevailing notions of social propriety respect (hopefully) observed in all cases.  The different ways in which living Chinese relate to their dead counterparts is a reflection of the different supernatural social position which these spirits occupy.  These different positions are, in turn, a result of the type of lives which were led by these spirits prior to their deaths (as well as by their actions after death, as in the cases of gods who rise to their position by winning public support by aiding mortals).  Gods, ghosts, and ancestors are thus seen as functional equivalents of living categories of people who can expect certain treatment as a result of their position, while at the same time having to live up to certain responsibilities.  In all of these cases the supernatural is understood largely in the terms of the living, while the supernatural beings themselves (as former humans) are also expected to understand and operate under these terms.

B4.
Traditional Chinese society explained such occurrences as cholera epidemics in terms culturally familiar to them.  These explanations for disease (as well as the prescribed remedies that were based upon such explanations) could and did vary even over the course of a single epidemic.  Thus, to better understand what is occurring, each notion of cause and cure must be examined individually.

1:
The first explanation and prescribed remedy offered up in response to the plague came within the first few days of its occurrence.  High level officials, fearing that the plague may have been sent by the gods as a form of punishment, sought to appease them.  However, the Prefect of the region, while also seeing the plague’s origins among the supernatural, believed that the plague had been sent by demons simply in order to cause strife among the living.  In viewing the plague as thus sent by evil spirits (and not as some sort of a punishment) he then ordered that guns be fired each morning off of the city wall.  These guns were fired eight times (likely for ritual reasons) toward the sky so as to “threaten” the spirits who were causing the epidemic.  This firing, in addition to being a direct assault upon these demons, may have been a way of calling for supernatural support (such as from the local city god or other patrons gods of the area) in a battle against these demons.  This military response fits with the explanation of the supernatural culprits as being demons on the offensive (who may only understand force) rather than positive spirits who might be reasoned with.  This military action was continued so long as this understanding of the causes of the disease prevailed.  Interestingly, the author of the article (who as a Chinese Christian is critical of such beliefs) explained the epidemic on the weather conditions, thus making use of certain Western scientific notions about the causes of disease.  

2:
In this section the Prefect explains the occurrence of the plague as having been sent down from heaven as a form of punishment.  He instructs to attempt to purify themselves by not engaging in litigation, killing any animal for seven days (the number seven having profound ritual significance, especially with regard to death ritual), nor to eat anything but vegetables.  This policy of purification was likely instituted in order to remove any cause for continued punishment and thus reflects an understanding of the gods as rational bureaucrats who could be expected to respond to such actions.  This understanding is further supported by the Prefect’s ordering people to pray to their idols (the equivalent of low level bureaucrats) so that they could, in turn, take the people’s case to their higher-ups in the supernatural bureaucracy.  When this fails the Prefect writes a prayer and burns it (making use of the idea that fire transmits material objects to the supernatural world) hoping that this written document will find its way to the proper supernatural bureaucrat, the city god.  He then appeals to this god to punish only those who are responsible for offending the gods, and to spare the rest.  He next calls on a priest to come and perform certain rituals and appeal further to the supernatural bureaucrats.  The priest in this case is presumed to have certain powers over the gods and it is thus assumed that he may be more successful in garnering supernatural support to end this plague.  All the prescribed remedies in this section are thus based upon the assumptions that the plague is some form of divine punishment and that the gods exist in some form bureaucracy and can be reasoned with.

3:
In this section the government officials (and the people as a whole) believe that the disease is being caused by supernatural demons.  They ask the advice of the god Lim-Thai-su (who is referred to as a “new idol”) who is most likely a god whose stock is on the rise and who can therefore be expected to help the community in its time of need.  The god (through a child that he took possession of in order to act as an oracle and convey his message) stated that he would soon visit the city and drive away these demons.  The city officials and the community (informed by the message of this god) thus made preparations for his arrival to do battle with the demons.  The people performed a number of ritual acts (such as burning incense and lighting candles) intended to show their thanks to the god while at the same time likely functioning as a sort of supply line, adding power to this god who would fight for them by making offerings to him.  The people also created an idol which represented the god and traveled through the city making loud noises in order to try to frighten away these demons.  This idol may have functioned as a sort of embodiment of the god, while the noise may have both announced his presence and served to support his cause.  The community members offered further assistance to the god by burning spirit money (partly to bribe the god to help them) and setting off firecrackers (which generally functioned to frighten away demons), again likely as a way of reinforcing the god in his upcoming battle.  In this section the community used the analogy of a spiritual battle between their champion and the demons who had caused their plague, and took actions intended to help this god defeat the demons and end the plague.  

4:
In this section the Prefect and the community as a whole offer up different explanations for the plague, and engage in correspondingly different activities to bring about its end.  The Prefect, believing the epidemic is a form of punishment sent by “Supreme Heaven” orders the people to eat only vegetables for five days to show their piety and to go in unison to the temple of the city god to pray for better times.  These actions are based upon the idea that the gods may respond favorably to prayer and be merciful and that if the people purify themselves there will be no reason to punish them.  The people found a different explanation for the disease, agreeing with the red headed fa-shih that it was the result of demons causing violence for its own sake.  The people responded to this through a combination of bribery and intimidation.  They used weapons and noisemakers to “entertain the spirits” while at the same time making a show of force.  Everyone in the community got together to make as much noise as possible to try to drive the demons away.  They further employed their own local idols to try to drive away these evil spirits in a form of supernatural combat.  In order to aid their spiritual allies (and to ensure that they would fight the demons on their behalf, the community made offerings of incense to them, burned spirit money, and set off firecrackers.  In this section, though two different explanations for the plague prevailed, the community saw no conflict in covering their bases and performing activities designed to alleviate the epidemic irregardless of which cause for it one assumed.

5:
In this section the epidemic has caused so many deaths that the traditional rules and practices of Chinese death ritual are difficult to maintain.  This inability to observe traditional practices (especially in the face of such devastation) must have been doubly difficult on the community.  Instead of the construction of an airtight wooden coffin (which would protect the dead), many people had to settle for burial covered only in some form of straw.  In addition, instead of receiving only the normal ritual fee for carrying a coffin, people began to ask for much more, because of the risk involved.  Family and friends did no visit dying relatives or take part in the ritual burial procession, since many people who did so would die themselves.  The fact that so many might die in the process of carrying out what were the traditional (and what were believed to be the proper) burial practices must have made people reconsider the efficacy of such practices.  Moreover, the fact that doing so meant risking death likely prompted many to believe that this was a harsh form of divine punishment, since in addition to people dying they often died without seeing their loved ones or being buried with the proper ritual pomp.   Indeed, in cases such as the family wearing red upon the death of an elder, they are so concerned about the disease that they risk offending their dead relative in order to avoid additional suffering.  Here, instead of taking positive actions to end the plague, the people here can only do their best to limit the damage that it can cause, despite the ritual impropriety which this may entail. 

6:
In this section a village which had been spared from the epidemic made provisions for a play in order to celebrate their good fortune.  This play was likely to be performed by a troupe of ritual specialists who would perform some recognizable story from Chinese folklore, which might please the gods and continue to preserve the health of the village.  However, upon the death of a number of these actors, the plague began to spread, convincing some (including a fa-shih) that it was the work of demons and that a friendly spirit would arrive to help them.  The death of this red headed priest, as well as of other priests who had performed rites for the dead, likely convinced the community that it was vengeful demons who were at work.  In order to fight these demons, the people called upon their local demon (who was represented by a hollow image which employed a man to move it) to drive away the demons, employing the idea of supernatural combat.  However, the death of the man operating this demon image likely meant that the local demon had lost the battle and that these evil demons were very powerful indeed.  People began to act as sorcerers and create charms to ward off the plague.  One person found the explanation for the persistence of the plague despite all attempts to drive away the evil demons by arguing that the demons were sent by “Supreme Heaven” to punish the community.  This explanation, which employs the idea of a supernatural bureaucracy, implies that all attempts to drive away these spirits only made the punishment worse, since they were doing the bidding of their heavenly higher-ups.  In this situation the failure of a number of techniques to end the plague convinced some that a misattribution of the causes actually led to a further offense to the gods and resulted in additional punishment being handed down.
