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Enclosed please find my application for research assistance support (i.e. the $3000 grant) to assist in my project entitled “The ancestral cults of early imperial China.”  

“The ancestral cults of early imperial China” is a three-book series that will for the first time explain how early Chinese lineage worship worked.  Subtitled “The cosmological lens,” the first book focuses upon the mechanics of ancestral worship, including the background information necessary to understand how meditation and visualization recreated the ancestor within a ritual setting.  The second book is subtitled “The historical lens” and explains how the living slotted their dead into a shared historical memory.  The third book is a sourcebook of translated primary texts.  As a whole, the project is about 65% complete, and at this stage I am in need of a good research assistant to begin the arduous task of working through my argumentation, testing my theories and transforming my manuscript into a readable text.  A sophomore religion major expected to graduate in May 2007, Michael Yeley Frederick is not only an analytical student and gifted writer, he also has the added benefit of being a Francophone (which I am not) and can thus help me secure materials otherwise unavailable to me.

The $3000 is intended to cover Frederick’s summer living expenses, and he will work out of my Reed office (as I will work at home).  Furthermore, I would request an additional $750 supplement for specific research expenses, namely the purchase of any relevant materials in French should the need arise.

A detailed proposal follows, and as I have never made use of a research assistant in the past, I am open to any suggestions.

Thank you for your consideration.   

	The ancestral cults in early imperial China
Freeman Foundation Faculty-Student Summer Research Grant
	K.E. Brashier

February 2005


If previous treatments of early Chinese religion are to be believed, the ancestral cult was a static tradition of mechanical reverence.  I hypothesize that early sources instead present the ancestral cult as engaged in vibrant ritual meditations, that these meditations reveal the early Chinese nature of "self," and that this "self" in turn illustrates the nature of the invisible realm.


Part I will explicate this hypothesis by addressing each of its key phrases; Part II will enumerate the chapter themes and logistics of my manuscript as well as its need for a research assistant; and Part III will briefly describe this manuscript's significance for myself as a scholar, for my proposed research assistant and for Sinology in general.

I. Explication of the hypothesis 
Previous treatments.  In The Journal of Asian Studies' report on "Chinese religions – The state of the field," the paucity of religious approaches to Confucianism is explicit:

Is Confucianism a religious tradition in the full sense of the word?  This remains a critical question for Confucian studies as a whole.  Most studies to date allow the tradition a religious or spiritual dimension, but relegate this to second or third place, with all the "most important" aspects constructed in non-religious terms.

The ancestral cult is an intrinsic part of Confucianism and is, in my opinion, its religious backbone, a backbone that leads to the Confucian dogma of filial piety and social hierarchy.  Yet current studies indeed dismiss its trappings in "non-religious terms."  For example, according to Western scholarship the early graveside ancestral stele was "a memorial without other functions,"
 and according to modern Chinese scholarship, the stele's inscribed verses were merely an appended artistic flourish.
  Neither view is correct.  First, Han texts explicitly link grave stelae to the earlier tradition of ritual bronze vessels that presented food to the ancestors, and using textual and physical evidence, I have argued that food sacrifices were suspended from these stones, too.  Second and in reference to the verses, the inscriptions themselves repeatedly identify them as a reverential hymn that evoked the ancestors, both calling them to mind and calling them to eat.  Current scholarship wrongly dismisses these active elements.

Static tradition.  The most obvious shortcoming of modern scholarship is its treatment of the ancestral cult as an unchanging, ritual-bound entity.  Yet careful reading of the historical record indicates that the cult self-consciously changed over time.




Fig. 1: Han stelae at Qufu (personal photo)


For example, the early Han court (second and first century B.C.E.) advocated an idealized "structured amnesia."  That is, ancestors were only worshipped a certain number of generations, and after no one alive could remember them, their sacrifices were terminated.  This system posed no problem when the dynasty was young and all the ancestors could be remembered.  Yet as the Han endured, this system demanded that worshipping even the most famous ancestors had to stop, an awkward restriction difficult to practice.  The court explicitly debated and then rejected this classical ideal, and the worshipped ancestors henceforth greatly multiplied.  By the end of the Han (second century C.E.), ancestors were even being preserved using stone stelae (Fig. 1) – an innovation in itself – that were intended to last "ten thousand generations."  Yet modern scholarship does not address such historical developments, giving the impression of a static cult.

Mechanical reverence.  The most recent and extensively used survey of early religion generalizes as follows:

On the whole, however, ancestor worship and the belief in ghosts and spirits remained widely held among both social parts. . . .  [W]hat concerned the rulers in worshipping spiritual beings was political matters, while the peasants were concerned with personal well-being.

In other words, among the elite where the Confucian tradition was strongest, ancestral reverence was less concerned for the ancestors than for this-worldly politics.  Among the peasantry, the do ut des system mechanically exchanged worship for blessings.  Neither group shows real concern for the ancestors' own well-being, and orthodoxy fully yields to orthopraxy.  As my hypothesis maintains, this generalization is wrong.   

Vibrant ritual meditations.  Contrary to our modern orthopraxic descriptions, early literature in fact depicts ancestral remembrance as an active cognitive exercise.  Fasting, alcohol and hymn recitations were all psychological components of this intense mental exertion, and in a memory-based (not writing-based) culture, this mental exertion grows in significance.  In fact, ancestral meditation is parallel to and perhaps even prior to the meditative practices of early Daoism and Buddhism.  In all three traditions, this mental exertion was perceived as producing effects beyond the mind, and I would argue that ancestral meditation actually re-created the ancestor.  (To my students, I liken this concept to Tinker Bell who only survived because children believed in her.)  

"Self."  The clan can "think" an ancestor into existence because of the nature of "self."  Unlike the Western atomistic tradition in which "self" is a discreet, clearly demarcated individual, the early Chinese lineage-based culture perceived the "self" as a conglomerate of ties to others, as a knot on a relationship net.  Thus when descendants seasonally came together, organized themselves for ancestral worship and focused their thoughts on the ancestor, they were in fact re-creating the ancestor's self by remembering their relationships to that ancestor, retying their strands of the net through intense meditation.   

The invisible realm.  As memory faded, the ancestor's existence was also threatened by chaotic darkness.  Thus the "self" that endured had to be reduced to a blueprint, a "form" (xiang 象).  To maintain this form's integrity, stelae recount all the relationship ties of their dedicatees, and stele hymns transformed the ancestor into a recited stereotype of Confucian values, actively advocating formalism.  Unlike Platonic forms, the forms in the Chinese invisible realm were dynamic, dependent upon the realm of the living, and subject to decay.

*   *   *


To recapitulate, the ancestral cult remains largely unstudied even though it is a cornerstone to Chinese culture.  Drawing from historical records to grave stelae, from ritual handbooks to excavated texts, this project analyzes the structure of ancestral remembrance and its active role in early Chinese culture.  It namely studies 1.) ancestral remembrance against a background of a memory-based culture, 2.) the categories of features that the living remembered about the dead, and 3.) the larger system of extrapolating from the visible realm to the invisible realm.  The construction of the resulting manuscript now follows.

II. Manuscript construction

The early Chinese ancestral cults: The cosmological lens

	Chapter
	Content

	Introduction
	“Argument” is tracing genealogy

While Western argumentation is based on the metaphor of war, in early China it consisted of locating the contenders’ relative positions on an all-encompassing family tree of knowledge, establishing which contender represented the trunk lineage and which represented a mere branch lineage.  Understanding this genealogy paradigm both highlights the ancestral cult’s influence on general thought and explains how debates about the cult itself were carried out.

 

	One
	An imaginary yardstick for ritual performance
Early ritual texts provided precise prescriptions as to how ancestral remembrance should be carried out, and while ultimately unheeded, they remained well-known and served as the ideal against which practical deviance was measured. 



	Two
	A history of remembering and forgetting imperial ancestors 

Through a chronology of thirteen cases on ancestral remembrance, this chapter explores actual ancestral practice in the Qin and Han dynasties.  It plots the changes in attitude toward the ancestral realm as ideal prescriptions of temporary remembrance gave way to permanent ancestors and stone shrines.



	Three
	Early Chinese performative thinking
Turning to the mechanics of remembrance, this chapter explores the relationship of an inner focused mind and its external environment, namely how the former was perceived as physically able to change the latter.  This background is essential to understanding how thought could actually manifest ancestors.



	Four
	Performative thinking in early ancestral veneration
There was no one belief in ancestral existence but instead a spectrum of beliefs, that spectrum defined by the inverse relationship between the ancestor’s external agency and the sacrificer’s mental concentration.  That is, on one side of the spectrum the ancestors were viewed as independent ghosts eating sacrifices and bequeathing blessings in a do ut des relationship.  On the other side the ancestors were manifestations of the sacrificer’s mind with no existence at all.  This chapter explores five types of sacrificer-ancestor relationships across this spectrum.  



	Five
	The battle of symbols in an uncertain afterlife
Delving into the vocabulary of the ancestor cult, this chapter unpacks the two symbol clusters of light and dark, of remembered and forgotten, of sound and silence, of tangibility and vagary.  In lieu of a physical encounter between ancestor and descendant, a mental one used these tangible symbols and this symbolic language as a crutch. 




The early Chinese ancestral cults: The historical lens

	Chapter
	Content

	One
	Han memorial culture

At this point, the book leaves the realm of shrine and enters the realm of how forebears survived in the popular memory.  This lengthy chapter backgrounds such survival by studying how memory and recitation functioned in early China. 



	Two
	The original positioning of 'self'
If the self is not an independent ego but a conglomerate of ties to others, the original self is manifested in one’s ties to the greater lineage and to the land.  Those ties become translated into, for example, the system of given names, surnames and posthumous names.  Less focused on Western notions of identity, they endeavor to locate the individual on the relationship net.



	Three
	The episodic life
As Han grave stelae demonstrate, the remembered self was a gradual accumulation of ties to others, but that relationship net was dynamic.  Raising one knot on that net in turn lifted the adjoining knots just as lowering one knot could drag them down.  The net was so strong that it easily crossed the threshold of death, and ancestors rose and fell with the rewards and punishments of their descendants. 



	Four
	The transitional stage

Conceptions of age progression greatly differ between early China and the modern West, and this chapter highlights the shape of the early Chinese lifeline (literally) relative to the West.  The points of difference lead to vital new questions about the transition between life and afterlife.  Here the book also draws upon grave stelae dedicated to women and children because they are not given over to simple lists of achievements but instead discuss the nature of remembrance and afterlife.

 

	Five
	The semantic afterlife

Over the course of the Han, there was a growing search for a single order to the cosmos, including a single order to the human family tree.  That quest for one genealogical system fostered stereotyping, not individuation.  Thus whereas remembrance in the modern West is predicated upon what made the particular dead unique, early Chinese ancestors were remembered in terms of how they best conformed to prefab stereotypes.  They were poured into Classicist molds as extraneous detail was filtered out.  This final chapter explores why the resulting ancestors were modularized.  

 


With the assistance of the National Endowment of the Humanities, Reed College’s Paid Leave Award, the Levine Fund and the Graves Award, the first book, part of the second and most of the accompanying sourcebook are now finished, and the research for the unfinished portions has been completed.  To be exact, I have written 297 single-spaced pages at 10-point font (i.e. 195,043 words) to date, not including the sourcebook.  I predict that I am approximately 65% finished with this massive project.

My need for a research assistant

At this stage I clearly need a good research assistant to begin the arduous task of working through my argumentation, testing my theories and transforming my manuscript into a readable text.  The ideal research assistant should possess the following skills:

1. He/She should be highly analytical and a gifted writer.

2. He/She should speak French if possible.  For example, Marianne Bujard’s Le sacrifice au ciel dans la Chine ancienne : théorie et pratique sous les Han Occidentaux (2000) describes Eastern Han sacrifices to heaven that may be of importance to my work with the Han ancestral cult because the ancestors were intermediaries with the higher powers.  This book is closed to me because my second European language is German, not French. 
3. He/She should be knowledgeable in religious theory and method as I frequently make recourse to a Western discourse that includes Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Roy Rappaport, Clifford Geertz, William James and many others.

4. He/She should not be too knowledgeable in Chinese studies as I want my books to be accessible to the intelligent undergraduate.  I need a first-time reader so that I do not make any accidental assumptions of prior knowledge.

	� Rodney Taylor and Gary Arbuckle, "Chinese religions – The state of the field (Part II): Living religious traditions: Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Islam and popular religion," The Journal of Asian Studies 54 (1995), 352.


	� Wu Hung, Monumentality in Early Chinese Art and Architecture (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 222.


	� Weng Kaiyun , "Lun Shandong Han bei"  in Han bei yanjiu , ed. Zhongguo shufajia xiehui Shandong fenhui  (Jinan: Qi Lu, 1990), 13.


	� Poo Mu-chou, In search of personal welfare: A view of ancient Chinese religion (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1998), 67.
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