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Chapter two will provide a detailed ethnographic description of the death rites as
performed at the San Zhao crematoria and interment facility. The data presented in the
chapter is concerned with highlighting the growing presence of the state in the physical
processing and ritual treatment of the deceased. The chapter will describe the two-fold
approach of funeral reform policies, which center on: 1.) the promotion of socialist ideals
and individual merit through the performance of the memorial service, and; 2.) the
suppression of “superstitious” practices through attenuating and disciplining those
aspects of ritual expression related to principles of agnatic descent. The chapter is
primarily for the reader’s reference and in-depth analyses have been left for the chapters
that follow.

Chapter three will explore the relationship between funerary rites and
determination of the social worth of the deceased. Interested in processes common to
both urban and rural death rites and Chinese death rites in general. The chapter develops
the notion of death rites as strategic, biographical performances in which the social worth
of the deceased is publicly assessed. In the chapter will be considerations of how a
tension produced by the reality of imminent judgment by the public of one’s merits and
contributions affects individual strategies to affect preferred ritual outcomes. Also to be
included in the chapter will be an analysis of the relationship between the demographics
of the deceased and funeral outcomes as they relate to notions of personhood as
expressed in contemporary death ritual.

Moving from a consideration of common processes to ritual variation, chapter

four will compare rural and urban funerary ritual from a variety of perspectives including
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values, the state has also worked to attenuate ritual actions related to elaborate public
expressions of agnatic descent commonly found in traditional ritual forms. The chapter is
primarily for the reader’s reference and in-depth analyses have been purposely left for the
chapters that follow. The next chapter will consider the state’s role in modifying a key

relationship between the living and the dead and its social consequences.
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the deceased’s social worth — namely the sum of the deceased’s publicly recognized
merits and contributions to the communify which claims theiy membership.

My notion of social worth is similar to studies that seek to understand the
relationship between the individual characteristics and corresponding ritual investment by
the living. Notable studies on social value include Vanderlyn and Phillip’s consideration
of funeral expenditures as an indicator of bereaved sentiment for the deceased (Vanderlyn
and Phillips 1970:405), Camila Wedgewood’s study on the fate of the soul and body in
relation to their perceived social value (Wedgewood 1927: 378), and A.R. Radcliffe’s
study on the Tallehensi where he comments that: “There is, then, a close correspondence
between the manner of burial and the social value of the person buried” (Radcliffe-Brown
1964: 287) Another such study is Sudnow’s (Sudnow 1967) study of the characteristics
of a patient that influenced doctors’ treatment decisions. In each of these three studies the
key assumption is that the degree of investment (expenditure, ritual elaborateness, or
treatment decisions) is an important indicator of the livings’ sentiment for the individual
in question. Following these studies, in this section [ am interested in identifying the
characteristics of the deceased that that lead to greater or lesser ritual investment by the
living in reformed funerals. By looking at drivers of ritual investment I will show that
Chinese funerals are not merely passive restatements of an individual’s social worth, but
a strategic performance filled with risk. The living do not invest equally in all funerals.
Some people obtain greater recognition in death than others. Being aware of this
predicament, individuals (both the dying and survivors) often seek to influence funeral

outcomes and hence, final judgment on the deceased. An individual can influence
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director who initiated the proceedings, summarized the deceased's personal
information, and signaled the end of the ceremony and the bowing ritual. Other
ceremonies wete more elaborate, utilizing multiple speakers. The assumption is

that the greater the number of speakers, the higher the degree of ritual investment.

Data on the Demographics of the Deceased and Ritual Investment:

The tables that follow summarize the results of my investigation. First, males
received higher ceremonial investment than females. Second, age was not a driver of
ritual investment. Third, individuals with higher status occupations received higher

ceremonial investment than those with lower status occupations.
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Defining Urban and Rural Ritual Variation

As the description in chapter 2 of the treatment of the dead in San Zhao attests,
settling the dead in the present regulatory environment, increasingly depends on official
institutions specifically dedicated to the performance of death work. In the city of Xian
and surrounding suburbs hospitals, morgues, funeral assistance centers, funeral
homes/crematoria, and licensed cemeteries are now the central institutions responsible for
processing the deceased. Indeed, the physical treatment of the remains is one of the most
readily observable differences between urban and rural death rites. The physical
treatment of the remains in reformed funerals is characterized by the use of a morgue,
cremation, and interment in a public cemetery, whereas rural funerals are characterized
by death at home, inhumation, and burial on private land. The table below summarizes

this divergence.

Figure 22: Differences in the Physical Treatment of the Remains

Rural (non-reformed) - Urban (reformed)
Location of Deceased: Home Hospital Morgue
Disposal method: Inhumation . Cremation
Interment style: Private land ]| Public cemetery

In urban areas in particular, after death the post-mortem body almost immediately
comes under the care of the state. The state’s concern for the post-mortem body is a

radical divergence from tradition in which family members cared for the deceased
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through rituals expressing their filiality. In current times the state-sponsored funeral
industry is the primary caretaker of the deceased.

In addition to changes in the location where the deceased is attended to, cremation
is another significant divergence from tradition. While the CCP’s insistence on cremation
is at least partially directed toward a more efficient form of disposal, it is also a very
strong political statement against the long-held preference for maintaining the body
integrity of one’s dead.

Caring for the body and ensuring bodily integrity has long been viewed as a
measure of filial piety to one’s parent(s); and there is an extreme reticence to desecrate
the dead. Indeed, the desecration of the post-mortem body has long been considered one
of the greatest offenses one can do to the dead. Because this divergence is so dramatic, I
suspected there would be significant resistance to this aspect of funeral reform by family
members. However, in Xian it appears that few people actively resist cremation. One
important reason for this is the legal requirement that a certificate of cremation be
provided to the work unit or village leadership, prior to burying the dead. Failure to
provide a certificate of cremation can result in fines or denying the family the right to
bury the dead in the village. While there are rumors of non-compliance, such as families
smuggling corpses out of the city for later burial in the countryside, these are the rare
exception to the rule.

However, while open resistance is rare, there is ample evidence that suggests
many people are uncomfortable with cremation. For example, family members go to

great lengths to ensure San Zhao’s employees treat the dead respectfully. Many people do
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third anniversaries of death families hold three-day ceremonies which closely resemble
the original funeral ceremony. In the four ceremonies that I observed and one that |
participated in the average attendance was between 50 to 150 persons. This number
includes family members, guests, friends and relatives. These data suggest that in the
rural context, inter-ceremonial differentiation is less pronounced and typified by a more
equally distributed investment across all ceremonial occasions that emphasize agnatic
descent.

In urban/reformed ceremonies, however, the opposite is true. The highest
attendance in reformed ceremonies occurs during the memorial service, Attendence in the
cremation ritual and interment rites drops dramatically as only relatives and friends
accompany the family to the cremation ritual. During the interment only the nuclear
family remains. In addition, extended burial rites at graveside receive dramatically lower
attendance in urban death rites.

Finally, the most striking divergence in the performance of death rites by rural
and urban residents lies in the relative importance given to the memorial service. While
in San Zhao both rural and urban residents must perform this ceremony, for rural
residents this is the part of the ceremony that receives the {east amount of ritual
investrent. In rural funerals the immediate family and related affines make up the
majority of the participant and few official guests attend. In San Zhao, attendance is even
more restricted because rural families will often select the smallest memorial service hall

available leaving the many guests waiting outside, unable to participate. Rural memorial

139
























coincides with the embracing of capitalist values and avoiding traditional obligations and
duties of the past social structure including expressions of filiality (Ikels 2004, Whyte
2004). Under such dramatic social change, how will individuals, like Mr. Wang
mentioned in chapter three who left village life for the urban, solve the problem of
creating connections to their rural past and urban present in death? It seems likely that the
new social spaces created by decollectivization, which allow for greater autonomy and
independence in public life may result in more creative forms of legacy-making that fall
outside of the traditional duties and obligations of ritual life during collectivization. This

question, however, falls outside the scope of this study.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have shown that although families at San Zhao must utilize a very
similar ritual structure for settling their dead, actual ritual outcomes at vary in patterned
ways. The variation in San Zhao death rites clearly illuminates a persistent urban/rural
ritual divide. This is important, because it suggests that different participants approach
the performance of death rites in a strategic fashion for specific purposes of making
claims on the communities in which they depend upon for economic and social support.
[t seems likely that the rural/urban divide presently expressed in death ritual is due to the
CCP’s household registration and work unit economic policies, which created
dependencies between individuals and their communities. Collectivization and efforts to
hinder urban in-migration lead rural residents to depend on their village communities and

urban residents depend on the state, particularly the work unit. Finally, it is clear that the
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person where certain aspects of the person may die, while others live on. Bloch points out
the case of the Tallehensi in Southern Somali where funerals are “merely a recognition of
that which dies: individuality, and that which survives: patrilineal ties.” (Bloch 1988: 19)
For the Tallehensi, death marks, not an end, but a transformation from an individual
person to a descent person. (Bloch 1988: 20) This insight is important to this study for
two reasons. First, like the Tallehensi, Chinese death ritual (past and present) also makes
this distinction between the individual person and the agnatically-defined descent person,
and second, the reality of this change in the person makes it very clear to the living that
there is a clearly defined transformative moment in the ritual process where individuality
ceases to exist.

The answer then, to the question of why the memorial service became the
centerpiece for the expression of socialist ideals, lies in understanding this transformation
of the deceased from person defined by his or her individuality to a person {or object)
defined by his or her position in an agnatically-defined kin-group. As previously
mentioned in chapter two, during cremation and the cremation ceremony, the deceased
undergoes an important ritual transformation which signifies the soul’s successful
transition from world of the living to the world of the dead. This transition is observed by
reversing the portrait of the deceased so that it can no longer be viewed. Similar to
Bloch’s argument, this ritual moment marks the end of individuality. Therefore,
according to the ritual logic of Chinese death ritual, the secular memorial service, with its

emphasis on ¢elebrating individual merit, could only occur during the ritual moment
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denote a lower status position than men. Gendered status is also reflected in the ritual

division of labor in death work.*®

Age: A third feature 1s age designations which confers higher ritual status on older
individuals. Older individuals are placed more forward and central in the ceremonial
space than younger individuals. However, because of the primacy of generational

status over age, this attribute is perhaps the weakest of the three organizing principles.

These three attributes: generation, gender and age provide the basis for making
hierarchical distinctions in ritual and ceremonial contexts. Combined, these three factors
create a social hierarchy which symbolically displays the jural authority of senior over
junior generations. men over women and the older over the younger. The table below

gives a breakdown of the social hierarchy in the ritual and ceremonial setting,

Figure 27: Social Hierarchy in Chinese Death Ritual

‘ Generation Gender Age
Higher Status Senior Male Older
Lower Status Junior Female Younger

In this taxonomy the individual’s social rank in ceremonial events is reckoned

according to the extent to which they share the above attributes. This is important

* It has been observed that women's death work is often closer and more intimately related to the
processing of the post-mortem body due to the belief that men are considered to be at a greater rigsk of the
negative effects of death pollution than women {Bloch and Parry 1982, Watson 1982). Therefore women
are often able to maintain a closer proximity (physically and ritually) to the corpse without incurring the
negative costs of pollution.
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because it serves as a guide for determining one’s role and ritual obligations during a
funeral or other ceremonial event. In the case of Chinese death rites, the social hierarchy
is symbolically enacted by placing individuals within a hierarchically ordered ceremonial
space. In this way Chinese funerals create physical spaces with social attributes. In the

section that follows I will briefly describe the spatial hierarchy in the funeral setting.

The Spatial Hierarchv in Chinese Death Riral

Similar to the social hierarchy described above, in both urban and rura_l contexts
the deceased is the focal point of the spatial hierarchy and forms the centerpiece around
which all ritual activity occurs. Participants are placed within the ceremonial context
according to their position in the social hierarchy. The table below gives a visual
representation of the gpatial layout in both reform and non-reform funeral contexts with

hierarchical and distinctions between zones of higher or [ower status.
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Family: This group is has all agnatic kin with distinctions made between sons and
daughters (married and unmarried) and their spouses. For example a son’s spouse
would be considered a part of the agnatic line and would be a part of the family.

However, a daughter’s husband would not be considered a part of the agnatic line

and would be given a ritual status placing him in the Friends and Relatives group.

Inter-group Relations: Reconfiguring the Ceremonial Space

In the section above, [ have described both the social and spatial hierarchies. In
the section that follows [ will explore how these two hierarchies and the groupings that
they produce are positioned within the ceremonial space. The analysis will compare the
positioning of groups within the ceremonial space — or “inter-group relations™ — of both
rural and urban funerals. The goal of comparing the positioning of groups in relation o
each other in these two contexts will be to show how the state’s modification of the
ceremonial space has produced social hierarchies which promote socialist ideals while

simultaneously discouraging the expression of traditional hierarchical distinctions.

Inter-group relations in Rural Funerals

In rural funerals the deceased is placed just in front of an altar called an altar or
huadeng that with the deceased’s coffin forms the centerpiece of the ceremony. Ideally,

the altar is placed opposite the entryway to the family’s courtyard and faces geomantic
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

In my concluding comments that follow I will briefly discuss the theoretical implication
of the data described in this study. Two specific areas of interest will be discussed, both
of which are related to Watson and Rawski’s debate over the relationship between drivers
of ritual action and cultural conceptions of Chineseness. First, I will address Watson and
Rawski’s debate on the drivers of ritual action by looking at the role of orthodoxic and
orthopraxic elements in the construction of inclusive and exclusive communities. Second,
I will then briefly discuss the problem the reformed rites pose for ritual theory as it relates

to the greater question of “Chineseness”.

The Strategic Expression of Orthopraxy and Orthodoxy

In the previous chapter [ addressed the presence of a contradiction concerning the
performance of socialist ideals on a bedrock of agnatic descent principles and its
significance in the performance of the memorial ceremony. In addition, the behavior
expressed in this contradiction has significance in the discussion about the relative
importance of orthopraxy vs. orthodoxy as a driver of ritual standardization. What this
data in the discussion on space and social hierarchy in the memorial service clearly shows
is both the simultaneous presence of orthodoxic and orthopraxic elements, but more
importantly the flexibility of their expression in the performance of death ritual. Different
from Watson and Rawski’s either/or debate on whether orthopraxy or orthodoxy was the
driver of ritual standardization, my data suggests that both elements are continually

present in Chinese death ritual, but are expressed to different degrees at different ritual
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belief the government seeks to downplay differences and create political unity based on
establishing a cosmological order based on the belief in socialist principles. The emphasis
on orthodoxy serves to project important ideological messages necessary for the
attenuation of difference and support the idea of national unity over regional differences;
and in essence, serves to define the attributes of the 1deal national citizen. However, when
faced with an international crisis such as the problem of territorial integrity, where
exclusivity of membership is paramount 1o making contested claims 1o territory, the
government publicly utilizes orthopraxic elements such as those seen at Huangdi Ling to
define exclusive membership to a geographical and civilizational concept of Chineseness.
While the tendency has been to isolate either orthodoxy or orthopraxy as the
primary driver of ritual action, this study has shown that these elements are always
present, but expressed to different degrees depending on the objective of the rite or
ceremony. Urban ceremonies such as the memorial service are predominantly concerned
with the creation of an inclusive community — the nation — emphasizing correct belief
while simultaneously de-emphasizing descent-based social hierarchies and inequalities
that undermine this message. Rural rites on the other hand, emphasize orthopraxic
qualities which define the participants as members of an exclusive community through
the correct display and expression of descent. The responsive nature of orthopraxic vs.
orthodoxic expression remains present throughout the gamut of Chinese death-related
behavior exhibiting itself not only in the rites of the ordinary dead, but also those of the
state lending these rites a strategic and flexible nature that makes them responsive to

soecial context.
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A Comment on Socialist Death Ritual and the Question of

“Chineseness”

In the beginning of this study, I pointed out that a central question for the study of
socialist death ritual in modern China is the issue of their “Chineseness.” How could such
aradical disruption of the traditional ritual system, which was thought to be an integral
part of cultural reproduction, be considered Chinese? Could it be that the practitioners of
reformed rites are not Chinese? Could it be that our notions of the importance of ritual are
wildly overstated? Although the answer to this question is extremely complex, [ would
argue that in the case of Chinese death ritual, what makes both forms uniquely Chinese is
an adherence in both ritual forms to pre-existing principles of social organization
originally based on agnatic descent — specifically the ritualized and reciprocal
relationship between the dead and the living. Although the reformed funeral modifies
certain elements of the ritual process through: 1.) the introduction of a new ritual form
(the memorial ceremony) and 2.) the suppression of overt displays of superstition and
traditional forms of ancestor worship, and ; 3.) the radical change in the treatment of the
remains, in reality, the core social relationships that have long been part of the process of
ritualization remain intact. This can be seen most clearly in my discussions of the process
of determining the deceased’s social worth and the seemingly insurmountable
contradictions present between the ritual actions of the architects of the socialist

experiment and its subjects. To me, the contradiction of socialist merit being expressed
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place and beyond. The method used has been comparative in examining the performance
of death rites in different settings including rural and urban contexts and the role of the
state in the modification and creation of death ritual. It is the inflection of two elements
that I believe are important in understanding contemporary death rites in China. The first
relates to changes in the nature of commemoration and remembrance of individual and
the second relates to the inflection of the state/national and deals (Socialist) into the death
process.

For the urban individual, the shift has been one best described by "it's not who
you are and death, but what you were in life that counts." By this statement [ mean to say
that to some extent there has been a discernible shift away from worship to
commemoration. This also suggests a change in the transformation of the role the dead
play in the lives of the living. Essentially, one’s position in an agnatic kinship network
(descent person) is not as publicly valued as one's contributions in life (individual
person). Descent is expressed, but appears to be more an expression of affect relations
than jural relations. The ancestors™ symbolic role in the lives of family members has been
attenuated, while the ritual emphasis of one's merits and contributions in life has been
increased. This suggests a decrease in the jural authority of senior generations and an
increase in the relative importance and autonomy of the individual. The commemoration
of individual achievement in life, not one’s descent position in death, is what garners the
highest degree of public recognition in reformed death ritual. In the reformed funeral
system the fate of the soul is less dependent on their position within a kinship system than

it is on their rank and contribution to the modern political/economic system. Basically a
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organizations, institutions and infrastructure designed to expedite remove of the dead
from society and to celebrate socialist ideals. The state’s creation of monuments to
national leaders and cemeteries for national heroes attests to the symbolic power of the
dead. Furthermore, the recent investment in the temple of Huangdi Ling with its very
public emphasis on the site as an ancestral birthright to contested territory is evidence of
the significance of the dead as powerful symbolic objects used for making claims to the
cultural, territorial and even national borders of the People's Republic of China. By
establishing a demonstrated birthright to territory the PRC leadership makes claims to
Taiwan and clear political statements to both itself and the international community
concerning China’s national and territorial sovereignty. Interestingly, the CCP public
worship at sites such as Huangdi Ling ironically replicate aspects of ancestor worship of
the imperial era, particularly that of the late Qing. The difference however is that under
the Chinese Communist Party we a witness the death of the lineage ancestors (or
demonstrated ancestry) and the birth of the national ancestors {imagined. but not
demonstrated). The national ancestors belong to all, are inclusive and directed at

national, political and territorial integrity.
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Appendix B: China’s National Funerary and Interment Laws and

Regulations
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