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classifications for writings, biographies, and temples or shrines. Leaders of religious movements
came to use these labels polemically as each sought to differentiate his movement from key rivals.
Government authorities used the labels to classify religious movements for the purposes of
patronage and control.

There were many markets of distinct religious movements or schools in China: lineages of
religious texts, lineages of masters or teachers, esoteric ritual practices, and schools of textual inter-
pretation. These divisions, while significant, also evolved over time, and as they did religious bound-
aries were redrawn and traditions re-configured. The boundaries among groups were by no means
absolute, and—most significantly—their devotees, patrons, and even occasionally their religious

professionals overlapped and crossed boundaries. As C. K. Yang has noted,

In popular religious life it was the moral and magical functions of the cults, and not the delineation of
the boundary of religious faiths, that dominated people’s consciousness. Even priests in some country
temples were unable to reveal the identity of the religion to which they belonged. Centuries of mixing
gods from different faiths into a common pantheon had produced a functionally oriented religious view
that relegated the qeustions of religious identity to a secondary place. (25)

Local and popular traditions did not neatly fall under any of the three designations: Confu-
cian, Buddhist, or Taoist. A vast portion of Chinese religious life was centered around local deities
or practices; the labels “Confucian,” “Buddhist,” or “Taoist” are simply not helpful in these cases.

an alternative model for conceptualizing Chinese religious life

For these reasons, it is inadequate to think of Chinese religious life and practice as comprised
of three separate, distinct, and competing religions called “Confucianism,” “Buddhism”, and
“Taoism.” We need to take into account that religious communities had overlapping constituencies,
and competed with each other, drawing from a common pool of religious images, texts, symbols,
and practices.

My book employs the notion of “Chinese religious field” as a heuristic device to convey the
inter-activity and permeability of Chinese religious practices and communities. The concept of reli-
gious field helps convey the realities of Chinese religious pluralism in a number of ways.

First, it reminds us of the common pool of religious elements from which religious communi-
ties were free to draw. The Chinese religious field can be depicted in a number of ways; one is in
terms of the idealized system of the “well-field” (ching-t’ien), described in the ancient Classic of
Rites, and invoked by Chinese reformers over the centuries as a remedy against the evils of excessive
government centralization and taxation. The idea is based on the structure of the character ching,
meaning “well,” shaped roughly like a tic-tac-toe grid.

Mencius describes the well system this way:

Each well-field unit is one /7 square and contains nine hundred mu of land. The center lot is the
public field. The eight households each own a hundred-mu farm and collaborate on cultivating the
public field. When the public field has been properly attended, then they may attend to their own work.

The well-field system, although it may never have been implemented in China, was invoked as an
ideal because a) it gave each family a plot land for their support, and b) it provided a localized
system of mutual assistance from the common well field in lieu of central government taxation. It
represented a utopian society where everyone had sufficient land and strong central government
was superfluous.

I invoke this notion of “field” for the Chinese religious system because it metaphorically equal-
izes the various religious groups which surround the “public field” or common pool. At the center
of the religious field, in my use of the metaphor, is a common pool of religious elements from which
local institutions draw and to which they contribute.

At a second level, the metaphor of religious field can be depicted as a grid in which each local
religious temple or shrine finds its appropriate niche. Chinese temples and deities in any given
locale tended to sort themselves into complementary functions and specializations, each developing



