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Special Issue on Urban Daoism

Editors’ Note

Lai Chi Tim, Vincent Goossaert and Fang Ling

The present special section on the transformation of Daoism in urban
contexts during the modern period is a partial result of an international
collaborative project entitled “Temples, Urban Society and Taoists,”
funded during the period 2007-2011 by the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation
for international scholarly exchange (Taiwan) and the Agence nationale
de la Recherche (France).' Some of the papers given during the project’s
closing conference, held at Southern Taiwan Southern University Fg & £}
$ K | Tainan (Taiwan) on November 13—14, 2010, have been selected
for publication in this section as well as a continued section in next issue
of our journal (no. 5, 2013).

We would like to say a few words about how this project positions
itself in the field. Our idea is in no way to deny how a comprehensive
approach taking together all forms of religion and communal life is
necessary and how looking at Daoism in isolation can be a trap. Yet, we
also think that a focus on Daoism is useful for highlighting certain forms

of social organization: the place of Earth Gods, City Gods and the

' See the project website at http://www.gsrl.cnrs.fr/taoist-and-temple/. Other

forthcoming results include two volumes of materials in Chinese; one English-
language monograph; Vincent Goossaert & Liu Xun, eds., Quanzhen Daoism in
Modern Chinese History and Society (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies,
forthcoming); and Wang Chien-ch’uan F %, JI| & Vincent Goossaert {5 & 3%,
eds., Jindai Zhang tianshi shiliao huibian 31 {055 K ffi 50 &l 52 4 (Taipei: Boyang,
2013).
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Northern Emperor in local society, in particular, does not quite make
sense until studied in the framework of Daoism, and both are deeply
affected by processes of urbanization. Such a focus can also shed new
light on processes at work in modern China (since the late Qing), most
especially in large cities, where modern attempts to reinvent religions
and clearly separate Daoism, Buddhism, and “Popular faith” (minjian
xinyang B [H]{5111) have been pursued most vigorously. While we cannot
overlook that Daoism works in a larger cultural-religious context, we
cannot by the same token, ignore the many attempts that are/have been
made in Chinese cities to reinvent Daoism as an independent religion.
While the history of modern Buddhist associations has been studied, the
story of Daoist institution-building still largely remains to be written.

The “Temples, Urban Society and Taoists” project included studies
on at-home Daoists in cities, but focused mostly on temples. Our
rationale was that while both temples and Daoists serve urban society,
the relationship between the two, and its transformation during the
modern period, has yet to be thoroughly analyzed. Most temples operate
without a Daoist, and many Daoists do not work in temples. So, are
temples and Daoists two independent aspects of modern Chinese
religion, or are they indissolubly linked? Our project attempted to shed
new light on this issue through an interdisciplinary approach combining
historical research and fieldwork. The research project was organized
around three clusters of field sites: Hangzhou, Guangzhou and Meizhou,
and the Han River valley area (Wuhan and Nanyang). While historical
and field data was collected separately, a major aim of the project was
comparison between our three sites, as well as with published evidence
and research on other Chinese cities, in order to reach larger conclusions
as to how modern history has changed the structure and social
organization of religious life in Chinese cities.

Our research team was made up of both historians and

anthropologists, who examined the evolution of urban religious life in
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modern China, particularly the ways in which temple communities, lay
urbanites, and professional Daoists interact. We looked at major Daoist
sacred sites (both Quanzhen monasteries and Zhengyi temples) and their
function as central institutions structuring local religious systems
(training other clerics, organizing the large-scale festivals, etc.), but also
at clerics working for neighborhood temples either as resident specialists
or as occasional guests. While there is a trend among lay temple leaders
to marginalize religious professionals such as Daoists, the latter still
manage to retain control over important material and symbolical
resources. The political changes during the 20th century have deeply
changed relationships between lay institutions and clerics, and led to
much conflict between state agents, local leaders, and Daoists for the
control of temples; yet, the more theoretical question remains of whether
lay people or Daoist clerics can or should control temple life.
Preliminary results suggest that, among Daoists, various models for
operating temples (some of which were first developed in Taiwan and
Hong Kong) are now at work in the Chinese world: the classical model
of the central temple ordering networks of lower-order neighborhood
temples, and negotiating with the state and local elites; the Daoist
association model of the temple as a conservatory of Daoist culture
providing services to individuals; the entrepreneurial temple ran by
closed groups of devotees expanding through charity and ritual services;
and the community temple that builds up legitimacy by identifying itself
as Daoist. This line of analysis will hopefully contribute to understanding
how Daoist clerics, rituals, and communal forms of organization not only
resisted or weathered the twentieth-century modernization processes and
embodied tradition, but actually, in an urban context, adapted and
invented new ways of operating; we have been as attentive to innovation

as to loss in that process.”

See a preliminary analysis in Fang Ling & Goossaert, “Temples and Daoists in
Urban China since 1980,” China Perspectives, 4 (2009): 32-41.



