Qing Ming and Ancestor Worship
The Qing Ming or Pure Brightness Festival has been observed by the Chinese community for over 2500 years.  This festival is part of the religious practices honouring ancestors.  Families visit their departed relatives at graveyards or columbariums to pay their respects with offerings and prayers.  The article will cover the origin of the Qing Ming Festival, its significance to the Chinese in terms of ancestor worship, the activities involved during Qing Ming, its longevity despite the limiting factors of 21st century lifestyles.
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[bookmark: 1]1. Origin of Qing Ming
This festival is said to have originated during the Zhou Dynasty and merged with Hanshi Festival to evolve into its present form.   Another name for the festival is Tomb-Sweeping festival.  It takes place 15 days after the spring equinox, usually between 3rd to 5th April.  It is an ancient practice dating over 2500 years.  The origin of the Hanshi, “cold food”, festival is related to the tale of Jie Zitui.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: In the introductory paragraph above you stated that Qingming (or Qing Ming) has been observed for 4000 years.

Hanshi = Cold Food Festival

The name Qing Ming means “Clear and Bright”, which is one of the 24 solar terms used by ancient Chinese to describe the weather based on the Sun’s location and its movement across the sky throughout the year.  It helped farmers to plan their agricultural activities.  This practice of ancestral veneration is still carried on in China and in parts of the Chinese diaspora.  
[bookmark: 1.1]1.1 Ancestor Worship and Reverence of Emperors
Archeological evidence from the Shang Dynasty shows that ancestor worship existed in 1600 – 1046 B.C.  The Shang Religion had animism, shamanism and ancestor worship.  The rulers of the Shang dynasty considered themselves as descendants of the gods and the king was the head shaman.  They had a practice of reading oracle bones.  They believed that ancestors could bless them with good fortune and often consulted the oracle bones before any major decision was made in battle or farming or trade.  During the Zhou Dynasty, the kings and high-ranking officials would pray to their ancestors at their ancestral temples for the well-being of their families and the country.  It was an exclusive ceremony for the elite (Loewe, 1999).	Comment by Thomas Jansen: A better reference for this paragraph would be:

Loewe, Michael and Edward L. Shaughnessy. The Cambridge History of Ancient China: From the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C. Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
In 1045BC, Wu of the Zhou dynasty battled the reigning Shang Dynasty ruler Di Xin at Muye.  King Di Xin was a ruthless ruler, not well-liked by his people.  When King Wu attacked at Muye, many of the Shang army soldiers defected as they preferred to be under Wu’s leadership.  King Wu, with the guidance of his strategist, Jiang Ziya, emerged the victor of the battle.  This ended the rule of the Shang Dynasty and began the reign of the Zhou Dynasty in China.  The events of the battle are described in poem 236 in the “Shijing”, the Book of Odes (Legge, 1898).  The last verse of the poem is as follows, as translated by James Legge
The wilderness of Mu spread out extensive ;
Bright shone the chariots of sandal ;
The teams of bays, black-maned and white-bellied, galloped along ;
The grand-master Shang-fu,
Was like an eagle on the wing,
Assisting king Wu,
Who at one onset smote the great Shang.
That morning's encounter was followed by a clear bright [day].
The last line makes reference to a clear bright day, which means Qingming.  The shows a connection between the celebration of Qingming and the victory of King Zhou over the Shang dynasty (Nivison, 2018).   
The practice of revering the emperor continued during the Qin Dynasty.    As China moved from an agricultural, feudal system to become a unified country, the first Emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang established his legitimacy as the highest authority by claiming to be descendant of powerful divine ancestors.  It was later during the Han dynasty period that everyone honoured their ancestors during Qing Ming and the prayers shifted from the temple to visiting the graves to honour the deceased. (Coe, 2016)
[bookmark: 1.2]1.2 Hanshi Festival - Tale of Jie Zitui
[image: Duke Wen of Jin | JASMINE TEA & JIAOZI]The origin of the Hanshi festival is related to the story of Je Zitui.  He was a loyal follower of Duke Wen of Jin.  Once when the Duke was going through a bad period, Jie Zitui cut out some flesh from his thigh and cooked it for the Duke to keeping him from starving to death.  When Duke Wen eventually came to power years later, he sought out Jie Zitui to offer a place in his government and sent for him.  Jie Zitui was living a solitary life in the woods near the mount Mian in Shanxi Province.  Despite being poor and lonely, he did not want to be a part of what he considered a corrupt government, so he ignored the summons.  Duke Wen wanted to bring him out of retirement and ordered his soldiers to set fire to the forest to smoke him out.  Unfortunately, Jie Zitui and his mother perished in the fire.  Deeply saddened, Duke Wen declared that no fires were allowed to be lit for a few days to remember the untimely death of Jie Zitui.  People could not cook and had to manage with cold food for a few days.   This practice spread to neighbouring regions and became a prevalent tradition.  Initially the Hanshi festival was celebrated in winter and could last even up to a month.  However due to people suffering from poor health conditions or even death from eating cold food in winter for long periods, the officials tried to ban the festival.  This was met with resistance and the festival continued.  Eventually the festival was moved to spring.  As time passed, the Hanshi festival merged with Qing Ming and people ate uncooked food during this period and people celebrated it together. Duke Wen and Jie Zitui
Source: https://www.visitourchina.com/blog/detail-71.html


[bookmark: 2]2. Activities During Qing Ming 
2.1 Prayers at the tomb or niche
The main activity is to visit the graves, tablets or niches of the ancestors and pay respect to them.  In Chinese culture filial piety and ancestor worship are deeply ingrained.  In Singapore, it is common to see families visiting the cemetery or temple memorial halls during this festival.  People can visit ten days before or after the actual Qing Ming date.  Buddhist and Taoist families generally carry out the practice of traditional offerings and prayer to the ancestors.  Those who are Christians or atheists, still visit their ancestors but usually just observe a moment of silence and offer flowers. (Vincent, 2014)
[image: ]In Singapore, Choa Chu Kang Cemetery is the only active cemetery with burial areas allocated to the different ethnic groups of Singapore.  However, at least one-third of it has been exhumed to make way for the construction of Tengah Air Base. (Au-Yong, 2017)   Another place many prominent Chinese community leaders were buried is Bukit Brown Cemetery which has over 100,000 old Chinese tombs, with the earliest dating back to 1833.   The tomb of businessman Ong Sam Leong is there, which is the largest at 600 sqm. Grave of Ong Sam Leong and Wife.
Source: Photo taken from https://www.asiaone.com/preventing-grave-error



On the day itself, the family would visit the tomb and clean and spruce it up.  This would involve trimming the grass, clearing the weeds, cleaning the tombstone and sometimes repainting the faded inscriptions.   In China, tombs in the countryside were usually located on a hill or mountain side, in a position with good fengshui.  Members of the same family were usually buried close to each other.  Depending on the economic status of the family, graves could be a simple as a mound or as elaborate as a large concrete tomb with a semi-circular space in front to serve as an altar.  These larger tombs usually contained stone tablets with inscriptions about the deceased.  The entire family would help to clear away the underbrush around the graves, sweep away the dried leaves and prepare the area for prayers.  
2.2 Offerings 
[image: Ratchaburi , Thailand - April 05,2018 : Thai people praying Ancestor Worshipping with Sacrificial offering in the Qingming Festiva]It is a family affair involving the extended family.  The most senior members of the family would organise the event coordinating the timing, food and offerings required for the prayers.  The type of offerings varied depending on the family tradition, status and region they came from.  Usually, offerings are made to the God of the Soil (Tu Di Gong), am important Taoist Deity.  Offerings are also made to any wandering spirits who have no one doing any prayers for them.  This is to ensure that the wandering spirits do not disturb the offerings given by the family to their ancestors.  Offerings at tomb for Qing Ming
Source: Anan Sudasithong @Dreamstime



In general food, flowers and drinks were placed at the foot of the graves or in the cemented space in front of it.  Food could be meats such as chicken, pork or fish and vegetables, fruits, rice and cakes and drinks such as wine and tea.  If the deceased was cremated and ashes placed in a Buddhists columbarium or temple, then the food would be vegetarian.  Red candles and incense sticks are lit and the family kneel and bow in front of their ancestors to pay their respects and ask for their ancestors to look after the well- being of the family.  After that paper money and paper gifts are burned to ensure that the departed have a comfortable life in the afterworld.  Paper gifts can be clothes, phones, televisions, iPad and other comforts found in this world.  Once the prayers are over, and the ancestors are believed to have partaken of the offerings, the food is bought back to the home and shared amongst the extended family.  
[bookmark: 3]3. Ancestor Worship 
Ancestor worship is defined as, “custom of venerating the deceased who are considered still a part of the family and whose spirits are believed to have the power to intervene in the affairs of the living”. (Coe, 2016) It was common for people to venerate many deities and nature during the early Zhou period.  Ancestor worship grew in popularity during this era, especially with the advent of Taoism and Confucianism towards the end of the Zhou dynasty.  Filial piety and veneration of ancestors is an important tenet of Confucianism. 
[image: Ancestral Tablet in Singapore | Beautiful and Modern Design]The traditional Chinese family consists of the immediate, extended and deceased members.  They believe that departed relatives are still a part of the family.  In the afterlife, they continue their existence and watch over the family.  Ancestors will continue to bless them and can even influence the family’s well-being in a positive way if we show them respect even after they have passed on.  Ancestors are considered to be wise and seeking their guidance and assistance at certain junctures will ensure continued happiness for the whole family. (Eng, 1999)Praying to ancestors at columbarium
Source: https://nirvanasingapore-funeral.com/ancestral-tablet-en/


The practice involved in remembering the deceased also helped to gather and unite the extended family to a common purpose.  Events commemorating ancestors such as the during Chinese New Year, Qing Ming and the Hungry Ghost festival involved the entire family and was an occasion to meet all the relatives.  During Chinese New Year, a lavish spread of offerings was made to the deceased and the prayers are held for the well-being of the family.  The younger generation would also pay homage to the living elders and seek their blessings.  The Hungry Ghost Festival lasts for a month during the seventh month of the lunar year.  It is believed that the gates of hell were opened and spirits were free to roam the earth.  People placed offerings in temples, common spaces and homes to appease the wandering spirits.  In Singapore, entertainment events with song and dance called Getai are held almost nightly to entertain the ghosts.  These events are held in open spaces in housing areas and organised by the community centres, Chinese business or clan associations or temples.  The first row of seats was usually left empty for the spirits to sit and watch.  Near the event a table with food offerings, flowers and incense is placed for the spirits to consume.

[bookmark: 4]4. Modalities of Religion and Qing Ming
The book “Religion in China” by Adam Chau, he identified five modalities of doing religion in China.  They are Discursive, Personal-Cultivational, Liturgical, Immediate-Practical and Relational.  Based on Chau’s categorization, the Qing Ming festival involves a hybrid of the Liturgical and Immediate-Practical modality, and Relational modality.  (Chau, 2019)
Liturgical modality refers to religious practices with elaborate rituals, chanting and the presence of ritual specialist to conduct it, such as Daoist or Buddhist rituals for universal salvation of souls, sutra chanting rites, funeral rites and so on.  This modality offers “immediate ritual intervention” conducted through grand and detailed procedures led by ritual specialist, usually engaged by a group such as the state, temple committee, neighbourhood business community, clan or family.  Immediate-Practical modality involves rituals and prayers similar to the liturgical modality.  But unlike the liturgical modality, it does not involve elaborate and complex procedures or the need for a ritual specialist to conduct it.  In the Immediate-practical modality the rituals involved are shorter and relatively simpler to carry out, such that the family members would have sufficient knowledge to actualise it and results would be more immediate.    Activities involved could be divination, talisman, consulting a medium, ritual cursing or simply lighting incense sticks.  This mode is inexpensive and simple to carry out, making it popular with people.  The ceremonies involved for Qing Ming fall between these two modalities.  
Qing Ming also falls under the relational modality of religion as it connects family members with ancestors and builds relations between living members. There is a social aspect to this mode.  The key ideas of this modality are social relations and “social comings and goings”. Qing Ming involves interaction between many generations of a family, and interaction with those who have departed.
The nature of Qing Ming requires rituals, a fixed day to implement it and a sequence of steps to follow.  First to clear away the underbrush, prepare the tomb and so on and an order of seniority in terms of who prays first.  There are also rituals involved in the prayer itself, as to what is to be said and done while praying.  Generally, a senior member of the family will act as a master of ceremonies to guide the rest.  There is also a cost involved to purchase the prayer items, food offerings and transport and other materials.  Since the family conducts the prayers there is no requirement for a ritual specialist.  There would also be a level of personalisation of the ritual as each family would have tweaked the procedure to suit their family preferences.  It also shows continuation of traditions as the senior members of the family would have to instruct the younger members.  Amongst the younger generation, a responsible member would have to take the lead to eventually continue the tradition.  Therefore, it is neither complex as Liturgical modality but neither is it as simple as the immediate-practical modality, but it is definitely relational.

[bookmark: n]5. Relevance of Qing Ming in the 21st Century.
The practice of visiting the graves or columbariums is still carried out in many countries with established Chinese communities.  However, the continuation of this practice by the next generation has to be seen in next 100 years or so.  The population decline, nuclear families, patrilineal lineage, urbanization, different religious beliefs or atheist beliefs are some factors that may impact the continuation of this tradition.  
In olden days, a family had many children, and they generally lived in the same village or neigbouring areas.  It was common to see family-owned businesses or farms run by the members themselves.  During an event such as Qing Ming, mobilising manpower for the event was easy and also a given.  Living in the same community, families would be familiar with the yearly practice and know what was expected of them.  However, in the past 50 years we have seen a population decline in terms of falling birth rates in developed countries.  In China and Singapore family sizes have shrunk.  In China the one-child policy was enforced in 1980 and ended in 2015.  Since 2016 families could have two children but this did not result in a population boom. (Pletcher, 2023).  In the Singapore context, to control a booming population, the government implemented the two-child policy in 1972, with a slew on measures disadvantaging those with larger families.  The effectiveness of policy caused the birth rate to fall below the replacement rate and the “Have three or more” policy was implemented in 1987 (Lim, 2016).  Both in China and Singapore the damage was done. The mindset to have larger families changed.  The increased cost of living and higher aspirations for themselves and their children caused many families to downsize.  With nuclear families, the impact on ancestor worship now falls on a smaller group of relatives supporting a larger group of ancestors.  In Chinese society, it is the eldest male relative who is the head of the family and leads the prayers.  With government restrictions in place, some families may lack a male heir.  The practice of accepting matriarchal lineage or allowing the daughters of the family to lead is now slowly being accepted due to changing circumstances.
Urbanization, education and job prospects have propelled families to move out of their ancestral lands.  Families that have migrated may not have the capacity to return to carry out Qing Ming prayers.  Instead, they may rely on relatives remaining back home to do it, which may or may not be feasible.  As in some cases, remaining relatives themselves maybe elderly or uninterested and maybe unable to manage the requirement of the prayers.  The solution would be to outsource the prayers to a ritual specialist.  And slowly this practice would die out within the family, as we see evidenced from the many neglected graves at the cemetery during Qing Ming.   
When Christianity came to China, one of the largest obstacles they faced in converting the Chinese was the issue of ancestor worship.  R.S Gundry detailed some of the controversies that rose between early Christian missionaries and the Chinese rulers when the Christians tried to abolish ancestor worship.  As Gundry states how the missionaries tried, “ ...to pluck this keystone out of China’s social fabric…” they had to face an onslaught of opposition (Gundry, 1895).  But in the last 50 years, more Chinese have embraced Christianity or become atheist and abandoned the traditional folk religions.  While they may acknowledge their ancestors and indulge their elders by accompanying them to do ancestral prayers, they themselves may not pass down this tradition to the next generation.  
The relevance of Qing Ming depends on the family values imparted to the next generation.  In olden days, the telling of stories such as Confucius "Classic of Xiao” and “The Twenty-Four Paragons of Filial Piety” written by the scholar Guo Jujing during the Yuan dynasty was to instil the importance of piety, kinship and ancestor worship.  The story telling was to share with children the high moral standards and altruistic nature of the characters and indirectly setting the expectation for the them.  But these stories may not be relevant to current lifestyles where self-gratification is the most important.   Even kinship is limited to immediate family and even that can be strained with distance.  The respect and fear of ancestors’ wrath for neglection may not trouble the next generation’s conscience as their belief systems, both religious and moral, maybe different from their elders.  Even with all these limiting factors Qing Ming has survived over 2000 years, a testament to its importance and relevance.  
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