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From National Sacrifice System to Heritage of Folk Beliefs:
A Comparison of Two Types of Cultural Integration Strategy for Folk Beliefs

LI Hua-wei
( Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Beijing 100732)

Abstract In traditional China the central government achieved the goal of cultural integration through
national sacrifice system ( Zheng Si) . The national sacrifice system was an open system which legitimated
popular religions and localized the great tradition by absorbing local gods into national sacrifice in a certain
geographical area. In the period of the Republic of China this system ceased to be effective for the reason that
popular religions in China were stigmatized and illegalized. On May 20 2006 the State Council officially
announced the first batch of National Intangible Cultural Heritage Catalogue and some influential temple
ceremonies were included. The intangible cultural heritage at all levels provides a new way of seeking
legitimacy for all kinds of popular religions. Different from the effect of national sacrifice system on popular
religions the protection of popular religions as heritage emphasizes their local and special features but at the
same time brings unintended consequences including disintegration of cultural integrity and decentralization
in some areas.

Key words national sacrifice system; intangible cultural heritage; popular religion; cultural

integration; deconstruction; manifest functions; latent functions
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