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Community Study and Folk Sects in the Period of the Republic of China:

A Case Study on the “Sacred Creed Cult” in the West Town
YANG Chun-yu

Abstract: The period of late Qing Dynasty and the Republic of China witnessed the rapid develop-
ment of folk sects. Another notable thing at the same time was the initiation of Chinese anthropology and
sociology. One may expect that both disciplines accumulated tremendous amount of information of folk
sects by their fieldwork studies, but things turned into their opposite. The scarcity of relevant data serves
as background of this study which focuses on the Sacred Creed Cult in the West Town where Francis L.K.
Hsu did fieldwork for his distinguished ethnography “Under the Ancestor’s Shadow”. Based on recently
discovered spirit—writing books and fieldwork in West Town, this study suggests that Sacred Creed Cult
was the most important religious organization of this town in 1940s and mostly independent from lineages
which Hsu used to summarize social life of this town and Chinese society. This misunderstanding may part-
ly explain his subsequent theoretical conclusions about Chinese social organization and social change. A
relevant inspiration of this case for Chinese anthropology and sociology is that we need to pay more atten-
tion to folk sects which spread across communities and their functions in Chinese society.

Key words: community study; West Town; folk sects; social organization
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