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research: that of the philosophical nature and that of the

religious nature,. The term Daoism is, sometimes,
misleading 1in certain aspects because for different
scholars, the definition of the term differs. To
philosophers, Daoism refers to a school of philosophy but
to the scholars on religion, the term means a system of
religion. But for Chinese &secholars, there is no such
ambiguity of the term as the former is normally known as
daojia (;ﬁ_ g{ ) and the latter, daojiao (}h A% ). Dr. Tan
Chee Beng (1983:229) observing the problem of the above-
mentioned term 1in English language, has suggested Daoist
Religion to denote the latter. In this project, I shall
use this term to refer to the religion practiced by the

daoist priests.

Scholars have studied many aspects of the Daoist
Religion : its developmental history, 1its texts and
doctrines, its 1liturgies, ite practitioners and others.
For a discussion of the historical background of Daoist
Religion, one can refer to the works of Fu (1937), Fung
(1966), Kaltenmark (1969), Wang (1990) and others. Rites
and liturgies are another major aspect of Daocist Religion

which many scholars concentrate on. Topley (1952),



























poseibly cover all the above areas. First, the financial

status of the researcher did not permit her travel and did
research in all these places. Secondly, the researcher did
not have easy access to the daoshi groups in the above-
mentioned areas except in Kuala Lumpur where the
researcher’'s father, grandfather, uncles and a cousin have
been daoshi. Lastly, the time constraint in completing the
fieldwork for the project paper also affects the choice of

the researcher.

After considering all the above factors, the
researcher decided to choose Kuala Lumpur as her base to
study daoist priests. 1In Kuala Lumpur, the daoist priests
studied normally ascsemble at the back portion of a
shophouse 1in Petaling Street before they leave for the
deceased’'s residence or funeral parlour to conduct funeral
rites at about 6.30 p.m. Then, they will come back, at
midnight to unload the tools before going home. This
gathering place of daoist priests had become the main venue

where the researcher carried out of most of her interviews.
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1.4.3 (a) Library studies

This ie one of the main resources of researcher in
locating the relevant materials for the topic studied. The
researcher had read several articies and books which helped
her to gain insight into the target group. From the works
of various scholars, the researcher had a better
understanding of the historical background of Daoist
Religion and its development in other parts of the world,
especially Taiwan. Besides, 1library studies have also
enabled the researcher to have a better grasp of
theoretical construction of studying and understanding.
Daoist Religion which.is o beneficial 1in completing this

project.

The reegearcher first examined works pertaining to the

historical background of Daoist Religion: then, some works

which detail the rites performed by daoshi and lastly, she

concentrated on the works on Chinese Religion in Malaysia

and Singapore.

1.4.3 (b) Interview
Interview 18 a method to gain information from the

respondents. Some twelve respondentse were interviewed

14



intensively from April to June 1993. Every interviewee was

requested to fill wup a questionaire which contains
questions on the interviewee's background, his spouse and
his family members. Besides, I also asked some questions
pertaining to Daoist Religion and daoist priests in

Malaysia nowadays.

The interview method 1ig very dependent upon the

probing skill of researcher and co-operation shown by the

interviewee. Furthermore, the interviewer has to be
sensitive to note the changes 1in the environment and

atmosphere and alter his or her strategies accordingly.

1.4.3 (c) Participant observation
This method is employed when the researcher had to do

observation, especially when daoshi or daoist priests

performing their rites. This method helps the researcher

to participate and observe systematically and avoid certain

misinterpretation on the interviewee's oral account.
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CHAPTER 2

DAOIST PRIESTS : THEIR PROFESSION

2.1 INTRODUCTION

This c¢hapter shall concentrate on exploring the
background of daoist priests, People often employ daoist
priests to perform various rites, mainly funeral rites, but
they know very 1little about these daoist priests: their
education level, their origing, their income and so on. In
this chapter, I shall describe the daoist priests based on
the interviews with my twelve respondents. Besides, this
chapter will also try to deal with the organisational
aspects of daoist priests as a group, which 1include
apprenticeship, their relationship with the undertakers?
and the bereaved, their working network, their internal
constitution as a group and others, This will help us to
understand how daoist priests, as a group, function among

the Chinese in Malaysia.

In the context of the Chinese community in Malaysia,
these undert.akers are, normally, those who buy and sell
coffins,
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worshipping Taishan Laojun at home, and usually only the

altars for such popular and common deities as Goddess of

Mercy, Guandi Ye ( ék‘ﬁi%} ) are visible.

The age of these twelve respondents differs very much,
from twenty two years old, the youngest, to eighty years
old, the oldest. I have separated them into three age

groups accordingly, see Table 1 below.

Age No. of person Percentage
<30 4 33%
30-55 6 50%
55-80 2 17%

12 100%
Table 1 : Number of daoist priest in age groups.

It is 1interesting to note that three out of four daoist
priests from the lower age group, do take up other jobs
too. Actually, among all the twelve respondents, there are
four of them who have other sources of income and among the
four, only two perceive "daoist priests” as their main

profession. As for their monthly 1income, they normally

18



earn between the range of RM1,000 and RM2,000 a month.

From Table 2, there 1is roughly one third of the repondent

group who earn more than RM2,000 per month.

Monthly income (RM) No. of person Percentage
500 - 1,000 1 8%
1,001 - 1,500 2 17%
1,501 - 2,000 5 42%
>2,000 4 33%

12 100%

Table 2 : Monthly income and number of daoist priests

To the researcher, the figure shown, pertaining to the
average monthly income, is more or less understated, as the
researcher observed, at least, some 50% of the research
sample possass their own means of transport and advanced
communication tools, As to the 1level of education, eight

of the respondents completed secondary school and three
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Figure 1 : Three ways of contact and organising daocist
priests
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priests, without running a monastery but with a well-built

bond with undertakers, are also actively involved in the
organizing work and thus, become bosses. This loose
hierarchical form of boss-and-empioyee relationship is only
applicable to rituals arranged under the management of an
organiser, If a daoist priest is contacted directly by the
party demanding his service, there i no such relationship
and the amount charged depends on the negot.iation between

the two parties concerned.

Daoist priests do not have any basic salary. The
total amount they earn every month depends on the frequency
of being summoned by organizers and other parties to
conduct rituals, The amount received by a daoist priest
from each rite performed varies between RM70 and RM130.
The nature of daoist priest as an occupation is very
gimilar to casual worker who only gets wages by work done,

has neither Employee Provident Fund nor pensions.

As an occupation, daoist priests have not much
vertical mobility such as promotion, Moreover, their
remuneration does not grow proportionately with their

accumulated experience and seniority as 1in the business
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world, except gaining respect from others, In addition,
these daoist prieste are not protected from diseases, old
age and others which will affect their opportunity of
performing rites. Thus, from the occupational perspective,
the better way for a daoist priest is to become a boss or
an organizer. With all these, it is not surprising to
find out that some six respondents, out of twelve,
commented the nature of this Jjob 18 only of sustenance.
This 1is further supported by their attitude towards the
iesue of succession by their children, discussed in section

2.1,

For this section, it 1is suffice to conclude that
daoist priest, as an occupation, is not as prosperous and

highly profitable as most people thought to be.

3.2.4 Ag _a status

Although daoist prieste, as discussed 1in section
3.2.1, are specialists who acquire their religious
knowledge through apprenticeship, they do not enjoy any
good status., Generally, the Malaysian Chinese community
often associate daoist prieste with magical power and

superstition. Some aven considered them as of
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From this chapter, we can conclude that i1t is because
of the roles played and functions performed by the daoist

priests in Chinese community that they survive till today.
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Figure 4 : Sketch of daoist altar, altar for the

deceased and coffin

The sketch above 1indicates the position taken by
daoist priest in the above-mentioned huangtan or " yellow
altar”., B is the funeral table where one can find a joss
urn, candles, some favorite food of the deceased being
offered and the photograph, A, of the deceased facing the
position X. D is the daoist altar with the daoist deities
drawings, C, facing the Y. The positions of E, F and G are
taken by the daoist priestse. The position H, 18 reserved
for the daoist priests' assistant musician who plays the
trumpet-1like Chinese instrument,
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Sometimes, the bereaved family, who 1s financially
well-off, will engage the daoist priests to perform the
csubsequent rite 1in the following evening. To daoist
priests, this second major funeral rite 1is called qgishen
zhai ( e %’ib ). Just as the above-mentioned rite, the
daoist priests will first kaitan or “opening the altar”
before they start chanting daoist texts. For this rite,
the daoist priests will perform from three different daoist
texts. Then, they will end this rite by thanking the
daoist deities who have been invited to the rites. "This
rite will help the deceased to make hig or her atonement
for his or her oral, mental or physical sins committed in

this earthly world"”, remarked a daoist priest.

After conducting the rites requested by the bereaved
family, the daoist priest will choose a suitable time for
sending the coffin to the cemetery., The daoist priest will
write an obituary, indicating the time of departure and
other details, and paste it over 1in the vicinity of the
coffin so to inform anyone who 1ie interested to join the

hearse.
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4.2.4 Post-funeral rites

First, I would 1ike to mention the rite of "prospering

the grave” or wangshan (81 ), ). Only after the grave is

properly built, will the daoist priest perform this rite.
At the carefully selected time of a particular day, the
daoist priest and the bereaved family come to the grave.
Tabling a plate of park, a cooked chicken, and some other
sacrifices, the daoist priest chants his prayer. After
chanting, the daoist priest will tell the bereaved family
to burn 1incense sticks to the deceased and some mock money
and incense papers are burnt too. This rite of wangshan
is rather simple and 1its very purpose is to "ensure the
comfort of the deceased 1in hig or her grave,” claimed my

respondent, "and thus, to bless his or her descendants”.

Other post-funeral rites performed for the newly dead
fall on the periods of seven days in the first forty-nine
days, hundredth day, one year and three years after the
death. The first forty nine days after death are divided
into seven pariods of seven days each. Each such period is
known as a @i (&) or ‘"seven". To the Cantonese daoist
priests, only the first, ¢third, fifth and seventh (the

last) q7 are of 1importance and are said to be the
50






To conclude thie chapter, the importance of daoist

priest in Chinese Religion cannot be simply denied as they
are the specialists who help to preserve the customs and

traditions of Chinese.
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less described the nature of Daoist Religion which was

brought into Malaya. This is because historically, most of
the earliest Chinese immigrants were from the lower class
of society who were much influenced by the popular

religion.

Daoist priests, in Chinese Religion, have assured that
the common people can resort to them in religious matter
and thus, generating the daoist knolwedge to the public and
keep their continuity growing. Anyhow, the daoist priests
do not get respect from the Chinese community as they are
always negatiively labelled. As Marcel (1975:145) puts it,
"Respect goes to the practice and not to the

practitioners."”

Talking about their future, the daoist priests studied
have totally contrasting view regarding this matter. Some
of them claimed that the daoist priests will remain in
future as the rites, conducted by daoist priests, form a
very integral part of the common culture of Chinese and it
is also the traditional value of filial piety which may
propel the Chinese community to engage the daoist rites so

as to conform to the social norms of Chinese community.
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Those who do not expect a future for daoist priests, are of

the opinion that the stiff competition from the more
organised religious sects such as Buddhism and Christianity
will drive them to extinction. Nevertheless, to the
researcher, the daoist priests contribute to the continuity
and dynamics of Chinese Religion, and they still play
important roles for the Chinese in Malaysia, most of whom

observe Chinese religion traditions.
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