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MANCHUKUO'S FILIAL SONS: STATES, SECTS AND THE 

ADAPTATION OF GRAVESIDE PIETY 

� Thomas David DuBois 

On October 23, 1938, Li Zhongsan *9='=, known better as Filial Son Li 

(Li Xiaozi *$':r), emerged from the hut in which he had lived for three 

years while keeping watch over his mother's grave. During his vigil-a 

custom called shou mu ��-the grave in rural Jiutai tL i:1 county of cen

tral Jilin a;ff province had become known as a "filial tomb" (xiaozi fen $': 
rJY:), one of a handful that sprouted up in the heartland of the Japanese

sponsored state of Manchukuo mm'i g). Each day, hundreds of pilgrims 
from throughout Manchuria visited the tomb to pray, burn incense, and 

take back handfuls of earth for its reputed spiritual power. When Li did 

end his prescribed period of mourning, the occasion was marked by a 

formal Confucian ritual, attended by thousands, and presided over by a 

number of Manchukuo's political luminaries. 

At first glance, this stOlY seems less than remarkable. Graveside piety 

had long been an important part of Chinese mourning practice, and for 

centuries the imperial Chinese state had extended its support and recog

nition to such expressions of filial devotion. Even as many in Republican 

China were turning their backs on Confucian tradition, the Manchukuo 

government spared no effort in portraying itself as the champion of a 

Confucian revival. The new state had invested heavily in the ideals and 

trappings of Confucian ritual, and it is easy to imagine that they might have 

wished to bask in the ambient glow of even somewhat extreme customs 

such as the mourning regimen of filial sons. 

However, Manchukuo's filial tombs reveal something rather more com
plex than simple state appropriation or manipulation of popular custom. 

For one, although it is often characterized as a simple puppet of Japanese 
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This paper was presented at the Research 
Seminar Series at Hong Kong University, 
4 October, 2007 and again at the <'Religious 
Innovation in East Asia" conference at The 
Australian ational University, 29 November, 
2007. I am deeply grateful to the organizers 
of both events for their hospitality. I have 
benefited from the kind advice and assist
ance of many friends and col leagues, and 
particularly thank Cheng Shuwei, Zhang 
Yang and Yu Qun of the Northeast Teachers' 
University in Changchun, Zhang Jinchun, 
independent scholar in Liaoyuan, Chi Zhen 
and Chen Liang recently of the National 
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something more than gratitude is reserved 
for Misako Suzuki. 

Every effort has been made to include binh 
and death dates for persons mentioned in this 
paper, however in some cases these could 
not be obtained . Only those persons with 
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Figure 1 

Map o f  cen tral Manchuk uo. Map 
by author 

imperialism, the Manchukuo state was in fact a complex network of ideals 
and interests. On the whole, neither the Manchukuo government nor 

its Japanese officials actively encouraged extreme practices such as filial 

vigils, nor the transformation of these graves into sacred sites. Rather, it 

was its stratum of Chinese officials, in particular those who had ties to 
certain new religious organizations, who supported the sites with money 

and public prestige. Moreover, these Chinese elites did not create the 

custom of graveside vigils, they merely adopted a custom that already 

existed and was spreading on its own. The filial sons themselves entered 

their vigils voluntarily, and for a variety of different reasons. The relatively 
weak influence of Manchukuo officialdom over the proliferation of filial 

tombs explains their unorthodox nature: the departures from traditional 

Confucian mourning practice, as well as the very un-Confucian vows, 

prayers, healing, and tales of divine efficacy that would characterize any 
Chinese sacred site. It also explains how the tombs were able to survive 

the fall of Manchukuo, and why they were tolerated well into the 1950s 

(and in some cases later) Taken together, the story of filial tombs before, 
during and after the existence of Manchukuo reveals the density of com

mercial, political and devotional interests that develop around religious 
practice, in which the state is only one voice, and even then rarely a uni

fied one. Finally, as further proof that histOlY never really dies, these same 

debates have been to some degree reconstituted in a recent proposal by 
the Changchun Department of Tourism (Changchun shi luyou ju fit'irl1 
Jj1h1f¥JaJ) to reconstruct a filial tomb as part of their planned Chinese Filial 
Virtue Culture Park (Zhonghua xiaoxian wenhua yuan CP3J:¥'ifJZ1t[�)). 
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Background 

For centuries, the Chinese impe
rial institution was largely inseparable 

from Confucian ethics and ritual. As 
early as the Han 1� dynasty (206BC
AD220), Confucian thought came to 

eclipse rival schools of statecraft as 
the official orthodoxy of the empire, a 

status that was later augmented by the 

numerous laudatory titles conferred 

posthumously upon Confucius him

self, and later still, by a system of civil 

selvice examinations that recruited of
ficials based on their knowledge of the 

Confucian classics and commentaries. 
Possibly the most sweeping expansion 
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of state support for Confucianism was instituted in the later fourteenth 

century by the first Ming emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang *jtJij! (r. 1369-1398), 

who, among much else, penned commentaries on good governance (such 

as the 1375 "Instructions to Save the World" Zishi tongxun �t!tJi!H[!Ii), paid 

for the distribution of morality tracts out of state coffers, and wrote the 
rules of proper mourning practices into state law.l Like much else from 
the early Ming, this level of state support for Confucianism remained in 

place until the end of the imperial system in 191 1 .  

The early twentieth century presented widely divergent views of the 

role Confucianism would play in the post-imperial order. Given its associ

ation with the moribund Qing m dynasty and failings of the early Republic, 

it is perhaps little surprise that Confucianism was pilloried by political and 

social reformers, most notably in the May Fourth Movement of the late 

teens and twenties. Confucian tradition, reformers argued, had caused the 
Chinese people to value empty ritual form over real function, filled them 

with boastful xenophobia, gave rise to all manner of graft and corrup

tion, and generally made China unable to cope with the modern world. 

This iconoclastic trend again reversed during the 1 930s, with Chiang 

Kai-shek's �ir D (1887-1975) consolidation of power, and the urgent 

need for a social reformation to counter a variety of looming crises. The 

answer was Confucian revival. In 1934, Chiang officially launched the 

New Life Movement (Xin shenghuo yundong *Jf�lJ5�ij]), a campaign 

that was famously termed "Confucian fascism" by Lloyd Eastman, and 
emphasized 96 seemingly trivial points of personal hygiene and etiquette. 

Yet, as Jennifer Oldstone-Moore reminds us, such an approach is entirely 

compatible with the Confucian emphasis on proper behavior. As a bul

wark against Japanese aggression, and particularly against the advanc
ing spiritual rot of Communism, Chiang sought to reinvigorate traditional 

Confucian values, to transform the Chinese nation by reweaving the moral 

fabric of the daily life.2 

Not coincidentally, although the threat from Japan was at least partially 
responsible for Chiang's attempt to promote his paternalistic Confucian 

revival, the Japanese client state of Manchukuo, which was formed in 1932, 
portrayed itself as the true champion of modern Confucianism, and went 

to even greater lengths than the Republic to identify itself with precisely 

this same tradition. Most visibly, these efforts involved the reinstatement 

of the deposed emperor Pu Yi i�1i 0906-67) (for whom a retired scholar 

was retained to deliver weekly lectures on Confucian classics) as head 

of state, as well as a liberal dose of rhetoric evoking the Confucian ideal 

of moral governance known as the "Kingly Way" (wang dao .J:j][).3 It 

also involved the revival of other tactics culled directly from the imperial 
playbook, some of which directly foreshadowed the cult of filial tombs. 

The first of these was the policy of recognizing and commending moral 

exemplars from among the populace. Beginning in 1934, provincial gov-
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1 Edward L. Farmer, Zhu Yuanzhang and 

Early Ming Legislation: The Reordering of 
Chinese Society Following the Era of Mongol 
Rule, Sinica Leidensia, Vo1.34. (Leiden: EJ. 
Brill, 1995) . 

2 Arif Dir lik, "Ideological Foundations of 
the New Life Movement: A Study in Counter
revolution," Journal of Asian Studies 34.4 
(1975) 945-80; Lloyd E. Eastman, TheAbortive 
Revolution: China Under Nationalist Rule, 
1927-1937, Harvard East Asian Series, 78 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974), 
chapter 2; Jennifer Lee Oldstone-Moore, "The 
New Life Movement of Nationalist China: 
Confucianism, State Authority and Moral 

Formation" (PhD diss., University of Chicago 
Divinity School, 2000). 

3 During his years in Tianjin, Pu Yi was often 
counseled by former Qing officials on the 
need to form a state that would revive Manchu 
glory, as well as provide a moral beacon to 
China. Aixinjueluo Pu Vi, Wode qian ban 
sheng [My Early Lifel (Beijing: Qunzhong 
chubanshe, 2007), pp . 178-84. I outline the 
legal policies towards religion in Manchukuo 
in more detail in "Law and the Definition of 
Religion in Manchukuo - Statute, Ordinance 
and Court," paper presented at "Religion 
and Social Integration in Chinese Societies: 
Exploring Sociological Approaches to the 
Study of Religion in the Chinese World," 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, June 2007. 
On the lectures, see Shen Xinfu, "Wei man 
huangdi de zhangyin jiguan - shangshu fu" 
[The Printing Authority of Manchukuo - The 
"Office of the Sacred Canon"] Changchun 
wenshi ziliao [Sources in Changchun His
tory] 5 (988) 280--83. 
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4 The small number of county gazetteers 
produced during the Manchukuo period 
continued the practice of devoting a significant 
portion of the "local personages" section to 
recognition of Confucian exemplars . See gazet
teers of Jiutai and Yushu counties, from 1936 
and 1 937 respectively, in Beijing tushuguan, 
ed., Difangzhi renwu zhuan ji ziliao cong
kan. Donghei juan [Collected Materials From 
Personage Accounts in Local Gazetteers] Vol.9 
(Beijing: Beijing tushuguan chubanshe 2001) ;  
Manzhouguo zheng fu gong bao. (Xinjing: 
Guowu yuan zongwu ting, 3 August 1933 
and 10 November 1934); Yamada Rikutsui, 
"Manshukoku no soshiki oyobi kokuho kogi" 
[Lectures on the Organization and National 
Law of Manchukuol, in Man-jJ1jj zenshu [Com
plete Works on Manchuria and Mongolia] ed. 
Sonoi Hideo, YoU (Tokyo: Man-Mo School 
Press, 1935): 1-92. Additional detail on these 
policies is provided in DuBois, "Law and the 
Definition of Religion in Manchukuo". 

5 See for example, Yamauchi Matsuo, ed., 
Holen jinjashi [Record of the Fengtian (Shinto) 
Shrine] (Fengtian: Hoten jinja j imujo, 1939). 

6 Although rarely named as such, the Spirit 
of National Foundation was in factAmaterasu, 
the progenitress of the Japanese imperial 
household. On the conduct and attendance 
of state Confucian rituals in Manchukuo, see 
Wang Hongze, " Jisifu zayi" [Recollections from 
the Department of Rituall Changchun /OVE� 
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ernors were ordered to seek out "filial sons and virtuous wives" Cxiaozi 

jieJu ¥Tm'j�3) for inclusion in an annual Imperial Grand Register oj the 

Filial, Virtuous and Respected VenerableCYu ji dadian baoyang jie xiao jing 

lao he lu 1if1J,@*$�mfip¥�cgil�J<). Particularly exemplary individuals 
were recognized with plaques and archways, again, at state expense.4 

The second was the creation of a national network of temples, which 

established a physical and ritual presence of the state in local society. 

This process had actually begun much earlier, with the construction of 

Shinto shrines and monuments to the war dead throughout Manchuria 

during the years following the Russo-Japanese War. By the 1930s, such 

shrines had become a feature of nearly every city in Manchuria, but existed 

primarily for the convenience and inspiration of the resident Japanese 5 

When a more inclusive religion was needed for Manchukuo, it would be 

state-led Confucianism, prompting the construction of a similar network 

of sacred sites. Again in emulation of a defunct imperial practice, each 

province, district and administrative city was ordered in 1934 to build and 

maintain a Confucian temple. These same laws also called for the revival 

of the imperial-era ritual regimen. Each Confucian temple was to host 
biannual Spring and Autumn sacrifices, with local officials presiding. By 

the close of the decade, these two types of temple networks had largely 

merged into parallel structures: Confucian temples were joined by shrines 

to the Shinto-inspired "Spirit of National Foundation" (jianguo shen 1l� 

*$), as well as by monuments to the "loyal spirits" Czhongling ,'tS',;,!), the 

dead of the ongoing "sacred battle" throughout Asia. By the early 1940s, 

every administrative center, market town and military garrison had some 

representation of these three expressions of official religiosity, in which 

Figure 2 

Manchukuo officials performing 
Spring and Autumn sacrifices. 
From Zhang Zhiqiang, ed. 
PhotographiC Record q/ the 
Pretender-Manchukuo CWei
Manzhollgllo de "zhaopian 
neican" 11:J�Wi�HI�B"J "��hPs 
�") (Jinan: Shandong huabao 
chubanshe, 2004). Reproduced 
by permission of publisher 
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both Chinese and Japanese local officials presided over a regular regimen 

of rituals. Despite their apparent differences, each type of shrine per

formed essentially the same function, acting as a node in a hierarchically 

defined network of official ritual sites and activities, and along with them, 

maintaining a visible presence of state-centered religiosity throughout the 

nation6 

Each of these developments: the pains taken to identify the Manchukuo 

state with Confucian revival, its policy of recognizing Confucian moral 

exemplars, and its construction of a network of state-sponsored religious 

sites, would seem to be eminently compatible with the cult of graveside 

piety. Indeed, it would have made velY good sense for authorities to find 

some way to accommodate this custom. For centuries, graveside worship 

had been extremely common throughout northern China, and still remains 

deeply significant to local religious life. Not only moral exemplars, but 

also efficacious healers, sectarian teachers, and local militalY figures have 

all been known to inspire worship, centered on the grave as a sacred 

site 7 Such sites frequently become deeply integrated into local or more 

extensive cults. The grave of Yu Wu r Ji, a late-Qing healer who lived 

and was buried in the Tianjin suburb of Yangliuqing f�1WF!f, inspired the 

construction of the Precious Spreading Light Pagoda (Puliang baota iffJt 
lftfi) by members of the neighborhood committee, who frequently gather 

on the premises for votive and social activities. The grave of Liu Lisan 
�U:JJ-=-, who is credited with bringing the sectarian Heaven and Earth 

Teaching (Tiandimen jiao :KtfuF��)O to rural Cang Y,1U* county, Hebei YilT 
�t, during the mid-nineteenth century, remains a place of special venera

tion for a nearby cluster of villages, in particular for the adherents of the 

Figure 3 

Artist's portrayal of the war 
dead shrine in Xinj ing, from 

Construction Overview of the 
National Foundation Temple 

Oianguomiao zaoying gaiyao � 
�J!i\il�;g.:jllr¥J!). Unpublished, 

Changchun �;g library. 
Reproduced by permission of 
Changchun Municipal Library 
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Iwenshiziliao5 ( 1988): 262-79. OnJapanese 
shrines in Manchuria, see Hishiki Masaharu, 
"Kindai kokumin kokka to senshisha girei 
no hensen-Hakugyokusan 'I3iaozhong ta' 
do miru ka" [On the Evolution of War Dead 
Ceremonies in Nation-states-How to View 
the "Loyalty Pagoda" on Baiyu Mountain], 
in Nitcha ryagoku no shilen kara kataru 
shokuminchiki Manshll no shukya, eds 
Kiba Akeshi and Cheng Shu wei [Chinese 
and Japanese Approaches to Religion in 
Colonial-Era Manchuria] (Tokyo: Kashiwa 
shabo, 2007): 368-400; Nakajima Michio, 
"Kyu Mansukoku ni okeru jinja no setsuristu 
ni tsuite" [On the Establishment of Shinto 
Shrines in Manchukuo], in Kiba and Cheng, 
Nitchu ryagoku, pp.139-70; Cheng Shuwei, 
"Shokuminchi jiki no ManshCI no sho shCIkyo 
yakuatsu" [The Suppression of Religions in 
Colonial Era Manchuria], in Kiba and Cheng, 
Nitchu ryagoku, pp.19-44. 

7 See Stevan Harrell. "When a Ghost Be
comes a God," in Religion and Ritual in 
Chinese Society, ed. Arthur Wolf (Stanford : 
Stanford University Press, 1974): 193-206. 

8 Interviews: Huimin Ji!l:� county, Shan
dong, 14 February 1998 ; Cang county, Hebei, 
13 November 1997 and Huanghua J!.1!1i! 
county, Hebei, 1 1  April 1998. 

9 Thomas David DuBois, 7beSacred Village: 
Social Change and Religious Life in Rural 
North China (Honolulu: University of lOVER 
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teaching itself. Other members of the same teaching 

have inspired a broader base of worship. The grave 

of its founder, Dong Jisheng i[it1t (1619-50) had for 
three centuries attracted pilgrims to northern Shan

dong UL*, so much so that the local government had 
the tomb razed on more than one occasion. Back in 

Hebei, the grave of another Heaven and Earth teacher, 

known simply as Sister Zheng c�M'§', inspired the very 

public construction of a large three-room temple, and 

an annual festival that draws over fifty thousand pil

grims and fairgoers.8 

Figures 4a-b (above) and 4c-d (facing page) 

However, whatever the size or legality of a grave 

and its cult, the primary attraction of these particular 

sites is the magical power of a grave's occupant. Mem
bers of the Heaven and Earth Teaching in Cang county 

will commemorate the birthday of Liu Lisan with a 

decorous ceremony at his grave, but few would think 
to visit it on other days, primarily because Liu has not 

developed a reputation for healing, granting wishes, 

protection, or any of the other needs people will bring 
to the sacred. The grave of Yu Wu, in contrast, is 

clearly a site of popular piety, its walls draped with 

layers of red cloth bearing the inscription "ask and you 

shall receive" (you qiu hi ying �*&:\JJ!). At the far 

extreme is the grave of Sister Zheng. Although Sister 
Zheng was herself a revered member of the Heaven 

and Earth Teaching, most who come to visit her size
able tomb in Huanghua -W.W county know her better 

Postcards of Shinto shrines in Manchukuo ci ties. To p: Fushun 
JJ!1\1I�; bottom: Jilin '6#. Facing page top: Ha rbin IlfIm�; bottom: 
Xinjing *JT}j'\ 

I Hawai'i Press, 2005). Interviews: Yangliu

qing, Tianjin, 15 March 1998, 10 June 1998; 
Cang county, Hebei, 13 November 1997; 
Huanghua county, Hebei, 11 April 1998. 

10 Norman Alan Kutcher, Mourning in 

Late Imperial China: Filial Piety and the 

State, Cambridge Studies in Chinese His

tory, Literature, and Institutions (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
p.SO. Ming law spelled out the precise 

mourning regimen, including length of 

mourning and type of clothes to be worn, 
for every conceivable relation. F riends and 

even teachers feature only b riefly in this 
long list. See Farmer, 163-77, 197-209. For 

a view of such rituals from the point of 

view of the family, see Patricia Buckley Ebrey, 

Confucianism and Family Rituals lOVER 

as a healer, and this is what they seek when they visit 

her grave. Far from decorous Confucian ritual, the thousands who visit 
this site each year do so to burn incense, make offerings and pray for the 

health of themselves and their loved ones 9 

Moreover, even if the imperial state might have at times tolerated 

or ignored popular grave site cults, it certainly did not promote them. 

Fundamental to the Confucian understanding of ritual was that it must 
be correct ritual, which improper mourning was certainly not. Generally 

speaking, the imperial state frowned upon excessive mourning for persons 

outside one's own circle of prescribed relationships, particularly those 

outside one's own family.lO At best, such behavior was considered an 
unbecoming distraction, at worst, it cheapened the Significance of obliged 
ritual. Universalized piety was not encouraged-there was no Confucian 

corollary to the Buddhist practice of praying for all souls-and admiration 

for moral exemplars was never intended to lead to the type of worship 

seen at gravesites such as those of Yu Wu or Sister Zheng. Even taking 
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into account James Watson's famous statement on 

orthopraxy, that the imperial state was primarily 
interested in creating only the outward appearance 

of conformity, and was thus more concerned with 
policing visible behavior than internal belief, most 

of the activities associated with popular gravesite 
worship remain far outside the pale of acceptable 

practice, 1 1  

Finally, the manifestation of graveside piety in the 
worship of "filial tombs" itself represents something 
of a deviation even from more common mourning 

practice. Although in its original usage, the term 

"filial son" (xiaozi ;If.r) often referred specifically 

to a son engaged in the three-year mourning vigil 
for a parent, the more common meaning is simply 

that of a son who exhibits an unusual degree of 
filial piety. 12 This looser meaning is implied in the 

tale of one so-named "Filial Wang," recorded in the 
"illustrious personages" section of the 1891 Compre

hensive Gazetteer qf jilin 0ilin tongzhi a*�1i,t). 
Although this Filial Wang shares the same honorific 

title as the hero of our own story below, he was 

not remembered for his filial vigil, but rather for the 
more prosaic virtues of supporting his aged mother 
with food and c!othing]3 Nor do other Qing- and 

Republican-period gazetteers from the area (even those that are not shy 
about reporting questionable temples, practices or groups), mention filial 

tombs among their local religious sites, or extreme mourning practices 
among their local customs. 14 

At the same time, such practices would have been very familiar to 

contemporary observers. The tradition of mourning a parent for three 

years was already well established by the Han dynasty, and was written 
into law during the early years of the Ming, even if relatively few people 

had the willpower to live out the strict mourning regimen. Yet many did 

mourn for the full three years, and a very few even surpassed these harsh 
requirements . This tradition of "exceeding the rites" , of extending the ritual 

requirements of filial piety to an extreme and often dangerous degree, 

was at once frowned upon and admired, and had developed as a liter

ary theme since the time the ritual requirements themselves began to be 

codified. Perhaps the best-known expression of this tradition is the Yuan 
5t dynasty collection of stories known as the Twentyjour Exemplars of 

Filial Piety (Ershi si xiao = + [2:9;lf.), which depicts adult children serving 

their parents through such extreme acts as cooking their own flesh into 

medicine. Beyond this particular text, individual tales of especially sincere 

9 

/ in Imperial China A Social History oj Writ

ing Ahout Rites (Princeton: Princeton Uni
versity Press, 1991) 

11 In brief ,  the concept of orthopraxy(correct 

practice) is presented as a contrast to ortho
doxy (correct belief), the latter being seen as 
more of a concern of Western religions. In 
imperial China, however, control over reli
gion extended only to such external mani
festations as ritual  p art icipation, while 
the judicious use of symbolism purposely 
euphemized any conflict over the inner 
realms of belief and interpretation. James 
L. Watson, "StandardiZing the Gods: The 
Promotion of T'ien Hou (Empress of Heaven) 
along the South China Coast, 960-1 960," in 
Popular Culture in Late Imperial China, eds 
David Johnson, Andrew Nathan, Evelyn 
Rawski (Berkeley: University of California, 
1985): 292-324. Much has been written on 
the topic since the publication of this influen
tial article, including a recent symposium in 
the journal Modem China, 33.3 (2007). 
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12 A clear definition of a filial son with refer
ence to ritual is in the Book oj Rites (Liji 20, 
zaji miiG 0 �iiGL* 20), which states that 
"when conducting ancestral sacrifices, a son 
or grandson is called filial, during the funeral 
ceremonies , he is called bereaved �HJll;fT 
;fl*" *W!�T:Rl*''' 
13 Jilin tongzbi [Comprehensive Gazetteer 
of Jilinl, p.530. 

14 Chinese scholars have compiled data 
on religion and local customs from hun
dreds of late-Qing and Republican-period 
gazetteers, greatly simplifying the task of 
using these sources in large numbers, and 
making it relatively easy to scan large areas 
over long periods of time. Ding Shiliang et 
aI., eds, D!fang zhi minsu ziliao huibian, 
Dongbei juan [Collected Gazetteer Sources 
on Popular Customs] (Beijing: Beijing tushu
guan chubamhe, 1991) and Li Shutian, ed. 
Dongbei minsu ziliao huicui [A Gathering of 
Materiab on Popular Customs in the North
east] Oil in: Jilin wenshi chubanshe, 1993) 
each presents data excerpted from hundreds 
of gazetteers. 

15 Keith Nathaniel Knapp, Selfless OJJspring 
Filial Children and Social Order in Early 
Medieval China (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai'i Press, 2005), pp.l37-63. 

16 '''Bainian laojie' wangbuliao Renmin dajie 
xiaozi fen" ["Hundred Year Old Street" the 
Unforgettable Fi lial Tomb on Renmin 
Street] cites the folk lorist Cao Baoming 
as t he source of t his s tory. Online 
reprint f rom Chengshi wanbao [Ci ty  
Evening News], <http://www.360doc.com/ 
showWeb/01267/842546.aspx>, viewed 
3 1/ 1/2008. R oughly s imila r rete llings 
include Jiao Yingtang, "Changchun xiaozi 
fen" [The Filial Tomb of Changchunl, 
Changchu n  wenshi ziliao, 5 (1988): 299-309, 
and Jiang D ongping, "Xiaoshi de 'Chang
chun xiaozi fen'" [The Former "Filial Tomb 
of Changchun"] Wenshijinghua 3 [Historical 
Gems], 130 (2000) , 57-60. Some of these 
accounts are heavily stylized. One adds the 
story, taken f rom the Twenty Four 
Examples of Filial Piety, of Wang catching 
fish for his mother by using his body 
heat to melt the ice covering the river. 
" 'Xiaozi fen' de huiyi" [Memories of 
the "Filia l Tomb"] <http://www.jlsq. 
gov.cnjlws/2007 1082 1/2965.htm>, viewed 
1 February 2008. 
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or harsh mourning, often culminating in the death of the mourner, were 
a well-worn leitmotifin tales of filial piety, and no doubt in oral tradition, 

as wel!. 1 5  In other words, even if the harsh mourning regimen represented 
in filial vigils was highly anomalous in practice, it was also a common 

and easily recognized cultural idiom. Along with a tide of Han migrants, 
this idiom would travel to the northeast, to inspire the first of Manchuria's 

filial sons. 

Filial Wang 
Not much is known about the life of Wang Mengxing I�t!f. He was a 

Han Chinese who lived in the waning years of the Qing dynasty in Chang

chun, which at the time was a small town on the edge of Jilin province. 

Wang was by all accounts poor, most likely a peasant or tradesman, and 
probably an only child. Most accounts mention that Wang was raised by 

his mother, Madam Han �, his father having died while Wang was a child. 

Very little else can be said with any certainty. Some accounts claim that 

Wang spent some years of his adulthood in the Qianshan wuliang guan 

TW�:!iIDl. Daoist monastelY in Liaoning ��, but others omit this detail, 

and there is no particular reason to suspect that it is true or false. Many 

accounts neglect to mention even his name, referring to him simply by his 

post-mortem moniker of Filial Wang (Wang xiaozi Ii)r:-=f). 
The reason Filial Wang is remembered at all owes less to the circum

stances of his life than to those of his death. Perhaps the only thing that 

can be said with certainty about Wang Mengxing is that he was deeply 

attached to his mother. In good Confucian fashion, she had raised her 

child in dignified poverty after his father'S death (any good Confucian 

would immediately recognize a parallel to the upbringing of the sage 

Mencius), and Wang repaid her kindness by caring for her in her old age. 

When she finally died in 1910, Wang was grief-stricken and kept a vigil 

over her grave for three years. Throughout his vigil, Wang lived on the 

edge of subsistence, sheltering in a straw hut, eating only raw rice, and 

developing a reputation both for piety, and also for spiritual power. At the 

end of the three years, weakened by grief and exposure, Wang himself 

died, and was interred next to his mother. 16 

The grave of Wang Mengxing became known as the "filial tomb" 

(xiaozifen literally the "tomb of the filial son"), and gradually developed 

into something of a local landmark. A sizeable brick stupa was constructed 

atop the grave mound, and important political figures who passed through 

the area, including the warlord Wu Peifu *1Jl!l\"'¥ 0874-1939), stopped 

to pay their respects to Wang Mengxing's filial sacrifice, and leave a gift 
of their calligraphy. Yan Shiqing B.i'!tl:tm 0873-1929), the Republican 

governor (daoyin mjf) of Jilin and future president of the Beiyang 

government Cao Kun l!r�1E 0862-1938), built a commemorative arch at 



Figure 5 

Grave of Yu Wu T Ii 
in Yangliuqing �tpD�. 
Photograph by author 

Figure 6 

Festival at the grave 
of Sister Zheng ��frll.. 

Photograph by author 

MANCHUKUO'S FILIAL SONS 11 



12 

17 Jiang Dongping, "Xiaoshi de 'Changchun 
xiaozi fen'," p.58; "Bainian laojie". 

IS Jiao Yingtang, "Changchun xiaozi fen," 
299-310. Jiang Dongping, "Xiaoshi de 
'Changchun xiaozi fen,'" p.59. 
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the entrance of the site, and Yan personally penned the characters "a 

model of piety" (xiao you ke feng �lr6J)!i!\) for its inscription. 17 

Beyond such expressions of respect for Wang, the site also developed 

a reputation for miraculous power. Already during his vigil, Wang had 

become known for his ability to heal, and after his death a steady stream 

of people continued to visit the grave for fortune telling, medicine and to 
make vows. The magical efficacy of the site may be one reason behind the 

claim that Wang had spent time in a Daoist monastery, where he presum
ably would have learned the arts that he took with him beyond the grave. 

The site manifested its power in other ways, as well. On one occasion 

when Wang and his mother were to be disinterred and moved to a new 

grave further from the town, it was revealed that the roots of the elm tree 

planted on top of the grave mound had reached down and bound the two 
bodies together. In the end, this was sufficient evidence of Filial Wang's 
divine power at work to discourage the planned move. IS 

The site received its greatest boost in 1932, with the founding of Man

chukuo and redesignation of Changchun as the New Capital (Xinjing !fJT 
:�O. While old Changchun had been a smallish railway stop of no par
ticular importance, Xinjing was destined to become the modern showcase 

of the new nation. Manchukuo authorities outlined an ambitious plan for 
Xinjing, which at the time consisted of a Chinese quarter, adjacent to a 

small but dense Japanese commercial district, more than doubling the size 

of the city and crisscrossing it with a grid of stately promenades. A wide 

new road, named Unification Road (Datong lu :*:fPlR4l-, later renamed as 
Stalin Road, and again as the Great Way of the People) was planned to 

run directly south from the railway station and bisect the city. The tomb 
of Filial Wang partially blocked the planned route of this central artery, 

and was scheduled for demolition. 

The imminent destruction of his grave prompted Wang Mengxing to 

display his power in spectacular fashion. According to Jiao Yingtang � 
3€'�t who at the time was a child living in an orphanage adjacent to 
the grave, Wang expressed his displeasure with a number of signs: the 

trees surrounding the grave began to bleed, and the workers themselves 

experienced headaches, mysterious pains and vomiting. One laborer who 

tried to dig under the grave began bleeding from the seven bodily orifices, 

and died on the spot. Soon workers refused to go to the site altogether. An 
attempt to destroy the grave with artillery was equally unsuccessful, with 

one shell flying to the right, another to the left, and one that hit square 

on the top bouncing off without exploding. These signs were enough to 

convince most observers, but just to make sure that the grave would be 
well and truly protected in the future, Wang reportedly appeared in a 

dream to the head of the Japanese General Headquarters, informing him 
of dire consequences-the destruction of country and family (guo po jia 

wang �1iBZ*T::)-were the grave to be harmed. 



The grave was indeed preserved and, 

buoyed by these stories of spiritual efficacy 

and a new burst of respectability, became a 
major attraction. Physically, the site was made 

more formal and imposing, and enhanced 
with a fence and stone staircase. The road 

was indeed made to curve slightly and avoid 

the grave, a visible reminder of its power and 

importance. Collections of postcards from Xin
jing include the grave along with other impor
tant sites, such as the city's Shinto shrine and 

Buddhist Bannuo �'iiE Monastely. Beyond its 

cultural attraction, the site continued to enjoy 

a reputation for spiritual efficacy. A postcard 
from the period shows the stupa covered in 

signs, including one in which the inscrip

tion "ask and you shall receive" ,  the typical 

expression of thanks for a prayer answered, 

is clearly visible. 

The grave attracted a variety of worship

pers. Jiao remembers most being old, and 

noted that many arrived in something of a 

holiday mood-visiting the site to relax and 

socialize in the quiet, tree-lined surroundings 
of adjacent Peony Park (Mudan gongyuan H 
H0 �). Others were more serious, visiting 

to pray or make votive offerings. One Auntie 

Dan Et;.;l, an elderly woman who used to 

mend clothes for the orphans, frequented the 

grave to recite scriptures, and often left car

lying a vial of blessed water or a black ball 

of medicine, a testament to the continued 

association between the tomb and healing. 
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Clearly Auntie Dan had few other places to go: when she died, her body 

was kept at the orphanage, and she was eventually buried without a coffin. 

On one occasion that particularly affected the young viewer, a half-starved 

beggar, walking with a limp and appearing as though he had been beaten, 
came to make offerings of fruit and steamed bread (mantou �Ii:@i) at 

the shrine. After some time, a young man emerged from the crowd and 

escorted the beggar to a hospital .  

A Daoist temple located adjacent to the tomb provided the site with 
its unofficial custodians. Although the temple and the grave were separate 

entities, in practice the handful of resident priests took custodial care over 

the site, and received its more important pilgrims. On special occasions, 
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Figure 7 

The City of Xinjing. Map by author 
1. Pre-1932 Japanese city 
2. Railway station 
3. Original Chinese city 
4. Planned site of Imperial Palace 
5. Tomb of Filial Wang 
6. Unification Road 
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Figure 8 

Construction of Unification Road, with the Tomb of Filial Wang in the foreground. From Yu Xionglan and Li Zhiji, 
Modern Architecture oj Changchun (Changchun jindai jianzhu :R:lf�lI1-t%J!J\�) (Changchun: Changchun chubanshe, 2001). 
Heproduced by permission of publisher 

MOUND OF DUTIFUL CHILD, HSINKING, 
� .:r >jt tD f!i * Jfij *  

Figure 9 
Japanese postcard, showing the Tomb 
of the Filial Son. My sincere thanks to 
Zhang Yang i)J.ii#'l; and Yu Qun +llf. 
for helping me to locate this rare item 
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such as the Lunar New Year, the Daoists would perform a solemn cere
mony at the tomb and distribute charms (fu 1-1=) and medicine to large 

crowds of faithful .  

Such occasions also demonstrate the limited support of the state for the 

tomb and its activities. Owing to its public association with Manchukuo, it 
is easy to assume that the tomb was, like Shinto rituals or shrines to the war 

dead, part of a program of ideological pacification engineered by traitors 

who, in the words of one Chinese historian, "spoke the name of filial piety 
in order to betray their country

,, 19 Certainly the willingness of author

ities to alter the route of Unification Road in order [0 preserve the tomb 

demonstrates a great deal of sympathy on the part of the state for what the 

site represented. The feeling would appear to have been mutual: walls and 

trees around the grave were often hung with banners proclaiming Man

chukuo-Japanese friendship. Yet official support was not unconditional. 

In contrast to their very public role in the state calendar of Shinto and 

Confucian rites, Japanese members of the government were conspicuously 

absent from the ritual activities of the Filial Tomb. Similarly, although the 

grave was touted as a tourist destination, it was rarely mentioned in the 

Japanese-controlled press. This silence stands in contrast to the frequent 

and sympathetic reportage given to occasions such as Shinto rites, or the 

annual Spring and Autumn sacrifices held at Confucian temples. 

On the other hand, many Chinese officials of the Manchukuo gov

ernment were actively and visibly involved in the ritual life of tomb. At 

one particularly large ceremony in 1941 ,  the names of sponsors painted 

on a specially prepared stele read like a Who's Who of the Manchukuo 
Chinese elite, beginning with Prime Minister Zhang Jinghui s:lHtil, fol

lowed by other political figures Zhang Haipeng ,*mll!l�, Zang Shiyi JiA�, 
and Yu Zhishan rJ't LiJ 20 The patronage of these individuals is notable, 

due to their prominence not merely within the Manchukuo government, 
but also in an organization called the Red Swastika Society (Hongwanzi 

hui �Ire*fn. Each of these Signatories was a member of the society, and 

Zhang Haipeng was its national head. The tomb itself, not coincidentally, 

was located adjacent to the national headquarters of the Red Swastika 

Society at the intersection of Unification and Great Benevolence (Xingren 

JllC) Roads. 

The Red Swastika Society itself predated Manchukuo by less than a 

decade. It originated in the Daoyuan m r�, a religious teaching founded 

in Shandong in 1921 . Daoyuan was one of many new teachings that 

marked a resurgence of the tradition known broadly (albeit somewhat 

incorrectly) as White Lotus sectarianism. Like its predecessors, Daoyuan 
employed spirit writing, and freely combined veneration of the Buddha, 
Confucius, Laozi, Mohammed and the Virgin Mary, as well as a pantheon 

of popular deities. 21 However, while earlier teachings of this type had 

been forced underground, those dating from the early twentieth centUlY 
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19 Jiang Dongping, "Xiaoshi de 'Changchun 
xiaozi fen,'" p.59. 

20 Like most of those in the inner circle of 
power in Manchukuo, Zhang Haipeng, Zang 
Shiyi, and Yu Zhishan each rotated in and 
out of a number of high political positions. 
Zhang Haipeng had been a general under 
Zhang Zuolin ,*f'FU, and later spent some 
time as a member and later vice-chair of the 
Manchukuo ational Assembly. Zang Shiyi 
was for a time the chair of the Assembly, 
and minister of domestic affairs. Yu Zhishan 
was another former military subordinate of 
Zhang Zuolin, who later became a member 
of the Manchukuo National Assembly. 

21 For the histolY of the White Lotus, and a 
cogent ca ution on some of the terms used to 
describe this tradition, see 13arend ter Haar, 
The White Lotus Teaching in Chinese Reli
gious History (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai'i Press, 1992). Uchida Ry6hei, Manmo 
no dokurifsu fo sekai komanjikai no IIndo 
[Activities of the World Red Swastika Soci
eties and the Independence of Manchuria 
and Mongolia] (Tokyo: Senshinsha, 1931), 
pp .32-37. The inclusion of Christianity was 
more commonly represented by the worship 
ofjesus Christ himself . Here, the replacement 
of Jesus by the Virgin Mary may have repre
sented the latter's similarity to an impol1ant 
sectarian deity called the Eternal Venerable 
Mother ( Wusbeng laomu illli��£J). 
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2 2  Existing teachings, such as the Way of 
Penetrating Unity ( Yiguandao -m-m) and 
the Li Sect (Zailijiao tE:E!I!�) also began to 
spread aggressively during the early twenti
eth century. See DuBois, The Sacred Village, 
pp. l06-151 .  

23  Shao Yong, Zhongguo huidaomen [Chin
ese Sectarians] (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin 
chubanshe, 1997), pp.182-86, 301-302. 

24 Prasenjit Duara, Sovereignty and Authen

ticity: Manchukuo and the East Asian 
Modern (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003). 

25 Like the Way of Penetrating Unity, the 
Red Swastika Society routinely employed 
spirit writing as the source of scriptures. This 
was the origin of its main scripture, the True 
Scnpture oj the Ultimate Polestar CTaiyi beiji 
zhenjing :tZ.�Ltj�tilD, as well as many 
that followed it. One possible comparison 
might be with the life of the Red Swastika 
Sociery, or the Moraliry Teaching (De jiao 
t��) in modern Hong Kong, Malaysia or 
Singapore. Both teachings base their public 
profile around charitable works, such as free 
clinics and homes for the aged, but tend to 
restrict their religious message and identiry 
[0 insiders. For a recent example, see Bernard 

Formoso, "A Wishful Thinking Claim to Global 
Expansion? The Case of DeJiao," ARI Working 
Papers Series 96, <hnp ://www.ari.nus.edu. 
sg/showfile.asp?pubid�684&rype�2>, viewed 
15 October 2007. 

26 Uchida Ryiihei, Manmono dokuritsu, p .89. 
Kiia shOky6 ky6kai, Sekai Komanjikai Doin 
no jittai [The True State of the Daoyuan, 
World Red Swastika Society] (K6a shClky6 
ky6kai, 1941), pp .170-73. 

27 Uchida Ry6hei, Manmo no dokuritsu. 
Li Narangoa, "Universal Values and Pan
Asianism: The Vision of Omotokyii" in Pan
Asianism in ModernJapanese History: Colo

nialism, Regionalism and Borders, eds Sven 
Saaler and J. Victor Koschmann (London, 
New York: Routledge, 2007), pp.52-66. Liu 
Benjing, Jilin yuanhui daoci shiye er shi zai 
gailiie [A Review of Twenry Years of Dao 
and Chariry at the Jil in Branch] (n.p., n.d ) 

28 
S hao Yong, Zhongguo huidaomen, 

pp .3 19-20. 

29 Hao Youquan, "Pu Yi he Hongwanzi 
zonghui" [Pu Yi and the Head Branch of 

the Red Swastika Sociery] Changchun lOVER 
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tended to be more open, and even aggressive in promoting their public 
image as a new form of civic Confucianism, and providing public relief 

in the absence of government services 22 As the need for relief grew, 

the Daoyuan created the Red Swastika Society as a devoted charitable 

arm. The Red Swastika Society was thus affiliated with the Daoyuan, but 
ideally was to remain independent of it, thus remaining (according to its 

own somewhat grandiose description) "an organization that transcends 
religion and transcends government,

, 23 Groups like the Daoyuan-Red 

Swastika Society were indeed new: Prasenjit Duara underscores this dif

ference when he refers to such groups not as sectarians, but rather as 

"lay redemptive societies
,, 24 However, this new civic identity should not 

lead us to forget that the Red Swastika Society was at its core a deeply 

religious organization. The Society remained deeply concerned with ritual, 

and penned a scriptural tradition that links them more clearly to their 
sectarian roots than their charitable emphasis might suggest 25 There is 

even some reason to suggest that the custom of filial vigils, as it developed 

in Changchun, was uniquely attractive to Confucian revivalist groups such 

as the Red Swastika Society. Wu Peifu, who visited the site long before 
Manchukuo had appeared on the horizon, was himself a member of the 

SOCiety. To reinvigorate Confucian morals in society, Daoyuan encouraged 

its members to observe the three years of ritual mourning for a parent, 

albeit not in the harsh circumstances of Filial Wang 26 

The Red Swastika Society spread quickly into Manchuria d uring the 

late 1920s. The earliest branch was founded in Shenyang tt� in 1 922, 

followed by steady expansion over the next few years. During this time, 

the society became known for its pro-Japanese stance, and according to 

some accounts, actively supported the independence of Manchuria and 
Mongolia from the Chinese Republic.27 Not surprisingly, its greatest boost 

came after the founding of Manchukuo. The movement remained active 

in its support for the state, forming a breakaway Manchukuo Red Swas

tika Society in 1936, and sending public congratulatory messages to the 

government on important occasions 28 The feeling seemed to be mutual. 
Manchukuo newspapers, which by this point were clearly under state 

control, tended to portray the group quite kindly, giving generous cover

age to its many charitable activities 29 In addition to the strong support the 

society enjoyed among Chinese members of the new government, it also 

developed a wide popular following during these years. In 1934 (the year 

that Pu Yi ascended the throne as the Kangde Jj'j! Emperor) and 1935, the 

number of branches in Manchuria nearly doubled, increasing from 39 to 

76. Nationwide membership continued to grow as well, from 5 , 131  in 1939 

to 1 3,954 in 1 942, with revenues nearly tripling in a similar period .30 

Nevertheless, like the tomb of Filial Wang itself, the Red Swastika 

Society was a discrete organization operating with state approval, rather 

than a mass movement supported by it. Based on its vocal support for 



Manchurian independence during the 

1920s, and subsequent ties to the Man
chukuo government, scholars in China 

frequently conclude that groups like the 

Red Swastika Society were under the 
direct control of Japan.31 I doubt that 

this is strictly true, and suspect rather 

that the affection the society demon
strated for Manchukuo reflected less its 
control by the state than an attempt by 

the society to ingratiate itself to authori

ties that remained suspicious of it. Such 

a strategy is similar to that adopted by 

contemporary Japanese religious move
ments of questionable legality, such as 
6motokyo *;zjs:�, and of other Chinese 

religions that prospered under the occu

pation, such as the Way of Penetrating 
Unity.32 What can be said for certain is 
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that, flattering newspaper portrayals aside, the Red Swastika Society never 

received sustained institutional support from Manchukuo orJapan. Despite 

the enthusiastic patronage of many high-ranking Chinese members of the 

government, there always remained some distance between the society 

and the Manchukuo state. Like the Filial Tomb itself, it would be a great 

exaggeration to place its patrons in the Red Swastika Society on the same 

level as state Confucianism, in terms of official patronage. 

Filial Li 

A second filial tomb, located about 45 kilometers away in the village 

of Rongjia wanzi �*�T (currently Lujia cun �ili*;f'j') in the Yinmahe 

�,�yriJ district of Jiutai county, was directly inspired by the Xinjing tomb 

of Filial Wang, but was in many ways distinct from it. This tomb was of 

a more recent vintage, and was not the resting place of a filial son, but 

rather one in which a son was keeping vigil over the grave of a parent. 

This allowed Li to take a more active role in the economic development 

of the site, even as Manchukuo officials and pilgrims continued to visit it 

for their own purposes. 

Events were set in motion in 1935, with the death of a female leader 

of a group called the Morality Society (Daode hui �]H�wn. Soon after her 

funeral and interment just outside Rongjia wanzi, another Morality Society 

teacher, named Li Zhongsan, hailing from nearby Yushu fJllJtfii county, 

arrived on the scene. Although Li was unknown to those assembled, he 

insisted that the deceased was his mother, and demanded to be taken to 
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Figure 10 
1 9505 photograph of the former 

headquarters of the Red Swastika 
Society in Xinjing. The Tomb 
of Filial Wang is located just 

past the right boundary of the 
photograph. From Yu Xionglan and 

Li Zhiji (Changchun: Changchun 
chubanshe, 2001) .  Reproduced by 

permission of publisher 

Iwenshi ziliao, 5 (988): 284-85. On pub
lishing in Manchukuo, see Thomas David 
DuBois, "Print Capitalism and Wartime Propa
ganda: Manchurian Religion in the Pages of 
the Shengjing Times, 1907-1944," in Casting 
Faiths: Imperialism and the Trans/orm
ation of Religion in East and Southeast Asia, 
ed. Thomas David DuBois (Basingstoke: 
P algrave, 2009), pp.217-38. 

30 Total revenues were just under 449,000 
yuan in 1939, and nearly 1 . 3  million in 194 1 .  
ManshClkoku kokumuin minseibu koseishi 
kyokaka, Manshiikoku doin komanjijikai 
no gaiyo [Overview of the Red Swastika 
Society and Daoyuan in Manchukuol (n.p.: 
Minseibu koseiji kyoka, 1943), pp . 165-70. 
Text of the messages sent on occasions such 
as the ten-year anniversary of the founding of 
Manchukuo is reprod uced on pp.172-75. 
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31 Cheng Shuwei, "Shokuminchi jiki no 
ManshCI," p.40. 

32 Omotoky6 and the Red Swastika Society 
had themselves shared a close relationship 
since the 1920s. 

33 Wang Zhuanye, "Huoshi daoming de 
Li xiaozi" lThe Fraudulent and Misnamed 

Filial LiJ Changchun wenshi ziliao, 5 (988): 
31 1-17 

34 Unlike the Red Swastika Society, the 
Morality Society had very little religious con
tent or ritual life. None of my interviewees 
associated the society with religion, although 
a few did confuse them with Christians. 
Interviews in Jiutai and Yinmahe, Jilin, 
26 December 2007. 
35 Shao Yong, Zhongguo huidaomen, 
pp.320-22 . 

36 Sun allegedly also used his position to turn 
a profit in land speculation, including the 
purchase of monastic propel1y at an artificial
ly low price. "Sun Qichang," Liaoning wen
sbi zi/iao lSources in Liaoning History) 
9 (997) 162-81. 
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her grave. These dramatic developments prompted an assembly of the 

local Morality Society chapter, with over a hundred in attendance, includ

ing members such as Sun Qichang i%:!t �  (1884-1954) and Feng Hanging 

I,�Mim, who were also prominent figures in the Manchukuo government. 

The village head, Qin Zhongyuan * cj:r [Wi, set the solemn tone for the 

meeting by delivering a long speech about the importance of filial behav

ior, to which Li Zhongsan responded by kneeling before Qin and decrying 

his own lack of virtue .  

In  the end, the assembled members were convinced by Li's reaction, 

and allowed him to take up residence in a straw hut near the grave, where 

he announced his intention to keep filial vigil over the site for the custom

alY three years. Soon after, his wife, brothers and sisters also came to join 

him in Rongjia wanzi. He found no lack of local support: neighboring 

villagers provided Li with food and daily necessities, and the local govern

ment posted notices warning nearby peasants and shepherds not to bother 

him with excessive noise. 

People did visit, however, as pilgrims. Like they had at the grave of 

Filial Wang, pilgrims came to pray and burn incense, and in particular to 

be healed. Li himself was the center of activity, presiding over the crowd 

of worshippers, and doling out handfuls of earth from the grave for sale 

as medicine. As the vigil demanded, Li almost never spoke, and would 

communicate only in writing. Li's calligraphy was also offered for sale, 

and he was known for his ability to write simultaneously with his left 

and right hands. And there was no shortage of buyers. Every morning, 

the eight o'clock train from Xinjing stopped at the Yinmahe station, and 

from there, all manner of sick and crippled people would make their 

way, by horse, by cart or on foot (many of those who could walk doing 

so in expressions of votive penitence, stopping every few paces to bow 

or kneel), to the grave. On an ordinalY day, roughly two hundred people 

might visit; on special occasions, the number could be much higher. In 

addition to the pilgrims, the popularity of the site attracted various support 

industries, providers of transportation from the station to the gravesite, as 

well as restaurants, opium houses, inns, and purveyors of flowers, paper, 

and other votive goods.33 

As with the tomb of Filial Wang, there was a Chinese religious organ

ization at the heart of the cult of Filial Li. Both Li and many of his 

backers were members of the Morality Society, another organization that, 

like the Red Swastika Society, maintained strong ties to figures within the 

Manchukuo government. The history of the two teachings is similar, as 

well. The Morality Society was already well established in the northeast 

before the formation of Manchukuo, and eventually came to operate as 

a separate organization, forming a branch organization in Xinjing late 

in 1935, receiving government approval of its activities, and changing 
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its name to the Manchukuo Morality Society soon thereafter. In 1937, it 

initiated a campaign to extend into the countlyside. Older residents in 
Yinmahe confirmed that most nearby towns and villages did maintain 

a chapter of the organization, each consisting of a handful of wealthier 

families who would organize lectures on Confucian ethics 54 According 

to Shao Yong, the society actively encouraged its members to cooperate 

with Manchukuo authorities, a claim which seems likely considering the 
number of prominent Manchukuo political figures active in its leadership. 

The leaders of the national organization, Sun Qichang, Feng Hanging, and 

Ruan Zhenduo l17iJlN� C1892-?), were all department-level ministers in the 

Manchukuo government. As was the case with the Red Swastika Society, 

Japanese authorities were largely absent from the active membership of 
the Morality Society, although they appeared to view it as harmless, even 

beneficial to the larger program of social transformation the government 

hoped to enact. 35 

For the Chinese officials who supported Filial Li's vigil, a commercial 

incentive is somewhat more apparent than it had been in the tomb of 

Filial Wang. With its constant supply of pilgrims, the tomb of Filial Li 

promised significant financial returns. Moreover, Sun Qichang, one of the 
most visible backers, had been involved in the lucrative field of temple 

administration earlier. Before the founding of Manchukuo, Sun had appar
ently promoted a miracle-working Daoist in his native Liaoyang �� and 

within a few months raised enough money to rebuild the local Guandi �1tI 
* temple, and presumably made a tidy profit for himself.36 

Figure 11 

Former site of the Tomb of 
Filial Li .  Photograph by author 
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37 Wang Zhuanye, " Huoshi daoming," 
pp.312-14. 

38 Wang Zhuanye, "Huoshi daoming, "  
pp.314. 

39 Again, this is in contrast to the very visible 
role that Japanese officials played in other 
rituals. There was no Japanese troop presence 
in Yinmahe, although Japanese from Xin
jing did occasionally visit the area on hunt
ing expeditions. Interviews: Yinmahe and 
Lujia cun, Jilin, 26 December 2007. 

40 I was able to gain access to only a single 
month of this publication. The tone ancl 
content are very similar to the Shengjing 
Times. Dalong shibao [Unification Daily!, 
March 1937. 

41 Shengjing shihao [ She ngjing Times] , 
October 1938. 
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Powerful forces within the Manchukuo government did encourage the 

popular veneration of Filial Li. The extent of high-level support for the cult 

was fully in evidence on the day that he emerged from his three years of 

mourning. This is the event described in this paper's opening paragraph, 

and was marked by a formal Confucian ceremony, in which Li Zhongsan, 

wearing the long robes of a scholar, and flanked by Sun Qichang and Feng 

Hanqing, mounted a specially prepared stage and addressed the waiting 

crowd on the virtues of filial piety. Though no doubt more interested in 

miracles than lectures, roughly two thousand came to witness the spec

tacle. One source suggests, not implausibly, that the miracles themselves, 

and even Li's connection to the deceased teacher were all staged by agents 

within the Manchukuo government.37 

Yet, upon closer inspection, the claim that the tomb of Filial Li was 

simply a creation of the Manchukuo government does not quite hold up. 

Despite the support of influential Chinese members of the Morality Soc

iety, both the Manchukuo state as a whole, and the stratum of Japanese 

officials at its core, remained cool to all that was taking place in Rongjia 

wanzi. In addition to Sun Qichang and Feng Hanqing, other Chinese of 

note, such as the mayor of Jiutai, as well as police officials and local elites, 

all made an appearance at the ceremony marking the end of Li's vigil, yet 

no mention is made of any Japanese officials having been in attendance.38 

None of the intelviewees in Rongjia wanzi or neighboring Yinmahe associ

ated the tomb with Japan, nor had they ever seen any Japanese visit the 

site .39 Certain types of institutional support were also notably lacking. One 

account claimed that official media spread news of miracles at the site: 

making announcements on the trains to Jiutai and publishing articles in the 

Manchukuo press. Yet the Japanese-controlled Shengjing Times (Shengjing 

shibao �* Si'f¥�), which was by this point the largest circulation Chinese

language daily, made no reference at all to Filial Li or his vigil during 

the weeks before or after the momentous day it was to be completed. 

Admittedly, this event came at a time when the invasion of the Chinese 

heartland was well underway, so daily reportage consisted largely of news 

of the Japanese capture of Wuhan fi:.\1�.  However, during the same weeks 

that the Shengjing Times neglected to publicize items related to the cult 

of Filial Li, it ran a number of articles on the far more mundane Autumn 

Confucian sacrifices being performed by local officials in various mid-sized 

locations. Even the Xinjing-based Unification Daily ( Datong shibao ::kJOJ 
*ffl'liD ignored the two filial tombs completely during the month of  March 

1937, despite publishing articles on state-sponsored Confucian rituals and 

lectures on an almost a daily basis during this time 40 In other words, not 

only did Manchukuo state media not actively promote the cult of Filial Li, 

it seems that they specifically went out of their way to avoid publicizing 

its single most dramatic moment.41 
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Moreover, although Li Zhongsan and his backers in the Morality Society 

both proved highly adept at manipulating the magical and financial power 

of the filial tomb, I believe that the initiative for the vigil came largely, or 

completely, from Li himself. The cult that developed around Filial Li was 

inspired by the famous grave of Filial Wang, with the obvious difference 

that it was based around a living filial son. This change was not necessarily 

a disadvantage, and was in some ways an improvement. The centuries

old association between extreme filial piety and miraculous power was 

equally viable pre- and post-mortem, and basing the site on a living filial 

son created an additional drawcard for pilgrims. However, the person who 

benefited the most from the change was obviously Li Zhongsan himself. 

Had the tomb been nothing more than a propaganda and commercial 

stunt, as has been claimed, planners would have found it much easier to 

work with an existing gravesite. Moreover, the tomb of Filial Li presents 
one obvious problem from a commercial perspective: it is remote. Rongjia 

wanzi is roughly eighteen kilometers away from Jiutai, and well over twice 

that distance from the capital. Even with the morning train stopping in 

Yinmahe, the location is not convenient to either city. One older resident 

of Rongjia wanzi described long lines of private cars lined up on the dirt 

road leading up to the tomb, a backhanded testament to the inaccessibil

ity of the site. Had the grave's siting been simply an attempt to franchise 

the tomb of Filial Wang, it would logically have been placed in a location 

more convenient to pilgrims. Taken together, such inconsistencies sug

gest that Li himself, perhaps with a small group of local supporters, took 

up the vigil independently, with higher level actors such as Sun Qichang 

acting in response. 

Despite their differences, the cults of Filial Wang and Filial Li reveal the 

same network of interests at work in the administration and practice of reli

gion in Manchukuo. Although supporters had portrayed the two filial sons 

as the pinnacle of Confucian respectability, the Manchukuo state never 

officially endorsed either tomb in a manner approaching its own official 

temples, simply because it did not consider the vigils or their cults to be 

proper religion. In his 1988 account of the tomb of Filial Li, Wang Zhuanye 

asked rhetOrically "how the scientific Japanese could have supported such 

superstitious nonsense?
,,42 He was actually quite right. Manchukuo state 

documents and official media reveal an overwhelming concern among 

the Japanese architects of Manchukuo for the spiritual and transformative 

potential of religion, Confucianism in particular, and conversely, a tangi

ble distaste for the ecstatic and miraculous. It is no surprise then, to see 

Japanese officials being conspicuously uninterested in the tomb of Filial 

Wang, and even less supportive of Filial Li. In contrast, the support that 

the two tombs received from members of the Chinese elite such as Zheng 

Xiaoxu ��q:W 0860-1938) or Sun Qichang has less to do with the civili

zational aims of the Manchukuo government than the private religious and 

2 1  

4 2  Wang Zhuanye, "Huoshi daoming,"  
pp.31S-17. 
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commercial initiatives of the Red Swastika and Morality Societies. Finally, 

in terms of popular devotion, both sites became known for miracles, and 

especially for healing. As mentioned earlier, this theme is integral to grave

side piety in general, and would Similarly characterize the new generation 

of tombs that would develop in the late 1940s. Even if the filial tombs did 

receive the backing of Manchukuo elites, it was the pervasiveness of this 

cultural idiom that allowed the cult to develop a following. 

The Republic and After 

Perhaps owing to their equivocal relationship with the Manchukuo 

government, each of these tombs easily weathered the fall of the state in 

1945, and both continued to thrive under the Guomindang ��lt, and 

even briefly under the Communist regime that followed. After the Japanese 

surrender, Guomindang forces arrived in Manchuria, and there briefly re

established a semblance of local administrative control. During this period, 

both the tombs and the votive practices they inspired continued to evolve. 

Thanks to the entrepreneurial spirit of Filial Li, the tomb in Rongjia wanzi 

expanded from a simple grave into a full-blown temple, while elsewhere, 

new filial sons took up vigils of their own. All of these sites, even those 

that had been associated with Manchukuo officialdom, continued to enjoy 

a limited degree of prosperity lasting into the early years of the People's 

Republic, ending only during the mass campaigns of the late 1950s. 

The tombs of Filial Wang and Filial Li thrived under the brief steward

ship of the Guomindang. The transition between regimes was, at least for 

these sites, surprisingly smooth. Late in 1945, when the Daoists at the grave 

of Filial Wang held their annual ritual,  the only apparent change was that 

banners that had once supported Manchukuo-Japan friendship now pro

fessed loyalty to Chiang Kai-shek. Similarly, the tomb of Filial Li continued 

to enjoy high official patronage under the new regime. Despite having 

had friendly ties to his erstwhile Manchukuo patrons, Li quickly won over 

the new Guomindang county authorities, particularly the Magistrate Qiao 

Shufen �:fl'ij3} and Secretary Hu Daosheng Mlli1'.. From these, Li won 

permission to expand the gravesite with a complex of permanent build

ings, which he grandiosely named the Temple of Filial Power ( Xiaoling 

si ¥��). More than just granting permission, the Guomindang county 

government also donated building materials, or at least so claimed Filial Li 

when he appeared one morning at a bridge construction site demanding 

a donation of six large timbers for the temple. 

The following year, a large ceremony was held to formally inaugurate 

the temple. Although there is no record of Guomindang officials having 

been in attendance, a good ten thousand others were, with Filial Li presid-
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ing over the affair, and entertaining dignitaries in grand style. The temple 
itself was an ostentatious three-room building, with a pagoda near the 

grave. The political nature of the temple is evident in the main hall , where 

the central deities were arranged in three tiers. At the peak was the tablet 

of the High Emperor (that is, Yellow Emperor Xuanyuan huangdi �f�¥. 
w), below which was a tablet for Sun Yat-sen, and finally, one proclaiming 

"Long Live the Republic!" .  The theme of political orthodoxy extended to 

the Eastern Hall, which contained marble statues of Confucius and his four 
major students, along with tablets of another 72 minor disciples. This hall 

also contained tablets of three generations of Li ancestors and four plaques 
bearing names of Morality Society donors 43 

After the founding of the People's Republic, both sites entered a slow 
decline. In 195 1 ,  Jiao Yingtang returned as an adult to his old orphanage, 

and was saddened to learn that the old Daoists who had lived nearby had 

all left. Most were rumored to have returned to the Qianshan wuliang guan 

in Liaoning, where Wang Mengxing himself was supposed to have once 

lived. The head Daoist, Chen Zhisheng Ilif!.¥� (alternately given as Chen 

Shengsheng �J1H!��), was apparently not so lucky-Jiao saw him reduced to 
selling melon seeds on the streets of Changchun and, in June of the following 

year, the priest was arrested in the wake of a nationwide movement to 

"suppress counter-revolutionaries" (zhenya fangeming �1.!1Z:;'j£fiiJ) 44 Yet 

as late as 1957, locals continued to visit the tomb for its healing power. As 

a result, the tomb was finally demolished by the government the following 

year. In a similar manner, the tomb of Filial Li was "placed under the control 

of the masses". Things went badly for Filial Li himself, who had not been 

wise enough to take flight, and was "struggled" by the Songjiang Armed 

Work Team (Songjiang wugong dui :t�iIft\I�). Nothing further is known 
of his fate 45 

Despite the decline of the tomb sites, the cult of filial tombs continued 

to expand throughout the late 1 940s. Local historian Zhang Yingchun 

describes three new tombs founded in Liaoyuan �i)],( (now in Jilin, but 
at the time it was part of Fengtian :¥T: province) during these turbulent 

years. Like the tomb of Filial Li, each of these new sites was inspired by the 
famous tomb in Changchun, but also reveals individual eccentricities. 

During the final months of the Manchukuo regime, Ma Qingshan m 
f!f LlJ visited Xinjing, and returned to his home of Xi'an iZ§ � county (now 
Xi'an district of Liaoyuan county) carrying with him a photograph of the 

grave of Filial Wang. When his own mother died in February of 1945, 

in the final months of the Manchukuo regime, 33-year-old Ma followed 

Wang's example and remained in a three-year vigil that outlasted the brief 
period of Guomindang rule, ending only after the area had already come 
under Communist control. The grave itself was located in his family village 

of Daliang tun *� IB, where Ma was able to count on the kindness of 
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44 Jiao Yingtang, "Changchun xiaozi fen," 
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relations to supply him with food and a small hut. During his vigil, Filial 

Ma came to resemble what was now a recognizable pattern for fi lial sons. 

Three times each day, Ma mourning performed rituals for his mother, 

using grass for incense and wood for candles, and never speaking, except 

to bewail his own lack of propriety. During this time, Ma became known, 

not surprisingly, as a healer. In May of 1947, the area was taken by the 

Communists who, after some discussion of whether the custom was too 

superstitious to permit, decided to allow Ma to complete the vigil, which 

he did in February of 1 948. 

Yang Zemin ���, also from Xi'an City, began his vigil for his mother 

in his home village of Huapi tun ifEZ� in August of 1946. Yang's father 

had been a minor official under the Manchukuo regime, and as the regime 

deteriorated, so too did the family's meager fortunes. By the time Man

chukuo fell ,  the family was in abject povelty, selling personal effects to 

survive, and weathering the various epidemics that swept through Man

churia. Yang's father died just before the fall  of Manchukuo, his mother 

not long after, and it was at her grave that 33-year-old Yang set up his 

mourning vigil. At first, Yang's family did not accept his undertaking, 

but after seeing his resolve to remain at the grave, they came to support 

him, his two older sisters supplying him with the basic necessities of sus

tenance. Like Ma, Filial Yang began to study medicine and practice the 

various spiritual arts known collectively as gonglit (J;bx), and became 

known as a healer, attracting patients from far and wide. Somewhat atypi

cally, when his three years of mourning were completed, Yang remained 

at the grave for an additional eighteen months, only returning to society 

in January of 195 1 .  

The third was Qin Chongshan � *  LlJ ,  a peasant from Fusheng tun 

W;��, who began mourning for his father and mother in April of 1947. 

As we might expect, Filial Qin spent the three years of his vigil studying 

and practicing medicine, gaining fame for his detailed theory of the five 

elements and five organs, and accepting payment only in the paper and 

incense he required to continue his mourning rituals. Unlike the other 

cases mentioned thus far, Qin was not located near a village, but rather 

on a mountain, where he was able to subsist on wild plants. Even after 

his three years had passed, Qin remained on the mountain, and would 

not leave until well over a decade later, at which point he was forcibly 

removed by a group of Red Guards 46 

The sudden burst of interest in filial vigils in Liaoyuan illustrates with 

unusual clarity the spread of the custom into a new area. Ma Qingshan, the 

first of Liaoyuan's filial sons, was clearly affected hy his visit to the tomb of 

Filial Wang, and in turn inspired two more vigils in nearby communities. 

Yet unlike the earlier tombs, these Liaoyuan vigils did not have the support 

of government officials or of organized religiOUS societies. The fact that 
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all five sites developed such remarkably similar cults, most notably the 

association with healing, has less to do with planning or direction than the 

fact that all developed out of the same cultural context. 

A Tomb to Remember 

Half a century later, today's residents of Changchun differ widely in 

their memOlY of the tomb of Filial Wang. While many remember the 

site in detail, a surprising number who had lived in Changchun during 

the 1940s have no knowledge of the tomb whatsoever. This is likely to 

change with the construction of the Chinese Filial Virtue Culture Park 

which will feature a reconstruction of the original Filial Tomb. While this 

particular plan is a product of the tourist authority in Changchun, it fits 

with a more broad desire of Chinese authorities to promote Confucian

ism as China's unique cultural export. Nationally, this initiative includes 

a massive expansion of the temple complexes at Confucius's birthplace 

at Qufu 8±1 ¥, while in Changchun it is reflected most clearly in the 

Confucian temple, which was rebuilt in 2002, and is slated for expansion 

into a neighboring 10t.47 

This enthusiasm for Confucianism extended to Wang Mengxing's origi

nal Filial Tomb, as well. Early in 2005, the mayor of Changchun, Zhang 

Chunren 5:&�t= raised the idea of rebuilding the tomb, and in April of that 

year the Changchun Department of Tourism proposed the plan publicly. 

That December, folklorist Shi Lixue 1iffi.lz:� proposed the construction of a 

Chinese Filial Virtue Culture Park, and it was decided to combine the two 

into a single project. Designs were drawn up for the Chinese Filial Virtue 

Culture Park to feature two halls and three pavilions, containing statues 

and carvings of texts such as the Classic a/Filial Piety (Xiaojing ¥t:lli). The 

Filial Tomb, reconstructed from old photographs to look exactly like the 

original, would stand at the center. 

This plan did not please everyone. Shi felt that the tomb should be 

included, but not as a focal point. He agreed that Wang's actions were 

unquestionably laudable, and that the tomb should be retained for its 

value as a tourist attraction. However, placing the tomb at the center of the 

complex risked legitimating the unhealthy, conservative side of Confucian

ism, rather than the social responsibility, family values and civic minded

ness of modern Confucianism. Liu Guoping \l?U[�Pf, a folklorist with the 

Jilin Provincial Academy of Social Sciences (jilin shehui kexue yuan "6 
*t±wrN��), argued the point more forcefully, saying that the tomb 

should not be included at all. For Liu, the Filial Tomb represented nothing 

more than "mindless loyalty and idiotic piety" (yuzhangyuxiaa f1!RJiS',f1!R¥). 
The reason was clear: in a modern socialist society, Confucianism should 

mean respect, love and care for the aged, and nothing more 48 
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Conclusion 

The spread of filial tombs attests to the intensity and diversity of interest 
in religion during the brief existence of Manchukuo. Overall, the state was 

the single most important actor. Manchukuo itself was predicated upon a 
Confucian revival, and placed great confidence in its ability to transform 

religious institutions and engineer a new spiritual subject. Similar pro

grams had already been attempted elsewhere in East Asia, with the crea

tion of state Shinto in japan, and government-led campaigns such as the 

New Life Movement in China, and characterized policy in other japanese 
possessions such as Korea and Taiwan. But nowhere was the impulse to 
spiritual engineering stronger or more ambitious than in Manchukuo. 

However, filial tombs were not part of this state-led transformation, 

and the story of their spread attests to the influence of other actors in the 
formation of religious culture. Clearly, the cult of filial tombs was quite 

unlike the tightly choreographed Confucianism promoted by the state. 

Whereas state Confucianism was staid and moralistic, the tombs were sites 

of miraculous cures and emotional exuberance, a type of religion that is 
dangerously unpredictable, and generally unwelcome to the forces of 
orthodoxy. This reaction is not unique to Manchukuo, or even to Asia. In 

modern Europe, expanding states and the Catholic Church often proved 

the staunchest opponents of miracle cults, stepping in to crush such move
ments before they could take root. Of course, European miracle cults 

also had their champions as well, not merely the faithful ,  but also local 

merchants, semi-state actors and religious entrepreneurs who realized the 

vast power of a sacred site to generate blessings, fame and income.49 A 

similar difference in interests and perspectives explains why japanese 
representatives of the Manchukuo state remained cool to the cult of filial 

tombs, while so many within the second tier of Chinese officials actively 

and publicly embraced it. Somewhat ironically, the resurgence of official 

support for Confucianism in China since the 1990s in many ways mirrors 

the perspective and concerns expressed in Manchukuo, particularly in its 
desire to define the tradition purely in terms of its integrative philosophi

cal and cultural aspects. 

In the end, filial vigils were fundamentally acts of individual initiative 

and piety, and developed out of a culture that would be ready to receive 
them. Although the forces of orthodoxy in Manchukuo would have found 

much about the filial tombs singularly distasteful, their own promotion 

of Confucianism and implicit recognition of Wang Mengxing's tomb did 
much to provide the ideological foundation for a new generation of filial 

sons. Yet it did not create them. The continued evolution and spontan
eous generation of new tombs after the fall of Manchukuo demonstrates 

the limited influence of the state or religious groups over the tombs or the 
votive practices that they inspired. Even with the ground so thoroughly 
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prepared for the cults to take root, events could only be set in motion by 

an individual who was ready to take LIp a vigil of his own. This initiative, 

I believe, can never be completely controlled by even the most ambitious 
program of spiritual engineering. 

The current generation of leadership in Changchun may someday find 

themselves facing a similar problem in their attempt to maintain control 

over the memory of the filial tombs. It is worth remembering that another 
Jilin native, Li Hongzhi *#tiG:: ( 195 1- ), developed his Falun Gong out 
of a craze for qigong �Jj] that was encouraged by the Chinese govern

ment during the 1 990s. Much as they would desire to dictate the ideas 

and feelings that the new Filial Tomb at the Chinese Filial Virtue Culture 

Park, this realm will ultimately remain beyond the ability of the state, or 
anyone else to control. 
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Figure 12 

The newly reconstructed 
Confucian Temple in 
Changchun. 
Photograph by author 
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