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The Land and the God: 

A Worship of the Earth Based on 

“Concept Transplantation” 

An Integral Case Study of the Taoyuan City 

Fong-Mao Lee 

Professor, Graduate Institute of Religious Studies 

Abstract 

It used to be the most challenging task for scholars to decide 

how to rank the worship of the Earth God ( Tudi Gong) into 

the ten major popular religions in Taiwan. Although the worship of 

the Earth God is widespread, few register officially, and thus it is 

hard to do a thorough survey and accounting. However, this 

situation has changed recently, as we see in the surveys done by 

local institutes, which are supported by the Taoyuan City. They 

confirm that the worship of the Earth God in “small residential 

areas ( juluo xiaoqu) bears cultural marks of the 

communities, and its associated activities are characterized with 

elements typical for organizational religions.  The mayor of 
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the Taoyuan City claims that they have the highest distribution 

density of the Earth God temples among all the administrative 

areas in Taiwan. This high density is majorly caused by a certain 

management and operation of the temples, as well as by the intimate 

cooperation between the local gentry and ritual professionals, such 

as the Zhenyi ( ) Daoists and the Buddhist Xianghua monks (

), who are in charge of the blessing events of the Three 

Offerings, as they take place annually in spring and autumn. Based 

on this culture, the Taoyuan City has deliberately held the 

Cultural Festival of the Earth God” since 2008. This is a policy 

that well uses cultural sources of localities, and that both the official 

and the people are involved to create a cultural mark for a region. 

Based on these surveys, I suggest that the early tradition of 

erecting rocks and planting trees as signs of a comunity ( she) is 

distinct from the transplantation of sharing incense ( fenxiang), 

as we see in the case of the Sacred King of Kaizhang ( ). I 

argue for a thesis that I term concept transplantation  (

) and confirm that the worship of the Earth God should be 

categorized as a religion rooted in the idea of possessing the land 

prior to worshipping its god  ( you situ shi you 

sishen). This faith has developed regionally into a culture of Shen Dao 

( ), as well as a series of religious rituals for worshipping the 

Earth God. These rituals involve Confucian rites, regular folk 
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worships, and participations of Daoist and Buddhist personnel. They 

together form a picture of plurality.  

The present paper investigates the worship of the Earth God 

and the events of “Cultural Festivals” that are run by the official 

and local people. Such investigation demonstrates that, on the one 

hand, local communal rituals are able to interact with the official, 

and that, on the other hand, as the annual spring and autumn rituals 

are carried on with the cooperation between the Daoist or Buddhist 

rites of the Three Offerings and communal activities, the rituals are 

held independently in local communities without being intervened 

by officials and literati, and in turn we see a local phenomenon of 

“standardization.” These rites and activities help us to study that, 

in the process of modernization, the worship of the Earth God is 

never eliminated but, on the contrary, it is closely combined with 

community activities. The decisive force behind this phenomenon has 

turned from small original groups  ( xiaoqu yuanqun), 

which is rooted in kinship, into community new groups  (

shequ xinqun). And these new groups are capable with interacting 

with official authorities. Moreover, a research on these rituals gives us 

an opportunity to observe the cooperation between local ritual 

professionals (such as Huoju Daoists  and Xianghua monks) 

and local clans and leaders in annual rituals. These rituals help people 

in both new and old communities to accept the religious activities of 

the Earth God. Lastly, along with the current changes of urban space, 
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we see that a majority of the Earth God temples either have 

transformed into public parks or have coexisted with school campus. 

In this way, a harmonious relationship between human and earth is 

maintained, while it becomes a model for community education 

and teaching materials for local culture. People would learn the 

environmental ethics embedded in the Han Chinese cosmology: the 

universe maintains a high virtue so that it bears all the creatures, 

and thus we are ought to grow and to nurture its sources and 

supplements. 

In the present paper, I examine the ritual activities of the 

Taoyuan City as a case study, and argue that the Shen Dao culture 

is still able to continue and prevail, while it penetrates into 

community residents’ life. A research on the ideology and practice 

of the rituals demonstrates that this worship is recognized by 

modern people, as it reminds them the ecological relationship 

between human and earth that still exists in modern society. If a 

new environmental ethics can be imposed on the ritual ceremonies 

and cultural festivals, the existence of the Earth God worship will 

obtain a modern meaning. 

 

Keywords: Taoyuan City, Earth God, Daoism, concept 
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