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From Inauspicious to Auspicious Rites:
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Sacrifice in the Liji through the Rites of Passage
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Abstract: The Liji 1550 (Rites Records) extensively addresses the distinctions between mourning rites and
sacrificial rites, fundamentally categorizing them based on the characters meaning “inauspicious” (xiong IX])
and “auspicious” (ji 7). It stresses the importance of the transition from the former to the latter in rituals
of remembering the deceased, as this is key for the deceased to obtain the divinity of ancestors, for the
psychological adjustment of the living, and for the smooth transfer of power between generations. However,
when do inauspicious mourning rites transform into auspicious sacrificial rites, thus taking on their attributes?
The Liji records four transition points: = (Yi), 2658 (Zu Ku), #ff (Fu), and f& (Dan). Scholars throughout
history have extensively debated these four transition points without coming to an agreement. Based on the
analysis of ritual texts and historical annotations, this article introduces anthropological methods to further
study this issue. It concludes that the coexistence of four records in the Liji is not self-contradictory, but rather
that each has its own basis for making rituals and that they all have the nature of rites of passage, showing the
gradual transition from inauspicious rites to auspicious rites from different angles. With the commencement
of auspicious rites during the Yii, the deceased begin to separate from their original social identity and initially
acquire the status of ancestral divinity. After the Zu Ku and Fu, the social identity of the deceased continues
to fade, while ancestral divinity becomes further established but remains somewhat vague, existing in a marge
state that is structurally non-existent but practically present. However, it does not contradict the structural
principle of “Do not intermingle inauspicious and auspicious rites.” After the Dan, the identity of the ancestral
spirit is fully aggregated, and the inauspicious mourning rites fully transform into auspicious sacrificial rites.
Both the deceased and the living have acquired new identities. On the surface, the ritual transition from
inauspicious to auspicious is a process through which the deceased attains ancestral divinity; however, it is
actually driven by practical needs such as the psychological adjustment of the living, the smooth transfer
of power between generations, and the reconstruction of social order. This also determines that it will be
inevitable to introduce auspicious rites to gradually replace inauspicious rites even within the scope of the “three
years of mourning”.
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