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This paper discusses the meaning of ancestor worship as it is practiced in China. Most studies relate the significance of ancestor worship to belief in the continued existence of ancestors and their influence on the welfare of the living, the maintenance of kinship bonds, and reassurance with respect to family lineage. Drawing from personal experience and observation, I argue that an additional social function of the practice of ancestor worship is its demonstrational effects through expressive performance. The performance-like nature of many rituals in ancestor worship is meant to explicitly demonstrate compliance on the part of worshipers in observing the perceived rules governing attitudes and behaviors toward ancestors. The audience of the demonstration includes family members, neighbors, and people in the same community. Such demonstrations may help reinforce the acceptance and recognition of the worshippers within the family and/or community. The worshippers may take comfort that their performance is being observed and thus the appropriateness of their character and behavior as defined by tradition should not be questioned.  
