Hou Chi, the culture hero that entered the pantheon of Chinese Gods. 

‘The Birth of a People’ is an ancient poem which tells us the tale of Hou Chi, his birth and how he brought millet to Chinese agriculture, with his name translating into Hou- lord/sovereign Ji- millet becoming Lord Millet[footnoteRef:2] and being worshipped as the God of Millet. Chinese mythology contains a pantheon of Gods, which are secular and linked to ancient folklore. However, beyond the poem ‘The Birth of a People’ what do we know about Hou Chi? Was he a historical figure which influenced Ancient China’s agriculture so profoundly that he was later apotheosised into a God? Or slowly woven into Chinese folklore as millet was idolatrise and the offerings made by people needed a recipient, a deity, to show their appreciation and appease future harvests?  [2:  Handbook Of Chinese Mythology, Lihui Yang and Deming An with Jessica Anderson Turner, Oxford University Press Inc, 2005, P.131.] 


The Book of Songs is the oldest collection of Chinese poetry and has been dated to the 11th-7th century BCE.  The anthology comprises of 305 poems. These poems were usually performed in song with an instrument such as a lyre. The poems consist of mythological tales of Gods and hero’s, recounting historical events and anecdotes on how one should live in accordance with moral and heaven’s standards. Heroes however are not defined as the actions of someone showing courage in trivial tasks such as Hercules or having military experience but in China as someone (usually with divine intervention) passing trails and contributing significantly towards society. Keith G. Stevens summed up Chinese religion/mythology as ‘the blend of religions, gods, demigods, culture heroes/ ‘deified human divinities’ make up the Chinese religion, it’s a blend and a fluid concept in comparison to Christianity which is “set in stone” so to speak.’[footnoteRef:3] Jonathan Chamberlain also states in his book Chinese Gods ‘I believe that the Chinese have one religion, one that is nameless, untheologized and abiding.’[footnoteRef:4] Already it’s clear when there is a mythological system where the pantheon is malleable, figures in society can be added as Gods by their followers if they are worthy, and their original stories can then be elaborated fantastically to justify why they are that godly being. [3: Images Of Asia, Chinese Mythological Gods, Keith G. Stevens, Oxford University Press Inc, New York, 2001, PP.1-2.]  [4:  Chinese Gods, Jonathan Chamberlain, Pelanduk Publications (M) SDN. BHD., 1897, P. XIX] 


Under Mark Lewis’s category in Groups of Myths, Hou Chi would fall under ‘Myths of Early Culture-Hero Sage Kings’[footnoteRef:5], another example of cultural heroes who would fall under this category in China would be Confucius and Cangjie. People whose actions significantly changed the life of a civilisations culture can be celebrated to such an extent where that person can be revered as a ‘holy’ or ‘godly’ person, and their actions/ themselves can be worshipped in a cult like manner. Jonathan Chamberlain further argues this point with ‘Gods of the pre-historical past who were founders of Chinese civilization and the Gods who were men and who were deified as a result of their actions on Earth… Chinese religion is inseparable from its history’.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Lewis, Mark E. The Flood Myths of Early China. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2006.]  [6:  Chinese Gods, Jonathan Chamberlain, Pelanduk Publications (M) SDN. BHD., 1897, P.10.] 


The origins of the poems characters however have been debated, whenever these were historical figures that have been exaggerated over the years as Hou Chi was apotheosized, or a figure created to celebrate a monumental cultural moment, in this case the introduction to millet to China. This poem is a song of praise towards Hou Chi, his divinity and the glorification of daily life in a rural agricultural society.  
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‘The Birth of a People’ is the 245th[footnoteRef:7] poem in the collection, the mythological tale starts with Chaing Yuan becoming miraculously pregnant with Hou Chi as:  [7:  Chinese Mythology An Introduction, Anne Birrell with a foreword by Yuan K’o, The Johns Hopkins University Press Baltimore and London, 1999, P. 116.] 


The pretence is already set that her child will be supernatural with its divine parentage. 
Despite no discomfort or pain in pregnancy and labour Chaing Yuan tried to abandon the child multiple times, Anne Burrell suggesting because she thought the child was unlucky. However, nature kept intervening no matter where Chaing Yian left the child, due to this she realised her child might become a God and then 

‘She trod in the big toe of God’s footprint…



…And her first born came forth, 
With no rendering or tearing,
Without injury or harm.
And this is revealed the miraculous,
For did not God give her an easy birth,
Was he not well pleased with her sacrifice?
And so she bore her child with comfort…




decided to raise the baby.  This is also why Hou Chi can also be known by the name as ‘Qi’, translating to ‘the abandoned’[footnoteRef:8].   [8:  Chinese Mythology An Introduction, Anne Birrell with a foreword by Yuan K’o, P. 118.] 


…She laid it in a narrow alley
But ox and sheep suckled it…
…She laid it on chill ice, 
But birds covered it with their wings… 

Hou Chi in hunger then planted cereals, with his divine knowledge he assessed the land for cultivation to plant grains and helped farmers with harvesting millet. According to Yang and An, Emperor Yoa noticed this remarkable talent and appointed Hou Chi as Master of Farming and administered his name, the ‘Lord of Millet’[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Handbook Of Chinese Mythology, Lihui Yang and Deming An with Jessica Anderson Turner, P. 134] 


The people’s appreciation and respect for Hou Chi’s inauguration of millet is shown in the poem, the hard work is emphasised which was also have been appealing to 

…To look for food in his mouth. 
….He planted large beans,
And the large beans grew thick on the vine… 

…He sent down cereals truly blessed, 
Both black millet and double-kernal millet,
Pink-sprouting millet and white;
Black and double-kernal millet spread all over,
And he reaped many an ace…
the peasant class when hearing these poems as it would be ingrained in their
daily life as cultivating, harvesting, and preparing the grains would have been a part of their everyday lives.

At the end of the poem Hou Chi is reminded to be the person to have brought this cultural phenomenon to the
people, with the approval and association of God.

The preparation of millet is brought to a holy level associated with celebrations and sacrifices being given on the 15th of July (lunar calendar) annually[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Handbook Of Chinese Mythology, Lihui Yang and Deming An with Jessica Anderson Turner, P. 134] 




…Our sacrifice, what is it like?
Some pound, some bale,
Some sift, some tread.
We wash it soaking, soaking wet;
We steam it piping, piping hot.
Then we plan with thoughtful care…



…God on high enjoys it with pleasure.
The rich fragrance is right and proper,
For Hou Chi inaugurated the sacrifice;
With no fault or blemish his people
Have continued it to the present day…’[footnoteRef:11] [11: Chinese Mythology An Introduction, Anne Birrell with a foreword by Yuan K’o, (shing ching 245, Sheng min, SPPY 17.1.1a-7a), PP.117-118. ] 


Historically there is little to be found on Chaing Yuan and Hou Chi, with primary sources very scarce on these figures, however what is available is a mixture of information. In “The Basic Annals of Zhou” in Shiji which was written much later after the poem, Hou Chi’s story was narrated by the author however with historicization added in.[footnoteRef:12] This could have been done for political reasons as in the change of empires you would not want your previous ruler, enemy or their associates being associated with the Gods or being Gods themselves. Here we are told that Hou Chi’s mother Chaing Yuan was the first consort of the God Di Ku and the daughter of the Youtai clan.[footnoteRef:13] In Deborah Sommar’s Chinese Religion An Anthology Of Sources we are introduced the narrative that Chaing Yuan (in the book known as Lady Yüan) was barren, and that she performed rites and sacrifices called yin to try and become pregnant.[footnoteRef:14] Keith G. Stevens states according to legend that Houji is descended from the Yellow Emperor, and instead of being appointed by Yoa, it was Shun who gave Hou Chi the position of Minister of Agriculture.[footnoteRef:15] Stevens also suggest that Hou Chi and other Gods such as Houtu (patron diety of soil) and Sheji (God of harvest) could be seen as one, due to being in the same category of agricultural worship and worshipped as one across China but under their different titles.[footnoteRef:16] There is the shared consensus however that Hou Chi was a primary ancestor of the Zhou people and dynasty.  [12:  Handbook Of Chinese Mythology, Lihui Yang and Deming An with Jessica Anderson Turner, P. 133]  [13:  Handbook Of Chinese Mythology, Lihui Yang and Deming An with Jessica Anderson Turner, P. 133]  [14:  Chinese Religion An Anthology Of Sources, Deborah Sommer, Oxford University Press, Inc, 1995, Page 17. ]  [15:  Images Of Asia, Chinese Mythological Gods, Keith G. Stevens, P.61.]  [16:  Images Of Asia, Chinese Mythological Gods, Keith G. Stevens, P.60.] 


There is no concise list of a pantheon of Chinese Gods, this is due to Chinese religion being flexible and ‘Chinese religious beliefs…. have been dominated by Daoism and Buddhism…. In addition, there is a widespread popular religion- sometimes called folk religion- which includes not only the deities of Buddhism and Daoism, but also the legendary demigods and the spirts of apotheosized divinities.’[footnoteRef:17] Harvest Gods/Goddess are found in almost every polytheism religion, due to agriculture being the life source for any civilisation in any corner of the world. In Norse mythology there is Freya, in Ancient Greek Demeter, and in Yoruba we have Oko, the God of fields, farms and agriculture. However, in the Yoruba myths we also have a more modern example of a ‘new’ God entering the orisha pantheon, which would be Ogiyan, the God of Cassava. The Yoruba myths have been dated with the archaeological evidence present to approximately ‘500-300 BCE’[footnoteRef:18] however when cassava was introduced to Africa via the Columbian exchange, it was such a cultural monument and new staple in the people’s diet, that the orisha Ogiyan was introduced for people to idolise the cassava. With an example like Ogiyan we can see here that when people want to give an action or an item tribute, be it offerings or prayers, a figure (whenever it be an animal or person, invented or real) will be created for a direct link towards worship. Although husbandry Gods like Hou Chi would not be a more popular God as opposed to the Jade Emperor or the Dragon along the peasant population and geographical region where Hou Chi was said to be born and live, a personal connection would have been established, and worship would have been ingrained in their culture.  [17:  Images Of Asia, Chinese Mythological Gods, Keith G. Stevens, PP.1-2.]  [18:  https://www.worldhistory.org/Orisha/ Accessed 13/12/2022.] 


Jonathan Chamberlain summed up Chinese religion as ‘Gods are not divine on their own account, nor on account of Imperial recognition. They are divine because their worshippers have made them so’.[footnoteRef:19] And with the case of Hou Chi, whenever he was a product of a miraculous birth and mythological upbringing or a historical figure which profoundly changed the agriculture in Ancient China, he is the name and face to prayers and offerings to ‘The God of Millet’ due to their being a demand for one in ancient China. Although he may be a minor husbandry God, Hou Chi’s offerings are continued in contemporary Chinese religious practice, by the continued offering of food to spirits.[footnoteRef:20] Hou Chi’s legacy will forever live on in the form of a poem in The Book of Songs and the celebration of his agricultural achievements can still be practiced annually for those who still worship.  [19:  Chinese Gods, Jonathan Chamberlain, 1897, P.39]  [20:  Chinese Religion An Anthology Of Sources, Deborah Sommer, Page 18.] 
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