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CLCL 7003 Task 1 Critical Review Unit 9

Chapter five, ‘Emperors, Courtiers and the Development of Official Cults’ is one of nine chapters of Professor Mu-chou Poo’s book, ‘In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion’ published in 1998. Written in an accessible style, this book is a valuable addition to religious scholarship that will be welcomed by students of Chinese culture. Chapter five, the subject of this review, charts the development of the imperial cult during the Ch’in and Han dynasties, and the relationship between official and local popular cults. The author’s key argument is one of adaption and accommodation between cults and that a clear-cut distinction between official and popular cults cannot be made. He points out that official cults had no distinct theology and were often just an impulsive introduction by the emperor. Poo emphasises that the fundamental nature of all religious practice in ancient China was the search for personal welfare: ‘to seek happiness and avoid misfortune’ by the avoidance of evil spirits and the protection of good ones.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Kinney 2000: 628.] 

Poo begins his overview of the official cults during the Ch’in and Han dynasties by reminding the reader that China was under direct rule by the emperor and that religious and political authority was synonymous. He illustrates this with reference to the feng-shan ceremony that bestowed power on the emperor as well as being a stepping stone to immortality. The focus then moves to the many religious changes under the Ch’in: first, the adoption by the First Emperor of the theory of the yin-yang and Five Phases that became a considerable influence on both political and official religious ideology. Second, the emperor instituted the scheduling of cult ceremonies and offerings as a means of religious and political control, albeit this was impossible in regards to the various local cults outside the capital. Some cults were even deemed official just because they were near Hsien-yang/Ch’ang-an. Poo argues that there was significant ambiguity between official and non-official cults, exemplified by the practices of the First Emperor who became obsessed with the search for immortality and the magical means to obtain it.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Poo 1998: 105-106.] 

The author then turns to the establishment of the Han official cult that basically followed the Ch’in model. Although religious activities were still controlled by the government, Han policy under Kao-tsu was the accommodation of local cults.[footnoteRef:3] Emperor Wu often established new cults according to his personal fascination with immortality, which resulted in official cults being in a rather confused state.[footnoteRef:4] Similarly, other Han emperors, such as Emperor Hsϋan, were interested in the quest for immortality and the number of cults grew rapidly. So much so, that the Prime Minister, K’uang Heng under Emperor Ch’eng decided to drastically reduce the number of cults previously introduced by Kao-tsu, Wu-ti and Hsϋan. Poo asserts that, for example, ‘out of 203 shrines at the ancient cult site of Yung, only 15 were preserved’.[footnoteRef:5] However, this was short-lived because as soon as K’uang Heng fell from power many shrines were restored. We learn that under Emperor Ai more than 700 shrines were restored and all sorts of cults and forms of worship proliferated.[footnoteRef:6] Throughout the discussion Poo makes it clear those personal concerns, of either the emperor, of a politically astute scholar or of those with vested economic interests, drove policy. Without a clear underlying theology, this resulted in a lack of consensus on the official cults and a confusion of mantic ideas. The author accepts that yin-yang and Five Phases ideas influenced ceremonial practices, but they did not deal with the magical aspects that were a feature of older official cults. [3:  Poo 1998: 108.]  [4:  Poo 1998: 110.]  [5:  Poo 1998: 112.]  [6:  Poo 1998: 113.] 

Chapter five concludes by re-stating the fluidity between official and non-official cults: worshippers and objects of worship overlapped, making absolute differentiation impossible. Poo deduces that the only discernible distinguishing feature was the expectations of the worshippers: popular cults focused on personal welfare, whilst those at official cults coalesced round the welfare of the country and people in general.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Poo 1998: 121.] 

As an Egyptologist, Poo begins each chapter of his book with non-Chinese material. This both engages the reader and signals the potential for cross-cultural comparison. Unfortunately, any comparison with other ancient cultures in not forthcoming. Chapter five is no exception. To this reader, Poo’s discussion of official and non-official cults begs for some reference to the organisation of religious practice in imperial Rome where some of the same features were present: a state cult, excluded cults and popular religion in homes and in the provinces.
Poo’s discussion on official and non-official cuts is both interesting and informative and establishes a base for further research. His contribution is particularly valuable in challenging the view that the pervasive culture of all early China was one based on that of elite Eastern Zhou.[footnoteRef:8] This also challenges the views of other scholars such as Robert Redfield, although Poo studiously avoids any controversy.[footnoteRef:9] However, this reader has concerns regarding the lack of clear definitions of words or phrases used, such as the ‘popular’ and ‘common’ and ‘over-arching religious mentality’. The author is not always clear about categories, using the words ’popular’ and ‘elite’ uncritically. Indeed, ‘popular religion’ is not defined at all and is used variedly and loosely, sometimes making it difficult for the reader to understand precisely what is meant. [8:  Kinney 2000: 628.]  [9:  von Falkenhausen 1999: 600.] 

Poo warns against making distinctions between a ‘religion for the intellectuals’ and a ‘religion of the common people’, but at the same time he seems curiously welded to it, otherwise why keep pointing out distinctions.[footnoteRef:10]Similarly, his discussion is founded on the assumption that because ’evidence pertains mainly to elite society, one can extrapolate that the popular practices and ideas were shared by commoners’. There appears to be little archaeological evidence to support this claim.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed, overall, archaeological evidence is under-used, Poo preferring to base his arguments on texts, which are impressive in scope. The way the author uses the term ‘personal religion’ suffers from the same lack of clarity. Sometimes it references the affairs of everyday life and at other times alludes to the benefits or otherwise personal religion brings to the individual or sometimes even to both. [10:  Brindley 2003: 235.]  [11:  von Falkenhausen 1999: 601.] 

There are also a few omissions, whose inclusion would have enhanced the debate; for example, more discussion of the various cults, such as that of the Queen Mother of the West that was popular in the Han dynasty. The inclusion of dates for rulers would also have helped readers new to this area. This reader would have liked the inclusion of material about the relationship between religion, ritual and political power, such as the subversive potential of some of these cults and methods of state control over popular religion. There must also have been considerable tension between the emperor’s position as both deity and absolute ruler. Perhaps the most significant omission in chapter five is any discussion of the ancestral cult per se, although Poo refers to the veneration of ghosts and demons that were closely associated with ancestor worship. In addition, although the author notes the absence of priests, information about specialised religious practitioners and how they achieved their authority is lacking altogether.
In conclusion, Poo deserves much credit for bringing the debate to the fore. In particular, this is a valuable resource for the student new to this field, being straightforwardly written. Apart from a distinct lack of clarity in some areas and a few omissions, it is highly recommended.                  (1,255 words)        









Bibliography
Brindley, E. 2003. Review. In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion by Mu-chou Poo in China Review 10 (1) pp233-239.
Kern, M. 2000.Review. In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion by Mu-chou Poo in The Journal of Asian Studies 59 (4) pp 1006-1008.
Kinney, A. B. 2000. Review. In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion by Mu-chou Poo in Philosophy East and West 50 (4) pp 627-628.
Lewis M.E.2007. The Early Chinese Empires: Qin and Han, Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard University Press.
Von Falkenhausen, L. 1999. Review. In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion by Mu-chou Poo in Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 59 (2) pp 598-613.
Poo, Mu-chou. 1998. In Search of Personal Welfare: a view of Ancient Chinese Religion, New York:  State University of New York Press.


9

image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





