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Taking one period, or culture critically examine views of the soul on the theory and practice of astrology: China.
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As one of the oldest civilizations, China has a long and complex history. It’s philosophy, religion, and cosmology have had a tangible impact on the cultures of the rest of the world. The scale and breadth of its influence places alongside the western astrology of Babylonian origin and Mesoamerican astrology in terms of world impact.
 With the sheer size and age of China and its history, there were many different views and practices of astrology and divination through the country. Astrological and divinatory beliefs typically varied between regions or between the imperial government and the lay people. This resulted in a kind of astrology that is difficult to generalize, as it is not what everyone practiced or believed at any one given time.

The concept of soul in Chinese history is also difficult to define and generalize. The soul varied in definition and interpretation between Confucian and Taoist philosophers, the imperial government, and the lay people of various regions of the country. There are several theories regarding the nature and number of souls, but there is one theory that is closely associated with Chinese cosmology and philosophy that is included in many historical and philosophical writings. The relationship between Chinese astrology, divination and the soul is not a clear cut one in terms of cause and effect, but they all come from the same cosmological root, and thus all effect each other in various ways.
Official Astrology

Despite being classified as chaotic due to its belief of the origin of the cosmos, Chinese cosmology is highly organized, to the point of bureaucracy. The popular belief for a long time was that astrology did not play a large role in Chinese culture and government until the Warring States period (481-221 B.C.E.), however evidence emerging from the late Shang dynasty period (1554-1046 B.C.E.), inscribed oracle bones, indicates that astrology was important for at least a millennium prior.
 Despite astrology having been relevant to Chinese society for much longer, the astrological and divinatory practices, as well as beliefs of the soul, that persisted for the next near two millennia developed during the Han dynasty (202 B.C.E – 9 C.E., 25-220 C.E.). Some Chinese folk ritual and divination practices are still in use today, especially in more rural regions where folk tradition still thrives. These astrological and divinatory practices were heavily influenced by Confucianism, Taoism, and later Buddhism. These belief systems worked well in conjunction with each other and astrology due to them having similar concepts of a well-ordered cosmos. 

However, before discussing the structure of Chinese cosmology and astrology, one must first cover the concept of yin and yang. Yin-yang dualism is a vital aspect of Chinese cosmology, it pervades nearly all of Chinese religion and tradition and has become a well-known concept worldwide. In Chinese cosmology, the world originates from chaos and disorder, with the primeval element of misty vapor dividing into yin and yang.
 Yin is feminine, passive, negative and earthly, while yang is masculine, active, positive, and heavenly.
 With this dualism as such a popular concept, much philosophical and astrological thought can be divided up into some parts being associated with yin energy and their equal, balanced counterparts having yang energy. Within the cosmology, there is a very strict hierarchical structure, with something needing to be below, that being the earth (yin) and something above, the heavens (yang). The earth and heavens were also given shape, with the earth being square and the heavens being round. The prevailing ideal coming from this hierarchy is what results in the structure of Chinese astrology, as it was believed that, due to the heavens being superior, the earth needed to understand and mimic heaven to benefit everyone on the earth. The emperor acted as the bridge between the heavens and the earth and was the one meant to facilitate their relationship.
 This relationship was connected through qi, the energies that flowed throughout the world. The heavens and the earth had qi constantly flowing within and between them, and it was the emperor’s duty to maintain and develop that connection.

The relationship between government and astrology in ancient China was very similar to that of the Babylonians. “Chinese court astrology consists purely in the accumulation of portents… and their empirical correlation with events in human society which are relevant to the success of the Imperial rule.”
 Due to their belief that the earth should mimic the superior heavens, astrology was a major factor in the running of the state. Much like the Babylonians, the Chinese shaped their governments around their cosmology and, unlike the Babylonians, their cosmology around their governments. Astrology was used in every aspect of running the state, and highly accurate and empirical data was necessary for astrologers to be able to accurately receive and predict messages from the heavens. They believed that celestial events had terrestrial effects and vice versa through the flow of qi that connected them, and detailed records of the events in the heavens were used to interpret omens and portents.
 Celestial phenomena like supernovae, comets planetary conjunctions as well as seismological phenomena like earthquakes could all be potential omens from the heavens that needed to be recorded and interpreted, not only for the sake of the state, but also for the emperor:

“According to Chinese theories, the monarch is a man of transcendent virtue, whose title to the throne is bestowed by heaven. In other words, he is the agent of the natural order which heaven stands for, and he rules under its auspices. If, then, his conduct is contrary to the natural order, he is no longer qualified for the throne.”

The emperor, then, needed to be prepared for all potential boons or calamities. Solar eclipses, for example, were considered dire omens due to them not being easily predictable, unlike lunar eclipses, and if one were to happen without the emperor’s prior knowledge, it would be a serious embarrassment for him.
 Full planetary conjunctions, with all five known planets, were events so major they were believed to start or end dynasties.
 The observations and recordings, as well as mathematical calculations, had to be unbiased and highly accurate, as the predictions based on them not only affected the state and the emperor, but also the heavens.

Observational astronomy and astrology weren’t the only thing the Chinese did in order to connect with the heavens. Associated with the concept of qi is feng shui, a way to harmonize with the energies (qi) that flows through the world and match with the motions of the heavenly bodies throughout the organization of the environment. The Chinese would use feng shui to plan their homes, palaces, and cities, so that even performing mundane activities were a method of harmonizing with heaven.
 State buildings were ceremonial and ritual, planned out according to “celestial truths”. The supreme being, Di, was associated with the north pole, around which the entire sky rotated, so palaces were built aligned with cardinal directions with the heart of the building towards the north, as the emperor was his earthly counterpart, the “Son of Heaven”.
 This mimicry of the heavens to harmonize with them was not the only result of such a close philosophical connection between heaven and earth. The cosmos, as seen by the Chinese, was structured in a similar way to their own. If the earth must mimic the heavens, and the emperor is the supreme being’s counterpart, then the structures of their respective governments must be the same. Therefore, the cosmos was arranged the same way as the imperial government: bureaucratically. Celestial bodies became heavenly officials and deities became officers in heavenly offices.
 To maintain the connection with the superior heaven, heaven had to become as it is on earth.

One of the most detailed sources for the structure of heaven and the work of a court astrologer on earth are written by Sima Qian, a court historian and astrologer during the Han period. The Shi ji (Records of a Grand Historian) is the first of China’s 24 dynastic histories, containing in “Treatise on Astrology” that covers the duties and responsibilities of a court astrologer. It also contains “Treatise on the Celestial Offices”, which is a collection of Chinese astronomical lore, happening to detail the structure of the heavens. The “Treatise on the Celestial Offices” reveals many things about the astronomy of the ancient Chinese, including the names and locations of many asterisms and stars, as well as the concept of centrality within their cosmos.
 Sima Qian also writes his reasoning behind the recording of an astrologically focused history: “to investigate the boundary between the celestial and human and thereby comprehend historical change, past and present, in order to formulate a thesis of my own.”


Among many other similarities with the Babylonians, the Chinese also shared a practice that resulted in the development of various kinds of folk rituals throughout the lay people of China. Astrology was kept secret from the general public, only being used by the government and the imperial family. Astrology was tightly woven into the framework of the imperial institution and was only used to serve the imperial family and the state, meaning astrologers were court officials and royal advisors, not average people.
 Being able to predict the future was considered a matter of national security, and thus was kept very secret by the imperial government to maintain control over it. This resulted in the only forms of divination and prediction available to the lay people being non-astral ones, such as oracle bones, hexagrams, and fate calculation. 
Fate Calculation


Fate calculation and other forms of divination were not limited to the lay people, as there were court diviners who used the same methods, but these were the only methods available to those outside of the imperial government. These forms of divination tended to take a more active role, as they concerned more ritual and physical involvement than the otherwise analytical and observational approach of official court astrology.
 Fate calculation also tackles a slightly different kind of fate than court astrology does, with court astrology considering fate as something determined by Heaven. Fate calculation considers a fate connected with the time of birth, which sounds horoscopic in nature, but is functionally more numerical and involves very little of the actual sky. 

Fate calculation is determined by the time one is born as designated by the 10 heavenly stems and 12 earthly branches. The stems indicate days and branches are months, as well as days and hours. These were used to count days and years in group of sixty, called a sexagenary cycle. The 12 branches were originally called ch’en, lunar conjunctions, and thus were used to number months, later days and hours.
 This sexagenary cycle became the basis for the Chinese calendar. The year was originally the most important part of the birth date, followed by months and days. Hours were only added on significantly later.
 There is some debate about when fate calculation first came to be, as the concept of fate has existed for longer than the calculation of it has. These 10 stems and 12 branches have been credited by T’sai Yung to the minister of the mythological emperor Huang-ti, Ta Nao, who “studied the properties of the 5 elements and calculated the revolving motions of the constellation (Ursa Major)”.
 The designation of the sexagenary cycle has no record any earlier than the Wang Mang period (9-25 C.E.). However, the involvement of the elemental connections of the branches is not written of any earlier than the Three Kingdoms period (220-280 C.E.), meaning that fate-calculation likely emerged around the Later Han dynasty.

The five elements were of supreme importance to the practice of fate calculation, but they also acted as part of the systemization of Chinese cosmology as a whole. Following the creation of yin and yang, the cosmology states that their inherent dualism caused the creation of the five elements: wood, water, earth, metal, and fire.
 The five elements, like yin and yang, pervaded many parts of Chinese culture, including philosophy, astrology, and medicine, and are vital to the practice of fate calculation. Without access to the sky as a means of horoscopy, the ancient Chinese had to use another system in order to predict fate. The five elements were known to have specific properties, overcoming or dissolving each other. The stems and branches were all connected with specific elements, as well as seasons and planets. Each branch had its own character, who were placed into pairs to associate with the elements, directions, seasons and planets, with one of the pair being yin and the other being yang.
 Fate calculation was also called “The Eight Pillars”. One’s birth year, month, day and hour are the four “pillars” of their fate, and each pillar is dictated by the combination of a stem and a branch. Continuing with the dualism between yin and yang and heaven and earth, the stems were considered heavenly and the branches, earthly. Each stem and branch would be represented by a character, resulting in a total of eight characters defining one’s fate.
 Ursa Major and the stems planetary connections were the only astral connections fate calculation had, with the rest of it being purely numerical or connected to the five elements and yin-yang dualism. 
Theory of the Soul


There is some debate over the nature of the soul in ancient China, as there isn’t necessarily any one definitive text clearly outlining it. However, many texts dictate the division of soul between hun and p’o. Prior to the Han period, the soul was considered to be singular, only existing as the p’o. P’o simply means “white” or “bright light”, and is associated with the moon. It was originally used to describe how the moon changes in illumination throughout its phases, with new and full moons being the birth and death of its p’o.
 It was not a large jump to begin associating this with the presence and absence of life in humans and became the original concept of “soul”. The introduction of the hun aspect of the soul came towards the end of the sixth century B.C.E., becoming widespread by the third century B.C.E. The hun was thought to come from the p’o: 

“When man is born, that which is first created, is called the p'o and, when the p'o has been formed, its positive part (yang) becomes hun or conscious spirit. In case a man is materially well and abundantly supported, then his hun and p 'o grow very strong, and therefore produce spirituality and intelligence.”

This concept of dualistic soul became widely accepted with the rise in popularity of yin-yang dualism, with the p’o being associated with the earthly yin and the hun with the heavenly yang. The hun is believed to govern the spirit, mind, and heart, while the p’o governs the body and its senses.
 However, it should be noted that this concept of dualistic soul was widely accepted by Confucian philosophers and might not be representative of the actual behaviour folk practitioners and lay people.

Most of the debate regarding the nature of the soul revolves around the number of souls within each person. Some of the theories other than the dualistic two souls are three, one, ten, and twelve. Like the theory of two souls is primarily influenced by Confucian and Taoist philosophy, the theory of ten souls – three hun and seven p’o – is also rooted in primarily Taoist belief. It still utilizes the dualism of the hun and p’o souls, there are just more of them. These theories are both only theoretical, though. Harrell claims the theory of twelve souls is just due to it being a common number in Chinese numerology due to fate calculation and the sexagenary cycle of the calendar. Harrell says that the two most likely candidates for the number of souls Chinese folk practitioners believed in are three and one.
 One of his biggest arguments against the dualistic soul theory is that it doesn’t match how people in the Chinese folk religion treat their dead. This treatment involves the three different locations that the persons soul was able to be contacted through: the funerary tablet, the grave, and spirit realm through shamanistic soul travel.
 He argues that the soul could be split into three parts, each inhabiting one of these locations after death. His theory for the singular soul is that there is only one soul that exists in three different contexts, with folk practitioners treating the funerary tablet in the same manner as the grave. However, it could be argued that the dualistic soul theory could still be used to explain these behaviours. The hun and p’o were believed to go to different places after death, with the hun ascending to the heavens and the p’o slowly returning to the earth. The placement of offerings at the grave may be directed towards the p’o soul as it goes down to the underworld. The funerary tablet may be a means of communicating with and giving offerings to the hun spirit. With shamanistic spirit travel to directly speak to the hun, there is no way to give offerings within the spirit realm, so the funerary tablet is used as an alternative.

For the sake of simplicity and the numerous philosophical writings detailing the hun and p’o, this paper will be utilizing the theory of the dualistic soul. However, simply describing the positive yang nature of the hun and the negative yin nature of the p’o does not define exactly what they are and how the influence a person. What would it be like if someone were to lose their soul? Would it result in death? Or would there be other effects? The nature of the souls at death is that they split from the body and travel at opposite speeds in opposite directions, with the hun quickly ascending to heaven and the p’o slowly sinking. The death ritual of Fu is meant to call back the hun to reunite with the person, as not only did it move quickly, but it was also considered vital to the persons behaviour, as it was their mind and spirit.
 It was believed by Chinese folk practitioners that one could lose their soul outside of death, an idea which was also present in the minds of elite Confucian and Taoist philosophers, as they recorded circumstances where one loses their soul. This passage from the Tso Chuen is from before the hun soul was a widely accepted concept, so it only applies to the p’o soul, but it references a man named Chao T’ung who was behaving strangely: "In less than ten years Chao T'ung will be sure to meet with great calamity. Heaven has taken his p'o from him. "
 In this case, and the case of folk practitioners, the soul was not necessarily the life force, as the person could survive without it, but rather something that made the person lose themselves and behave erratically. Placing this is the dualistic soul system, it would be the hun that was lost rather than the p’o, as the person body still functioned, but their spirit had been altered. Some illnesses are described as due to being a loss of the soul, if it places them in a catatonic state, or makes them behave incoherently.
 It was also believed that it was possible to get the soul back through various ritual methods. In folk tradition, loss of the soul is associated with people not behaving the way they normally do, or in a socially acceptable manner.
 Most of these cases are associated with symptoms sounding similar to that of severe mental illness, resulting in people behaving in a way society deemed incorrect, or perhaps attributed to some malevolent supernatural being that stole their hun. “It is the ling-hun that makes a human being not just a physical body but a person who behaves in a socially acceptable manner and gives them their individuality.”


The two aspects of the soul are both believed to be made up of qi, just of slightly different kinds. The p’o is heavier, thus combined with its earthly yin energy it sinks into the underworld after death, whereas the hun is lighter, ascending to the heavens.
 While alive, the souls are fed by food and breath (qi) for the p’o and hun respectively. As souls are made up of a collection of qi, they must be fed even after death in order to last longer without the body, as eventually they will dissolve and return to the general mass of qi energy flowing throughout the world.
 For the hun, the way to do this is through giving offerings to ancestors, whose spirits typically retain their individuality and preferences. The younger a spirit is, the stronger it is, with it slowly dissolving over time as the person fades from memory. Funerary tablets are typically taken down three to four generations after a person has died, when no one left remembers them personally.
 When the memory of the person and their individuality has faded, so does their spirit. “When they cease to exist as individuals who are remembered, their ling-hun are no longer desirous of worship; there is no “soul”... when there are no more memories of the person.”
 The p’o is preserved by a well-preserved body, allowing it to stay closer to the surface for longer.
Soul in Astrology


In Chinese astrology, the impact of the soul on astrology is less than the impact of astrology on the soul. The cosmology of the Chinese religion is part of what dictates the nature of the dualistic soul, as they reflect yin and yang. One of the primary connections between astrology itself, particularly official court astrology, is the concept that human soul, in this case the hun, can ascend to the heavenly offices and become shen, gods.
 It was believed that especially powerful or meritorious people could join Di, the Supreme Being, in the heavenly courts, making it so that humans could become part of the very heavens that official court astrology was based on. The heavenly officials that gave omens in the sky could be joined by those who were originally human. However, as previously discussed, human souls are made out of qi and thus slowly dissolve over time, so how does the human soul become a god? 

The distinction between where hun and p’o went after death used to be distinct, with the hun ascending to heaven and the p’o descending to the underworld. However, following the reign of Emperor Wu of Han (140-87 B.C.E.) and the introduction of hsien immortality, the afterlife became more complex.
 Hsien immortality was the concept that, if properly cultivated, the human soul could transcend their body and become and immortal being. As opposed to the dissolvable hun soul, the hsien “obtains its total freedom by transforming the body into something purely ethereal”.
 People who have achieved hsien immortality no longer require food, as those were only needed to sustain the p’o, which they are now beyond. They only consume things that have come from the heavens, that being air or dew.
 The concept of immortality and total freedom of spirit was very attractive to the rulers and powerful figures of China, becoming something a worldly cult.
 It was believed that, upon attaining hsien immortality, one earned a place in heaven to rule alongside the Heavenly Emperor. This, though, meant that heaven was no longer a place for hun souls to return to, but rather a place only meant for those who, through merit and power, had earned an ascension to godhood. This resulted in the reformulation of the underworld, which then also mimicked the bureaucratic structure of the imperial state and heavenly offices.
 A place had to be made for the hun spirits of the average person who could not cultivate to immortality, as they could not join the p’o spirits in their same place. Especially meritorious people can become shen, and hsien immortality was achieved through cultivation and power of the soul, resulting in the ability for human beings to become part of the heavens that dictated astrology that ran the imperial state.


 Besides just their shared origins of yin and yang and the five elements, the soul and folk divination like fate calculation is also connected by use of feng shui. Not only is the preservation of a body important for the p’o soul to linger longer, the orientation and placement of the burial itself is important for the descendants of the person being buried. As mentioned before, feng shui (also called geomancy, though it is not the same as western geomancy) is the art of arranging the environment, usually building and interior décor, in a way that harmonizes with the qi flowing through the room. Feng shui can also be applied to the placement of graves. To get a proper placement, the geomancer must use fate calculation for the person being buried in order to align the burial with the proper energies to harmonize with their soul.
 This not only helps the person at rest stay at rest, but also decides the fates of their descendants. If the energies of the location and alignment of the grave harmonize with the individuals fate calculation, then their descendants would be rich and healthy. If the opposite is true, their descendants would be sickly and poor.
 Powerful and meritorious people can become shen, like those who have achieved hsien immortality, while a regular individual with descendants would become an ancestor that several generations would then revere. However, a person who has died a violent death or has no descendants, or a person whose grave was disturbed or destroyed can become a ghost. Using fate calculation and feng shui to align the grave was believed to assist in preventing that, as well as benefiting the individual’s descendants. Fate calculation was necessary to lay souls to rest properly and allow their hun and p’o to go where they needed to go, and the fate of the soul was dictated by the time of birth, meaning that fate calculation is relevant to the human soul for their entire life.
Conclusion

The origins of the universe in Chinese cosmology have a much more direct effect on the rest of the religion, astrology, and tradition of China than many other culture’s creation myths do. Typically, a creation myth explains the formation of the surrounding environment in accordance with pre-established cultural tradition. In the case of ancient China, the concepts created by their origin of the cosmos - the dualism of yin and yang and the five elements - echo through other cultural tenets. Yin and yang are shown in the superiority and inferiority of the heavens and the earth, which results in the earths mimicry of the heavens and the structure of the heavenly government. They are also exemplified in non-governmental astrology, forming the base of folk divination that does not depend on the real sky. Yin and yang result in the dualism of the primary theory of soul, which can eventually ascend to become part of the astrology that dictates the organization of the entire imperial state. The Chinese cosmology connects all these aspects together through a shared philosophical concept, allowing them all to influence each other and the humans that believe in them.
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