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In the Chapter 5 of his book: ‘In Search of Personal Welfare: A View of Ancient Chinese Religion’, Mu-Chou Poo discusses the interrelation of ‘Emperors, Courtiers and the Development of Official Cults’ with religion in Early China. He was the first scholar to raise this question, which make us reconsider the early Chinese religion, setting it against a larger background (Kern 1998). He mainly focuses on the Han dynasty as an example of interactions between imperial rulership, courts and local beliefs. He argues that by defining an official religion we automatically clarify the issue of non-court culture, an approach which seems Daoist. He starts his narrative with his main view on the emperor’s personal welfare and continues with a brief summary of the establishment of the Official Cult of the Ch’in Empire, in order to contextualize our understanding on what basis the Han dynasty developed and expanded. 

As an Egyptologist, in order to underline the importance of an emperor as an individual, he gives the example of Akhenaten as a cultural parallel with the Han dynasties. Pharaoh Akhenaten was personally loyal only to a single divinity, the God Aten. Even today's scholars discuss this move as the first sign of monotheism and it seems that it just started from a single person. Poo argues that Akhenaten of course followed an already existing trend but it was his decision to be loyal only to him, that cause such a monumental –but temporary- change of Egypt’s history. Mu also thinks that this is a way to look at Han emperors as well. Personally, even if it is a good parallel to make, I do not think that in Early China such a powerful and intense trend existed, that went against the ‘general’ polytheistic religion. It seems to me that every emperor was just adding something more rather than monopolizing the religion like this.

He admits and analyzes the existence of a popular religion, but one of his main points is the personal welfare of the emperor. For example, he analyzes the First Emperor and Han-Wudi as they were “obsessed with the desire for personal immortality’’. Thinking this, the emperor was not only being worshiped as a divine being only as part of a general religious belief, but because he himself wanted to be deified for his own sake. Having taken a place in heaven he would be remembered as a deity who defeated death.

He argues that the balance between the personal welfare of the emperor with the popular beliefs of local cults was being made by elites that lived amongst them. What he makes clear is that “The official reaction against local cults were concerned with control, not suppression’’ (Kern 1998: 1007).

The foundation stone for a formal official cult was set at the time of the Ch’in Empire. The First Emperor organized the initial religious cults and ceremonies while setting a calendar for the annual sacrifices. By participating at the rite the Emperor gained political power and authority while he was also establishing himself as immortal, as previously stated. He formally recognized the idea of Five Phases, where the five elements (wood, water, fire, earth, metal)) ‘overcome one another in a cyclical fashion’. This theory had an impact both in everyday life and in politics. Each dynasty was being represented by an element, defining in a way the following dynasty with a cosmological order of succession. An example of the deep bond between officials and religion is the cult of Four Emperors. Here, Mu claims that deities were constituting a divine central government. He says, “The structure of the official cult can be seen as a reflection of political administration’’. The paradox is that the official cult were worshipped and supported by local people, even if was creating a hierarchy between deities and it was geographically centralized.


Han was the dynasty that followed the Chin Empire and in that period new shrines were added and many local cults were accommodated. At Eastern Han the only new establishment of cult was Lao-tzu. Western Han is where everything expanded and modified. 

The emperor Kao-tsu placed himself as the 5th Heavenly Emperor, establishing the shrine of the Black Emperor. Mu interprets this action as a proof that the metaphysical Five-Phase theory was already known. Among all, Kao-tsu promoted a local cult from his native province. The Emperor’s personal opinion, as we see, could influence the exchange between local and formal cults. Kaotsu established also the policy of Wu-shamans, who performed all the ritual according to the annual sacrificial calendar. Mu states that: ‘the objective of this policy was probably to absorb local traditions and to symbolize the establishment of a universal empire’’. Additionally, he claims that through this the emperor was legitimizing his rule also at a local level. He mentioned that Kaotsu had a ‘relaxed’ attitude over controlling local cults as the populace could manage their own worship.

Emperor Wu also established many new cults according to his personal thoughts. For example, he enshrined his grandmother, as the “Divine Lady”. A parallel of ancient Greece can be found at the times of the tyranny of Peisistratus where he brought the cult of Artemis Braurona from his native land inside the Acropolis Sanctuary establishing her shrine (Hurwit 1999: 117).

Again this indicates as Mu states, that officials could embrace local cults easily. Wuti also established the official worship of Ghosts, when a man of the Yueh told him that this belief was popular in his province and Wuti ordered the shaman of Yueh to establish it officially. It seems here that all emperors behaved quite diplomatically with all popular cults; they did not abandon them, but embraced them, recognizing them as official cults. They were trying to unify religious diversity by adding to official cults ‘new’ local elements. That appears to be why Chinese religion has so many cults, showing the official understanding of formal religion to local beliefs.

I believe that this clever technique seems to be why most of emperors created an imperial stability. Even if the religious cults of two provinces could differ so much from each other they were both part of an official cult and worshipping through rituals and that is what legitimizes them as “Chinese’’ religion. Therefore, an invisible circle embraces most of the diversity of formal cults of Chinese religion through the same ritual practice.

In emperor Hsuan’s time, there are examples that prove the opposite exchange as well. Originally capital cults became local with the establishment of shrines around the country.

An example of questioning the legitimacy of an existing cult occurs during the Ch’in Empire, where a group of scholars believed that many cults did not ‘conform to ancient ritual…’. This example perhaps indicates the power of scholars as a formal voice in religious cults. In addition to the influence of the emperor. Secondly, we see the importance of ritual as the right action, which had to be according to ancient rites. It was more important to follow the ritual correctly rather than the cult.

It is hard to distinguish local cults from the official ones as mutual exchange was always on going. Mu gives all the evidence and names nearly all of the new cults that have been added in this chapter. He claims that the only way to separate them is to think where the benefit of the cult was directed. For popular cults was the focus on the personal welfare of the individual and the purpose of official cults the welfare of the country and humanity. He states that only the attitudes and expectations of worshippers can define to which “religion” they belonged. Of course, a straightforward answer generally cannot exist. Therefore, it is better to understand the complexity and diversity of cults throughout the empire but to be aware that through rites -especially sacrifice- all cults are connected, as the main concept of right worshipping. Mu argues that cult and ceremony are two sides of the same coin.  Therefore, an empire connects all cults through the action of worshipping (ritual). The way local cults were worshipped was a microcosm of formal cults and vice versa.
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