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PVeface

What do we know about the religion of ancient China? Besides what
we know about Buddhism and Taoism, the two religions that rose to
court prominence and popularity at many levels beginningin the third
century, relatively little. Students of Chinese history usually have a
less than clear view ofreligions and religious life beyond the Buddho-
Taoist horizon. Most books on ancient China include limited discus-
sion about ancient Chinese religion: ancestor worship, nature wor-
ship and the ideas ofghosts and gods. Some might mention the Con-
fucian philosophical aversion to heaven, ghosts and spirits or the
Mohist beliefin such things, or the grandeur of seasonal sacrifices to
heaven and earth performed by rulers. None ofthese, however, satis-
factorily answer the following questions: what were the features of
religious life among the common people of ancient China? And can
such a question even be asked given the present state of knowledge
about the religion ofancient China? This book is an effort to answer
those questions. It proposes to turn our attention from state rituals
and intellectual discussions to the experience ofthe people. It takes
into consideration newly discovered texts and archaeological materials,
and at the same time reconsiders some very old and at least from the
point of view ofresearchers, familiar texts.

My interest in the phenomenon ofreligion in ancient China is not
in establishing a new interpretive theory, nor does it focus on the
relationship between religion and culture—that is, culture in refer-
ence to to the intellectual aspects of, for example, Confucianism or



Taoism. As | understand it, the purpose ofthe historical study ofreli-
gion, besides explaining the content ofthe religion one studies, is to
try to establish the relationship between the nature of a religious
tradition and the life experience ofthe broad stratum ofthe populace
in that tradition. For areligion to perpetuate itself and thrive among
a group of people, it is necessary that it fit in with the life of the
people, in addition to any teachings or ethics it might carry. Clearly,
even in this modern world, people still observe all sorts of religious
beliefs. None can be seen as unrelated to the lives ofits practitioners.
Since the aim ofthe study ofhistory is to understand the lives of past
people and civilizations, to understand their religious experience is of
primary importance.

The conceptthat | have employed to describe religion in the context
of everyday human lives is “popular religion.” In the first chapter, |
discuss the problems related to this term, especially the confusing
field of names and categories, such as big/little traditions and elite/
commoner. | also discuss the paucity of materials available for research.
The term “popular religion” has often been used to describe religious
phenomenain modern societies. Can one use it in the context ofancient
societies? It is, to be sure, acontroversial concept. One objection that
may be raised concerns the fact that the extant materials, especially
the texts, are basically the product ofthe ruling elite. This objection,
however, provides a crucial pivotto the argumentthat this study pur-
sues. | believe that we can draw a picture, albeit a very crude one, of
the religious life ofthe common people through afresh reading ofthe
texts—between and behind the lines. Some recently excavated texts
help to corroborate our new readings. As a result, | offer tentative
answers that support the idea that the popular/elite (or commoner/
elite) dichotomy is not really useful in discussing culture and reli-
gion, and that we can learn quite a bit about everyday religious life
from the received materials. With these methodological problems in
view, | trace in Chapter 2 3and 4 the developmentofreligious life in
ancient China from the Neolithic period to the end of the Warring
States period.

Following that, | discuss religion in the Han dynasty. As background
to an understanding ofthe religious life ofthe common people, | first
provide an overview of official religious activities, the organizations
and changes within them. The difference between official religion and



the religion ofthe people, as | seeit, is nottheir underlying cosmology,
but their paraphernalia and practical objectives. Thus, the official
religion focused on its benefitto the state and to an abstract humanity,
while the religion ofthe people concentrated mainly on the personal
welfare of worshippers. Furthermore, | discuss some salient aspects
ofHan religious activities in the daily life ofthose outside ofthe ruling
or administrative worlds. | focus on practices attached to the agri-
cultural cycle, life cycle, and daily decision making, as well as ideas
concerning ghosts, spirits, and life after death. From an analysis of
the role of the intellectuals in popular religion, | find that religion
was a force that cut across the entire society, adding, by the an-
other layer of meaning to the term “popular religion.”

| have not dealt with certain subjects pertaining to politics, social
history, economics, and even intellectual developments. My excuse is
twofold: on the one hand, these problems have already been widely
treated by scholars East and West, and on the other hand, | believe it
is legitimate and effective to concentrate on religious aspects by them-
selves. This is not to say that | am entirely justified in concentrating
my study thus. Certainly, in the future, studies will have to broaden
the field of early China’sreligion and provide an organic explanation
that places the nature ofand change in religious beliefs in the context
ofthe above-mentioned areas of history.

The reader will notice that | introduce each chapter with some
non-Chinese material. My intention is simple: to remind the reader
that although we are dealing with the religious beliefs of China, the
problems encountered in China are also human problems.

| am indebted to my former teachers at the Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, Professors Hans Goedicke Jerrold S. Cooper, and Delbert Hillers.
They gave me a sound training in Near Eastern Studies so that |
could have a firm grasp ofthe religions of some of other ancient cul-
tures. | would also like to thank Professor Kwang-chih Chang of
Harvard University for his encouragement and reading of the first
draft of this book. Professor Benjamin Schwartz, also of Harvard,
made some critical comments on parts ofthe manuscript; Drs. Howard
L Goodman, John Kieschnick, and Terry E Kleeman provided detailed
readings and corrections that improved my first and second drafts
enormously. My colleagues at the Institute of History and Philology
gave me numerous comments and suggestions at various stages ofmy



research. Special thanks are due to E. J Brill for granting me permis-
sion to incorporate part of my article published in T 'oung Pao (1993)
into this book. To my two daughters, Cindy and Sheila, | owe special
thanks for their tolerance and for being happy and healthy all along.
Finally, this task would be impossible without the spiritual, intellec-
tual, and physical support of my dear wife Ping-chen, although my
incompetence has prevented me from transforming all her wit and
wisdom into written words. The inadequacies and errors that remain

are therefore entirely mine.
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Chapter 1

JnfroducfioK v

Toward a f-listo®y of tKke Sve~yday,, Personal Religion
o f yN\nciek\f CRANWAex

Historians face one of their sternest challenges in the attemptto ex-
plain religions and beliefs. This is especially critical when dealing with
how should religion and belief be defined, who
were the participants, and what caused religious change? "*"often
study the formation ofTeligions by analyzing the golitical, social, eco-
nomic, and intellectual background ofthe societiesiirwhich ffiejTHrose.
Major dis**der and disintegratiorT in social and ethical_structeres
indeed contributed ofnew religions. For example,
the rise of so-called my steryduring the Hellenistic period,
religions that emphasized personal salvation, has been attributed to
the sintegration of the city-state system, new hardships in every-
day life, and the disappearance ofthe previous religions.1
In the case of China, the situation is further complicated because
religious practice was bifurcated wherever it touched upon the cen-
tral government, which maintained atradition ofimperial ritual pro-
grams, sacrifices®and worship whose main features were established,
even betoretheri*j*06B.C. to220a.d.) byCh inShih-huang-ti (the
“First Emperor*QTCh”in dynasty). It is difficult to determine with
certainty how cul*sand priv*el5”*liefs outside the imperial court came
to be, and which ones were approved, merely tolerated, or expunged
by the court. Officiddon”. especially during the Western Han period,
changed its mmoTlIrequently about the underpinnings ofits own pro-
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grams of worship, as well as its relationship with noncourt worship.
Furthermore, historians have yetto agree on exactly the relationship
between nonofficials and their families (often called “the people,” or
“the peasantry and artisans” and the families of officials, who became
increasingly aristocratic toward the end ofHan. It is hard to tell which
religious practices might have been universally vilified as vulgar and
dangerous and which were deemed sobutwere nonetheless accepted.
Conversely, it is hard to tell which ones spread out everywhere, so
that we can state confidently that all under the sway of Chinese civi-
lization participated in them.

Ancient China, into Han times and even later, was an active®eli®
gioufE”ociety, with personal rej*oi*randijdiefs*an_officiaL”eligion,
anHmnumerable links between the culture of rojcaLpower, writing,
divination, ideas and ideology, art, and magic, on the one hand, and
personal beliefs, on the other. This is all the more true in a society
like China’s which had no separate priest class until the appearance
ofBuddhist and Taoist priestTmeageS in the tourth and fifth centuries
a.d. Even then, the active and diffuse world of Chinese religions con-
tinued on, adopting and expanding

Discussions ofthe religious developments in China ofthe late Han
to Three Kingdoms era (roughly 150-250 a.a.) have generally focused
on two factors. First is the combination of social,and economic prob-
lems, including war, epidemic, and political breakdown; and second,
the e~idofthemonopoly of Confucian thought and the rise of TaoisJ”
nihilistTancTother intellectual trends. The first laftoTled~toTEede-
sire among the common people for a new political dispensation; and
the second factor urged the development ofskegSdgHTHTrd extrem-
ism among the educated elite.2 e

Concerning the establishment of Buddhism in China slightly later
in time, historians similarly explain that situation of
Chinese society created aperfect environment for the spread ofareligion
that offered the common people away out of seemingly endless misery.3
Some suggestthat the early proponents ofBuddhism attracteHTIfiinHse
intellectuals by deliberately bAxowing distinctly H espe-
cially those from Taoist literatiire. Thus, it was easier for the Chinese
to accept Buddhist ideas in a Chinese guise.4 Studies on the rise of
the Taoistreligion, on the other hand, also-stress the economic hard-
ship and political struggle ofthe waning years ofthe Eastern Han.5



W hile these interpretations may all be valid to some/aegree, one
factor remains. In any ancient society, the vicissitud/s of ordinary
life, from birth to death, and the interplay between natural and human
eiudronments already constituted arich background for the develop-
ment ofreligious beliefs. Thus M. R Nilsson on the religious scene of
the Hellenistic period: “The study ofthe s*ucfeSs”)oflate antiquity ...
has concerned itself mainly with beliefs and doctrines, while the spiri-
tual soil from which these growths arose and drew their nourishment
has been touched on only in passing and in general terms; yetthat is
the heart ofthe matter, its weightiest element. 6The motivations for
the acceptance and development of a new religion (or religions) are
found not only in grave social or intellectual crises or in doctrines,
but also in the daily life of a stable and prosperous society.7By study-
ing relatively “ordinary” factors, one reaches the basic stratum ofthe
religiousj n v pry Hv at . p Ilife 8How else might we ex-
plain why in times of peace or prosperity religion still constituted an
essential part of society, and how it persisted?

This book will examine such areligious mentality in ancient China.
It is my contention that the most enduring substrate of religion in
China, one that perhaps has tendrils and roots in certain ancient beliefs
of the surrounding non-Chinese peoples, is the religion of personal
welfare and personal accessto man”ic'linowledgerThe context TnwEich
this religion, or system ofreligion, wasT”prcsented includes, on the
material side, religious buildings such astemples and altars that were
used for both nature deitijes and ancestors: funerary establishments,
including tombs, funerary objects, tomb paintings, and artistic repre-
sentations in numerous forms. On the”~befia®"S side were various
techniques involving magic, omens, and mantic divination, or prayers
for the protection ofthe individual and family. Finally, we find written
documents such as talismans and sacred writings and other texts de-
scribing ideas, ideologies, and practices concerning all the above.

These were widely distributed and are to be distinguished from
court religious activity, which involved ritual programs of imperial
authority and ancestor worship, as well as the textual precedents for
them. It is to be”ssumeffthat when men offthe court went to their
homes and estates, they practiced not the igiperial rdi*on, whose
precinct was narrowly defined, but the religious beliefs of everyday
life, often involving their kin, guests, bonded and semifree workers,



)n Sea»*ck of Personal Wel~a”e

and the artisans and merchants with whom they came into contact.
People of all walks oflife then, shared th ese generajjiontexts- ofreli-
gious life and instantly recognized the religious goals of other indi-
viduals in society.

Important though it may be, a survey of the religious beliefs of
everyday life from the beginnings of Chinese history until the end of
the Han dynasty is notwell represented in the existing scholarly liter-
ature.9Without such an understanding, any explanation ofthe success-
ful spread of Buddhism and Taoism in the centuries after the Han,
why both religions evolved the way they did, and why so-called popular
religion in modern China assumed its present shape would lack afirm
foundation. Taoism, as we know, evolved from various types of belief
that can be traced to before the Chin. Its culmination in a distinct
religion at the end of the Eastern Han was not only the result of a
long historical development, but also the beginning of an enduring
Taoist church; and both were intertwined with divergent elements of
everyday religious life. Buddhism, on the other hand did not enter a
religious vacuum when it was first introduced into China. Its accep-
tance by all social groups depended more upon its ability to cope with
various elements ofthe substrate religion than its theological argu-
ments. It is clear, therefore~featra®"Sasic understanding of ancient
Chinese religion is important not only for our understanding of the
nature of ancient Chinese society, but also for a sound assessment of
later religious phenomena. This is a challenging task, because almost
all contemporary documents ofthe period are written by and for the
social and governing elite. We are immediately confronted with the
familiar problem ofhow to understand popular culture through texts
that are essentially thg”groduct of the”elfEeTWb shall return to this
question later in the chapter

Similar problems are encountered in dealing with material evidence.
For example, archaeological discoveries show that the Han elite often
possessed funerary equipment similar to although of better quality
than, that ofthe nonelite. Does this mean that the elite shared with
the wider community the religious ideas represented by the objects?
How should one regard the religious ideas reflectedIn funerary para-
phernalia? Should they be considered “popular” (or, of the people, or
peasants), or are they “official/elite?” It is indeed difficult to isolate
analytically an elite culture from anonelite, or even “popular,” culture.
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Funerary equipment from rich tombs often represented a religious
mentality that had little to do with Confucian ideas.00ne doubts, of
course, whether they can be considered “Confucianists.” Yet if we
admitthat during the Han period Confucian values belonged mainly
to the ruling, or administrative, elite who usually possessed the richer
tombs, there is good reason to believe that many ofthe so-called Confu-
cianists were influenced by a wide spectrum ofreligious mentality.1l
Thus, it is possible to ap roach the beliefs of the cominoners by ex-
amining the culture ofthe elite. Furthermore, recent anthropological
discussions on Chinese religion show that there was, or is, no simple
division between “elite” and “popular” culture, or “great” and “little”
traditions in Chinese society. The interaction between the “upper”
and “lower” strata ofculture presents acomplex problem that should
be studied carefully.2However, these works have notyet made a seri-
ousimpact onthe study ofancient China. Consequently, the notion of
the everydayreligion of personal welfare in ancient China still needs
to be more subtly articulated.3

The present study is a historical investigation of broadly shared
religious beliefs and goals in ancient China, from the earliest period
to the end of Han. Methodologically, ofcourse, it is practically impos-
sible to conduct a purely descriptive investigation without exercising
interpretations. It is expected that, in our inquiry into ancientreli-
gion, many questions will arise concerning the origin and nature of
the beliefs, and many questions will probably remain unanswered or
even unidentified. | have tried to investigate the various aspects of
this religion of private life as outlined above. However, since there is
no established model for such a histoixofreligion in ancient China,
this investigation must be a {*"Iminjtry-bne both in the scope ofthe
guestions raised and the materials used.

"Religion cmd & Wo-\\\W\ooA Powers Wo” kirg Definitions

First, we must formulate a working definition of “religion” in the
proposed context. Then must come a definition ofthe term “personal
w 87 which is at the center of our attention.

Despite a host of existing definitions,4the term “religion” is to be
understood as referring to belief in the existence of extra-human
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powers.’5These powers were seen as exerting upon man and society
tangible outcomes concerning human and extra-human events. Under
such adefinition extra-human agents, animate or inanimate, natural
or supernatural, also exerted certain powers over individual human
beings. This agency may have been something other than “the powers,”
such as royal ancestorgl ghQsfe, or gods. It could also have referred to
naturaLnhenomgxia, although it is not clear if there were beliefs in
agents of natural phenomena.

In denoting the central concern of religious belief, writers often
use the term “supernatural.” the efficacy of which has seldom been
guestioned. Occasionally, scholars have viewed this term asinadequate
and substituted “superhuman.” Religion, accordingto one is “aninsti-
tution consisting”oflcultu”*ly patternedJjateraxtion with culturally
postulated siigC Thu~""&gs.J6The terms “culturally patterned”
and “culturally postulated” are adequate to denote the nature ofreli-
gious phenomena. There is also the attempt to avoid touching the
nature or modeof existence ofreligious entities. Instead, the nature
ofreligious action is emphasized: “Religion can-be looked upon as an
extension ofthe field of people’s social relationships beyond the con-
fines ofpurely human society ... in which human beings involved see
themselvesiirsntepSnHent position vis-a-vj" th ftir_-nQn"hiirnanaltars.” I7
| prefer, however, to use the more modestterm “extra-human,” instead
of“superhumane<” “Supernatural” and “superhuman” both betray the
world view, or conception, ofthe modern researcher and are inconclu-
sive and cannot characterize the ancient Chinese contexts. | would
argue that, in ancient China at least, the “powers” were recognized

as something oiitsid®.human They were not necessarily “super-
—in tAe sense of “above” or “beyond” the naturalw orll They
were not necessarily “supe®ImniSi” of having

greater power than man. Some amounted to no more than minorirri-
tations and were effectively checked with the performance ofexorcistic
acts. While both “supernatural” and “superhuman” entail the"se5se
oT<superior/J“better,” or “stronger,” the term “extra-human” only
refers to the sphere of existence ofthe powers without reference to
their quality, strength, or nature. “Supernatural” or “superhuman”
are terms that hardly find an equivalent in the vocabulary of ancient
China. As long as the powers are recognized as extra-human and not
to be found among “norHid” animals, objects, or sociopolitical groups,



they become the concern of man, and actiona_are4o be taken to deal
with them. As one scholar says: 4Reli*ousbelie®”Lre present when
non-human agencies are propitiated on the human model.” 18This is
an interesting and important aspect of the Chinese religious experi-
ence. Having stated my position, however, | shall often use suchterms
as ghost spirit, god, etc., in the following discussions as convenient
variants.

Finally, we have the observable evidence of people’s effort to ex-
presstheirrecognition ofand rapprochement with such powers. This,
aswe mentioned above, may include various kinds ofcommunication,
worship, or exorcism that involved magical, ritual, or ceremonial activ-
ities in public or private. The o *~ ti” o f all these was mainly personal
welfare (that of the suppliant"aiiWor KTs relatives). which"was at*n a
‘pAiTfraryThotivation for keeping worship and cults alive. In the con-
text of ancient Chinese society, this meant every means that could
lead to longevity and comfortable life and a well-provided death. |
have, therefore, adopteTa loose definition ofTeirgion that includes
organized and rationalized establishments, as well as localized and
unarticulated. cults and beliefs. Our present interest, obviously, is

in the localized and unarticulated, cults and beliefs. However,
we should never lose sight of what the more rationalized system of-
fered; thus, where appropriate mention will be made aswell of court
religous complexes and ideologies, A

'‘CWe. Popwla Religion "Paradigm in
&c\A\ey* P seapck and

In this study, | prefer to develop a set ofterms that will provide ana-
lytic room for the inclusion of types and categories, rather than to
exclude. My premise is that the substrate ofancient Chinese religion
took in members of all areas of economic and political life and awide
variety of elements of belief. The previous two generations of schol-
arship on Chinese religion, however, perceived the problem differ-
ently from the way pursued by modern writers, due mostly to the
overwhelming revisions in our perception of early China resulting
from archaeology. Before this sea change, the most prevalent way of
looking at Chinese religious life posited a division into popular (or
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commoner) and official (or intellectual, elite, ruling) categories of
beliefand practice.

Our ageis the age of “the people” anythingthatcan shedlight on
the laboring, nonelite people of the past is likely to be received with
considerable interest. To see how an ordinary person lived his life
may be more interesting than exploring the intrigues of kings and
politicians, or the speculations of philosophers. Further, the religious
faith ofthe ordinary people of another era may help us gain insight
into the nature ofour own beliefs. “Popular religion,” in this perspec-
tive, has come to mean the religious beliefs ofthe common people. Yet
the term also arouses suspicion, since it is doubtful that a historian
can reach the souls ofthe commoners of a past era. For, by definition
or by common sense, the term “commoners” usually refers to people
who were ignored by the educated, ruling ranks of society, and who
are often also ignored as subjects of modern scholarship because of
the lack of written documents concerning their own thoughts and
activities.19For the more recent past, this is not too great a problem.
Anthropologists, by direct participation and personal communication,
describe how the people ofagiven society live their religious life. Work
on popularreligion” in China sofar has been done mostly by anthro-
pologists concentrating on modern Chinese society.DFor the remote
past historians ofreligion are only beginningto explore the possibility
of depicting an outline ofthe religious life outside the imperial court.
For example, Valerie Hansen examines the changing images and status
of local pantheons in medieval China.2l Stephen Teiser explains the
circuitous ways in which aBuddhist scripture intermingled with popu-
lar beliefs and festivals.22

Not only do we doubt even the possibility of studying the religion
of commoners, the term “popular religion” itself provokes further
guestions. “Popular” connotes arelatively wide basis amongthe total
populace, but it does not necessarily imply that only the lower echelon
of society was concerned or affected. “Popular religion therefore,
seems to carry an inherent ambiguity concerning the social consti-
tution of the worshipers. If, on the other hand, we define “official
religion7as those religious beliefs or doctrines that received the rec-
ognition and formal protection, or promotion, of secular rulership,
whatis the essence ofthis official religion, and what is its relationship
with popular religion? Stephan Feuchtwang maintains that popular



religion “is ofthe common people in the one sense that it contains a
crucial relation, a political relation, to official religion and to other
claimants to control and therefore orthodoxy in China.”2ZThis points
outthe political nature ofthe relationship between official and popular
religions. The question is, are the two differentin structure, content
cosmology; different in the relationship between the worshippers and
the deities; or simply different in their constituents? Finally, are the
terms “official” and “popular” appropriate enough for the investigation
ofreligion?2As analytical tools in approachingthe subject, these terms
may cause difficulty. Fcir what is “popular” might not be confined to
non-elite laboring or mercantile people. Moreover, it is unlikely that
the non-elite were ignorant of official doctrine. In this study, there-
fore, | will employ suchterms as “popular/ “commoner “the people,”
or “folk,” but only do so for convenience.

To use “popularreligion ” and oppose it to “official religion,” then,
admits a basic assumption that for analysis it is possible and useful to
divide a culture into two or more strata. Here we enter the often
traveled yet still thorny road of “great and little traditions.” After
Redfield's exposition of the concept of the “great tradition” versus
“little tradition "B many scholars in the human sciences used it in
various contexts in one way or another. Redfield held that the so-called
great tradition was created by the elite who consciously and actively
passedit on to their successors. The little tradition, on the other hand,
was the culture generally accepted and preserved by the people un-
wittingly, the so-called peasantculture in atraditional peasant society.
W hile this was not an uncommon concept, Redfield did notdwell on a
simple bifurcation of culture and society. Instead, he noticed that in
traditional peasant societies, Chinaincluded, the great and little tradi-
tions overlapped and gave rise to mutual influences. This acknowledged
the complexity of cultural reality and the provisional nature of the
concept as an analytical tool.

Although Redfield presented his theory with reservation, the inter-
pretive power ofthe “great and little” concept was so attractive that,
in anumber of subsequent studies on the culture or religion of China,
the paradigm of “two traditions” was sometimes carried to the ex-
treme.2The religion ofthe elite was considered far removed, or even
very different, from that of the populace.Z Even some modern Chi-
nese intellectuals share the view thatin traditional Chinathe rational



literati had no need of religion, while the ignorant populace were
blinded by superstition.28

Long before Redfield, however, scholars had presented different
views on the relationship between the elite and the popularin Chinese
religion. Marcel Granet, one of the pioneers in this area, repeatedly
expounded his view that the elite culture ofancient China was nour-
ished by, and ultimately derived from, popularreligion.®Granet’sview,
despite some valuable insight into the meaning of early Chinese
poetry, has since been criticized as giving free rein to imagination.3
Sifting through the ancient literature and drawing on modern eth-
nology, Granet claimed to have discovered traces of ancient popular
religion, such as the primitive rite of sexual union, in the poems of
Shih-ching orBook o fPoetry, traditionally dated to the Western Chou
period (c. 1045841 B.C.).3lHe believed that the poems were originally
records of such festival rites and songs, a hypothesis that led to his
“popular to elite” theory ofthe development of Chinese culture. In
some respect, his view is similar to the Chinese traditional view that
aportion ofthe poems was collected from the countryside by officials
to serve as admonitions to the court. However true this may have
been, the act of collection was a conscious political strategy, thus the
poems collected could hardly have exerted any significant influence
in the development ofthe established elite culture. This is not to say
that court rituals were totally unrelated to folk religion: some may
have reflected ancient and already forgotten religious customs. The
subsequent political uses and twists of the original meaning of the
poems in Shih-ching,2however, only demonstrate that the ancient
“popular culture” asrepresented there did notreally become the foun-
dation of elite culture in the way Granet suggested. That Granet was
unable to use the crucial evidence provided by the oracle bone in-
scriptions and Shang bronze art was also a major drawback for his
theory.

An older contemporary of Granet, the Dutch sinologist de Groot,
also contributed amajorwork on the religion of China. In contrastto
Granet he started by collecting materials on beliefs and customs
amongthe non-elite in contemporary southeastern China, i.e., Fukien,
in the late nineteenth century. He then compared his findings with
ancient texts and concluded that there was little change from the
ancients to the moderns.3His main assessment of Chinese culture in
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general and religion in particular was that they were static~devoid
ofinnovations and improvements since the ancienttime. Despite the
wide spectrum ofhis effortin collecting relevant materials, de Groot’s
study was marred by aprejudice against Chinese religion and society,
as well as methodological deficiencies.3 Both Granet and de Groot
shared a common assumption: the development of Chinese culture
and religion was essentially one-directional, either from elite to popular
or from popular to elite.

In reviewing the method and theories of Granet and de Groot, Freed-
man proposed that peasant culture and elite culture were not two
different things, but represent “two versions of one religion that we
see as idiomatic translations of each other. $This is to say that the
basic unity of Chinese culture does not come from a single historical
origin or a single social stratum, but from a general system ofreli-
gious ideas, which developed through continuous exchanges of ideas
and customs between elite and non-elite. Freedman did not, however,
elaborate how this development came about historically.

In this connection Benjamin Schwartz, when discussing the ideas
ofancient Chinese philosophy, touched upon the problem of “popular
culture” from another angle. Although he admits thatthere were basic
similarities between the popular and elite culture, “out of the same
broad Neolithic matrix” the later development ofthe two diverged in
crucial ways. Further, the relationship between non-elite and elite is
not “an unproblematic ‘parallelism oftwo versions ofthe same culture
but a constant dynamic interaction involving both mutual influence
and mutual tension between at least partially separate realms.”3He
further elaborated on this point by discussing the absorption ofyin-
yang and Five Phases theories into non-elite religion.3

Recognizing the mutual influence ofthe popular and the elite and
trying to demonstrate their complex relationship, David Johnson for-
mulated a kind ofgrid system by dividing the people of late-imperial
China into nine social-cultural groups. He uses literary/educational
and political/leconomic statuses as criteria, with the legally privileged
literate group representing the high-elite culture, the illiterate/depen-
dentgroup representing low culture, and others in between ofvarying
statuses.3BW hile somewhat mechanical, Johnson’s model helps us see
the complex image of Chinese culture.®

The complex nature ofpopular culture and religion is made explicit



in a recent study of the local cults of modern China. Jordan and
Overmyer pointoutthat Chinese popular culture presents both unify-
ing and divergent aspects. Because ofthe vastness of China, people of
different areas have tended to have different cult practices. Yetthrough
historical as well as political forces, divergent local customs have also
shared basic ideas and cultural values. Popular culture, atleastin the
case of China, was itself a congregation of many different, small, re-
gional cultural circles. The interaction between the popular and the
elite depends upon some intermediate elements such as secretreligious
sects, which, transmitting the ideals of the elite to the common folk,
also transform and unify the beliefs and values of the local society
into a new social organization.4 To take another example, Stephen
Teiser’s study of the ghost festival of medieval China shows how the
festival, as well as ideas of hell and salvation, were received by the
non-elite, Buddhists, and educated writers of differing perspective,
andyet constituting aunified system.4.This demonstrates the inherent
mixture of groups and statuses in the cultural reality. While nonoffi-
cials were, by and large, set offlegally and socially from officials, they
met culturally. Furthermore, to be Buddhist cut across several cul-
tural lines.

The theme of “unity” versus “diversity” was further explored by
Robert E Weller in his study of the Taiwanese ghost festival.£2While
criticizing Weber's characterization of Chinese religions as
“traditional” and “rational” for being too simplistic,88Weller proposes
two different styles of interpretation that he argues existed in non-
elite religion: ideologized interpretations, i.e., religion understood in
an institutionalized and explicit ideology; and pragmatic interpreta-
tions, i.e., less explicit and less tied to specific institutions, and more
concerned with everyday social relations. Although still carrying the
Weberian imprint of “traditional (pragmatic)” and “rational (ideo-
logized),HWeller breaks away from Weber by emphasizing “the flexi-
bility of interpretation as people remake their religion in changing
social conditions therefore the ideologized and pragmatic interpre-
tations are not mutually exclusive but only “two ways ofgiving mean—--
ing to experience.”#4This observation, one may add is on the whole
in accord with C. K. Yang’sproposal concerning “diffused” and “insti-
tutional.” %

Steven Sangren explores a theoretical basis for the holistic under-



standing of Chinese religion. In a study ofalocal community in con-
temporary Taiwan, he observed that

[N]Jo given supernatural entity means the same thing all the
time; the nature of its power and meaning depends upon the
ritual context in which it is addressed, who is worshiping it, in
whatrole the worshipper addresses it (asindividual, officeholder,
member of a family or community, and so forth), and with what
other supernatural entities it is beingim plicitly or explicitly con-
trasted.4%

As will be demonstrated in the following discussions, this observa-
tion is particularly relevant to understanding the nature of the reli-
gion ofthe common people in ancient China.

In summary, the political, social, or economic status of a person,
although important, was not necessarily the decisive factor govern-
ing his religious beliefs and practices. It follows that members ofthe
ruling elite could still be believers within the religious system ofper-
sonal welfare and access to mantic knowledge.47 Official religion, as |
understand it, is what the ruling class formally announced or prac-
ticed as the cult of the state, with a system of cosmology and moral
ethics derived from it. Its purpose was mainly for effecting authority
and for maintaining the orderliness ofthe state and its subjects. The
vast system of personal religion, on the other hand, had a more direct
bearing upon people's lives; the practical benefit of religion to the
individual was invariably a central concern.8The difference between
the official and the nonoffical might even have existed not in basic
cosmology, but rather in the nature ofthe physical precincts and the
secular problems that concerned each of them. We cannot even be
sure about a distinction based entirely on the content of a religious
element, such as the ideas of ghosts and spirits or the act of ancestor
worship. Rather, it is people's attitudes and goals, as occasionally re-
corded, or as deduced, that give us subtler clues.9Thus, areligious
system could have more than one aspect. As E. Ziircher points out,
Eastern Han Buddhism could be described as having three sectors: a
hybrid cult centered upon the court and the imperial family; the first
nucleus of “canonical” monastic Buddhism; the diffuse and unsys-
tematic adoption ofBuddhist elements in indigenous beliefs and cults.®
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This understanding is an important principle in our study ofthe world
of personal religion in ancient China.

XKe mSotces

Rich archaeological discoveries in the pasthalf-century have provided
us with numerous details ofthe material culture of ancient China.5L
Amongthese finds, tombs are by far the most frequently encountered
kind of evidence. The persistent practice of inhumation provides a
basic reference for the beliefin certain types of existence after death.
Furthermore, the change in burial customs, including the funerary
objects and tomb styles, throughoutthe long period studied here pro-
vides us with important clues concerning the change in people’scon-
ceptions of death and the afterlife.

The significance of archaeological evidence, therefore, can be
weighed in two ways. First, individual finds may be employed to illus-
trate a specific point concerning the religious belief of the people.
Statues of monsters or protective demons found in many Chdi tombs
of the late Warring States period, for example, may be used to indi-
cate a beliefthat evil spirits attacked tombs. The wall paintings and
reliefs found in Han-era tombs, to give another example, are relevant
to the conception ofthe netherworld.

Second, the long-term development or change ofcultural styles may
be used to illustrate amore subtle shiftin people’s overall conception
aboutthe netherworld, and men’s fate after death. For example, the
shift from vertical-shaft wooden-casket tombs to horizontal brick
tombs, achange that started sometime during the late Warring States
period and continued throughout the Han dynasty, may be seen as a
material manifestation of a corresponding change in the conception
ofthe actual layout ofthe netherworld. As | argue later, when it became
clear that this netherworld was similar to the world of the living,
there was acorresponding increase in people’s desire to create for the
deceased an environment closer to the world ofthe living.®2

An inevitable question in this regard is how to determine what
kind ofarchaeological finds can reflect popular beliefs. First, we need
to differentiate at each instance between the archaeological context~
whether the object was found in the tomb of a commoner or noble-



man, which sometimes is guesswork—and, second, the sociological
significance an object or a tomb style carries. We cannot automati-
cally assume that everything found in arich tomb necessarily reflects
the ideology ofthe elite or ruling class.

The same attitude is also our principle in using literary or inscrip-
tional evidence. Traditional texts such as the Five Classics, the Tso-
chuan andiTwo-y the works ofthe Confucianists and other
thinkers ofthe Warring States period, or the histories and essays of
Han savants, are doubtless the product of the elites. What they have
recorded, however, contains not only philosophical treatises and liter-
ary inventions, but also reflections of the feelings and beliefs of a
wider population. This latter function oftheir writings is often not an
intended purpose, butis nevertheless marked with the imprint oftheir
time and culture. My reading of these traditional texts, therefore,
aims not atreworking the refined arguments aboutthe nature ofthe
Confucian idea of humanity, nor at reconstructing the cosmological
structure ofthe Han scholars, but at discovering those unintentional
implications of their statements that pertain to the life and experi-
ence ofthe populace at large. What the elite ridiculed in expounding
their ideas is often illuminating for the understanding of beliefs. It is
up to the researcher to determine at each instance whether a state-
ment carries such unintentional meanings. He must, however, always
be skeptical of recorded thought, even when it is a person’s opinion
about his or other’s beliefs. He must make quite clear whether he is
describing something he believes to have been false or cynically ma-
nipulated, or something that seems to have been true. He must try
his best to determine which speaker in a text is the cynical one and
which were innocent believers, if in fact such parties can be differen-
tiated.3

Some ofthe newly discovered texts, such asthe daybooks (i.e., alma-
nacsyjih-shu from Shui-hu-ti, or the “Fifty-two Recipes” wu-
shih-erhping-fang from the tomb of Ma-wang-tui, since
they treat mundane subjects, seem to bear closer relations with the
private life of people.54 The tombs of Ma-wang-tui or Shui-hu-ti
certainly belong to the “ruling class,” although the actual statuses of
the tomb owners vary. The religious beliefs represented in these texts,
however, seem to reveal the characteristics ofthose ofawider popii--
lace. This aspect oftextual evaluation constitutes a challenge, “"ther
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texts found in Han tombs, such as the “tomb quelling texts,” which
reveal more directly the popular conception of the afterlife, are also
invaluable source materials for our understanding ofreligion in ancient
China.

With a concern for the religious experience ofthe commoners, and
with a special eye on the available evidence, we begin our search for a
new page in the history of Chinese religion.



Chapter 2

R oofs of a R eligion

of Personcil W eel-lpa”e

Although most men affirm that there are gods, still a few do deny
their existence.... And among those who affirm the existence of
gods some believe in the gods of their ancestors others in those
which have been fashioned to fit the dogmatic systems of philoso-
phy. ... Accordingly even the rank and tile of people differ lifewise,
some insisting that there is one god, others that there are many
differing in shape, sothat they even fall into the superstitions ofthe
Egyptians, who think ofthe gods as long-faced, hawk-shaped, or
cows and crocodiles and whatever else [strikes their fancy].1

Prelude.

Inquiries into the religious beliefs of prehistoric people, East and West,
tend to operate under ungpoken assumptions. While “primitive” tribes
in any era are without the necessary arts for tearingAvitaess to their
beliefs, ancient civilizations, having the art ofwriting, provide us with
clues to religion in pre-literate periods. In sketching the shape ofpre-
historic religion through literary documents, scholars often project
later beliefs into earlier periods. In late-prehistoric Egypt, for example,
tfi.e dead were often buried with their faces toward the west.2Much
later, Egyptian religion considered the west as the abode ofthe dead,
and this notion was placed into the service ofthe early practice.30n
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the other hand, we know of prehistoric burials in which the dead face
other directions.4The west, furthermore, was not the only destina-
tion of deceased Egyptians.5Thus, without concrete evidence it is not
entirely correct to suggest that a connection exists between burial
positions and a specific religious belief. On the Chinese side, a similar
argument has been advanced to explain the burial positions at the
Pan-p o neolithic cemetery ofthe Yang-shao period.6Since the major-
ity of the dead in this cemetery are placed with heads toward the
west, scholars have suggested that there was a beliefin the west as
the destination of the deceased.7In other late-neolithic cemeteries,
however, the directions ofthe graves follow different patterns. Hence,
the most one can deduce from the evidence is the existence of an
apparently uniform burial cusiom-*wtthin each particular cemetery.8
In any case, the later ideal from Confucian classical writing that “burial
should be northwards facing; such was the proper ritual ofthe Three
Dynasties "9had not taken form at this time. Clear evidence for the
idea of a western land of the dead does not seem to have existed in
China before the coming of Buddhism.

Tf burial positions teTT us onlyveTy littfe about the beliefs of the
neolithicinhabitants of China, funeraijobificts provide abetter indica-
tion. An ideathatthe soul, or spirit, existed after death caused funerary
objects to be placed in graves out of reverence or sympathy for the
deceased. At least this is what scholars"hav”iltiderBtood-about pre-
historic peoples. The urn-burials ofthe Yang-shao period for example,
have been explained by archaeologists as evidence ofthe beliefin souls.
It has been suggested that the small hole found on the urn was made
for the purpose ofallowing the soul to pass”bimigh.10The only support
ofthis view is the aforementioned beliefin the existence ofaprimitive
idea of soul. Yetthe explanation tells us very little: the hole in the urn
does not prove the existence of an idea of soul; it is merely a modern
preconception. At bestit is wishful thinking: one builds a simple and
direct connection between a hypothetical idea of soul and a factual
hole in the urn. Another example is that of the red pigment often
found on the bones in prehistoric burials; it has been explained as
evidence ofa symbolic act concerning the soul or possibly the resurrec-
tion ofthe dead.11Admitting the existence ofthe ideas of soul, spirit
or life after death, however, we still do not really know the details of
such_ideas, much less of any difference among various social groups.



The fish and bird decorations on Yang-shao pottery (Fig. 2.1) provide
room for speculation.20n the assumption that primitive artistic motifs
are seldom piu~lj*decorative, these motifs are explained by some as
the symbols oftotems.13Although the fish symbolized abundance, fer-
tility, or even eroticlbve in the literature oflater eras,4it is unlikely
thatit was ever animportanttotemic animal in ancient China. Birds
especially the feng and huang, seem to have been quite prominentin
later mythological traditions.’5Yet considering the fact that among
the numerous Yang-shao painted pots, only arelatively few have such
designs as fish, birds, or the hybrid animal with a human face,6while
the vast majority contain geometric patterns, there is no compelling
reason to assume that such animal or hybrid designs could have repre-
sented a prevailing tradition. It is more probable that they were the
product of experimentive craftsmen. To connect these decorations to
later myths renders no further help in the understanding ofthe reli-
gious beliefs of ordinary people.

The situation becomes different for the late-neolithic period, especially
the Liang-chu (c. 2800-1900 B.c.) and Ta”wen”ouTc. 3900-2200 B.c.)
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Fig. 2.2 Neolithic jade incisions from Liang-chu.

cultures. On somejade objects (mainlypi andts'ung and pottery
there are a number of inscribed signs with bird*or”siixutird motifs
(Fig. 2.2). If these signs can be explained as evidence ofbird and sun
worship in the Eastern Yi culture and can be connected with
traditions preserved in later documents and art objects since the
Eastern Chou period, we may have some concrete evidence of reli-
gious expressions.I7

A similar case could be advanced concerning dragon_decorations of
the late-neolithic Hung-shan (4000-3000 B.c.) culture in the north-
eastern province ofLiaoning. On both artistic and epigraphic grounds,
the dragon design from this culture is seen as having a strong affinity
with the later dragon m otif ofthe Shang period.18This suggests that
aspects of dragon worship in the later era may have existed earlier.19



It remains, however only a possibility, as the distance in time and
space between Hung-shan culture and Shang is very great.

The existence ofaltars and possibly female cult statues in the Hung-
shan sites, on the other hand, certainly indicates an elaborate religious
cult.2 Unlike the dragon motif, however, this cult—a so-called
cultM—can hardly find a descendant in the later period. One author
explains the function ofthe altar as the original “she the center
ofafertility cult. The argumenttries to connectatheory of “primitive
cult” to later documents simply byjuxtaposition.2lWe are once more
leftwith an empty label—"“fertility cult”~without anyidea ofits actual
contents. ~ N —

Meanwhile, at the*ng”~sha” site of P u-yang mosaic dragon and
tiger figures made of sKkeHThave been found in a burial site.2 The
scale of the burial suggests that the deceased was of a high social
status andthatthe dragon andtiger figures must have had important
symbolic or religious meaning. Compared with the Hung-shan dragon,
the shape ofthe P u-yang dragon is closer to the traditional image:
with feet and claws.

Both the Hung-shan and the P u-yang dragons, like the bird and
sun motifs on Liang-chu jade objects, are associated with thejxxore
powgrful members of society. The geographical distance between the
two sites suggests that the use of the dragon was*wiHrsprpaH If one
assumes that these dragons were similar in symbolic or religious
meaning, then it may be the case that the dragon was significant in
an area stretching from northeastto southeast China, although there
is no way to tell if people actually worshipped it

One of the more interesting interpretations concerning the P u-
yang mosaic animal figures is provided by K. C. Chang, who suggests
that they represent the sacred animals that the u w-shaman, i.e., the
tomb owner, employed during his ritual ascension to heaven, or when
he travelled to the~4amdd_of the dead.Z This interpretation assumes
that a shamanistic religion already existed in China during the
neolithic period.240ther evidence from the Yang-shao period, such as
an androgynous relief figure on a vase,5 a “skeletal drawing” of a
human figure on abowl Band aground painting showingwhat appears
to be shamans performing funerary rituals,Z’are all explained as ex-
pressions of different aspects of shamanistic religious activities or

ideas. 8 " e
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There are ofcourse other kinds of explanation. For example, one of
the rock paintings found in Shih-tzu-fan, Shansi province, has been
explained as a shamaness performing aritual, while another painting
represents akind ofagricultural fertilit*u"Eemony.2It should be made
clear, however, that this “fertility cult” and similar explanations are
based mainly upon the assumptions ofthe researchers, first, concern-
ing what prehistorical ferti'lityinirEs might have looked like; and second,
thatthe paintings should be explained asreligious. Unlike the evidence
for shamanistic activities, the explanations that these were fertility
cults do not have the support of later or cross-cultural evidence.

In connection with the argument that shamanism existed in the
Yang-shao period, K_ C. Chang further suggests that the jade ts'ung
and similar objects found in the burials of the Lung-shan cultures,
especially that of Liang-chu in Kiangsu and T ao-ssu in Shansi, were
evidence of shamanic tools employed in ritual performances.Changs
argument provides a consistent explanation ofthe existence of shaman-
ism from the Yang-shao to the Lung-shan period. This explanation
logically extends to the Shang period, when shamanism is documented
by abundant evidence, as we shall see below.

Given the possible existence of shamanism and other religious ele-
ments, such as ancestor worship in the Lung-shan period3l and the
worship ofbird or"sun-bird, it is difficult for us to discern any differen-
tiation ofreligious beliefe among social groups in the neolithic period.
The burials of this period, to be sure present examples of “rich” as
well as “poor” grave goods, indicating the appearance ofdifferentiated
social strata.2W hether they also imply any difference in beliefs, on
the other hand, is impossible to determine. Since the burials differ
only in the degree ofmaterial richness, notin fundamental conception
and structure, it standsto™reason that we may assume a more or less
homogeneous religious belief among the rich and the poor in society.
Despite the factthat several culture centers are postulated for neolithic
China,3this observation seems to reflect a general situation that is
less affected by cultural or geographical differences.

It is noteworthy, however, that although religious beliefin a given
culture sphere might have been homogeneous, the development of a
stmtifiei-sedety and the concentration of wealth and power in the
hands of fewer and fewer people also imply a concentration of reli-
gious authority. As the Liang-chu burials suggest, the concentration



ofjade objects in large tombs probably meant that the tomb owners
were politicaLas well as religious leaders.3Thus, the basically homo-
geneous religious culture began to differentiatejnto two strata: the
religion ofthe power-holders, and the religion ofthe common people.
The difference lay not so much in the substance or nature of beliefs,
but in the authority necessary for accessl:o the divine world. Those
with such authority tegan to construct ever m”~eTOffiplicated rituals
and paraphernalia, affordable only by the political elite. Although based
on conceptions ofthe earlier period, the culture ofthe elite, by virtue
of its extravagancE visibility; became the focus of attention in
society, and, subsequently, became the primary evidence for use in
modern scholarly research. Evidence of the religious expression of
commonars, on the other hand, surfaced only in later eras.

The "Religion of tke. Shcxng "People

jA~ckaeological evidence

The era of Shang rule in ancient China was the first to leave behind
abody of documentation. Thus, Shang culture has been intensively
studied.3HThe religion ofthe Shang people has received special atten-
tion, not least because most ofthe written documents are religious in
nature.3BA widely accepted view of Shang relidonjs that itcanbe
characterized as a beliefbuilt mainly upon ugfureand ancestor wor-
AP ~rhaps reflecting alengthy extant tradTtion. According tothis
view a Supreme Lord Ti presided over the royal ancpstors and
such gods of nature as Wind, Rain, River, and Mountain. (fLfeOgether
with the lesser gods and ancestor spirits, was responsiblaijQL-tli©-wei-
fare ofthe Shang rulers and suhlects.3

Scholars also stress the deeply "oliticaX”l-S well as bureaucratic®
nature of this religion. As David N. iSghtley pomfe out, tlie*wor-
ship ofthe Shang ancestors . ««provided powerful psychological and
ideological support for the political dominance ofthe Shang kings.”38
K. C. Chang, on the other hand, emphasizes the monopoly ofthe ruling
class over the means of communication with the divine sphere and
therefore the means of political control over the people.¥The Shang
king according to Chang, was at the same time an m-ch-shaman (wu
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who possessed special skills (divination) and instruments (jade
ts ung and bronze vessels) in order to communicate with the royal
ancestors, the gods, and the Supreme Lord.4

The view that the king-shaman wastheintermediatebetween
the divine and the secular finds evidence in part in the decorative
motifs on bronze vessels. A typical motif, the so-called t'ao-fieh
design, is generally considered to be a stylized animal figure. According
to Chang, they represent the sacred animals that the shamans em-
ninved as mediatgrs or trapsportation aids in their ritual ascendance
to the diyjie-world™ To be more specific he suggests, based on evi-
dence ffom the aforementioned P'u-yang burials, that the shaman’s
sacred animals were dragons, tigers, and deer, much like the three
animals (chiao associated with the wu-shamans and immortals in
the much later Taoist tradition.4&

Although Chang’stheory is plausible, since iconographic evidence
from the Warring States period indicates that the idea of humans
riding dragons was not uncommon,43it contains difficulties. For one
thing, it is unclear whether the Warring State dragon-riding figure
that Chang refers to can be identified as a shaman. Second, as David
Keightley argues, according to the oracle inscriptions themselves the
Shangruler was not shown ascending heaven during the ritual aswere
shamans.4A third theory, while endorsing Chang’sview that the king
could communicate with heaven, emphasizes thatthe most direct and
obvious way was for him (or a specialist) to observe the heavenly bod-
ies and decipher their meanings. This is corroborated by the fact that
special posts for persons with agtrological knowledge were among the
most important government institutions in early China.%

Jordan Paper accepts the possibility that the fao-fieh design repre-
sents serpents or dragons and that shamanic concepts constituted a
part of Shang religion, but he concludes that the design depicted a
kind of mask-helmet showing the upper part ofan animal face.%46Since
the bronze vessels functioned as food containers, Paper claims that
the designs on the vessels would have been related to-rituai-offerings
to the ancestors and gods. As Paper puts it, “The horned mask of
power combined with the ascending serpent or dragon figure graphi-
cally represents the function ofthe vessels tojLeliveiJjQQdte-feherances-
tral spirits, and in part represents the chiefsacrificer, the Shang king
himself. 4Although the mask might have possessea®sHchu reli*ous



Fig. 2.3 Shang bronze decorative patterns.

function as a tool in shamanistic ceremony/8it is arguable whether
the mask could have been the origin ofthe t,ao-tieh design, and not
vice versa. For example Li Xueqin maintains that a close relationship
existed between the fao-t'ieh and the animal face decorations found
on Liang-chu jades.®Indeed, modern scholarship has still not deter-
mined whether the term fao-t'ieh and its related myths can be identi-
fied with cast-bronze animal designs and thereby help to explain the
function ofthe bronzes.®Yetthere is no doubtthatthe bronze vessels
and designs (Fig. 2.3) were important in Shang nffiHal rpljgjpn.5L

It is worth noting that although its meaning and origin are still a
subject of debate, by the end of Shang the t'ao-fieh design had become



adopted as a decorative motif on a wide variety of bronze objects.
These objects were apparently distributed in awide area and produced
in places other than the entral Shang state,®2such as the predynastic
Chou or the eastern state of Po-ku.8Thus, regardless ofthe religious
or ritual significance it may have possessed, there is no compelling
reason to see every bronze vessel and the decoration on it as having
had ritual efficacy. It is perhaps more reasonable in many instances to
seethe animal designs as simply decorative conventions that befitthe
status of the owner. On the other hand, it seems to be an overstate-
ment to deny that there is any religious or cosmological significance
whatever to them, as Max Loehr once did. %A similar situation can be
found in ancient Egyptian temple reliefs, which usually represent
rituals performed in the temples on various occasions.%In the same
way, it would be inaccurate to say that every scene on the wall must
represent aritual actually performed. There is ample evidence sug-
gesting that many scenes served merely as decorations—decorations,
however, with religious and symbolic connotations.%

If the bronze vessels and their designs were indeed part ofthe reli-
gious ritual paraphernalia ofthe Shang ruling class, one is tempted
to ask whether we can find similar animal motifs on the objectS”hat
Betonged to less privileged people, e.g., on everyday pottery. So far the
fao-fieh designs have been found mostly on the so-called white-clay
pottery, which is usually of meticulous workmanship, suggesting a
relatively high social status ofthe owner.57Only rarely are animal or
t ao-tieh style decorationsTouir3”Trthe more common gray-clay pot-
tery.8On the crude pottery found in the poorer tombs, decorations
are usually made with simple cord impressions or geometric lines. It
seems, therefore, that the animal designs such ast ao-tieh were used
mainly, if not exclusively, on objects that belonged to the®noszslhouse
or the nobility. Is it reasonable to assume, then, that the religious
ideas embodied in the t ao-tieh design were not part ofthe religion of
the common people? There is no way either to prove or disprove this
argument.

In view ofthe above, the archaeological evidence for popular beliefs
in the Shang is rather inconclusive. This, however, does not preclude
making a hypothesis. If we admitthat the creation ofbronze artifacts
was atthe hands ofcraftsmen, and that the importance ofthe bronzes
in religious settings was based on a socially agreed assumption con-



cerning the efficacy ofrituals and symbols, there seems to be no com-
pelling reason not to conclude that non-elite shared with the ruling
elite a similar religious mentality. As Kesner suggestsTthe t'ao-t'ieh
design might Eave”~had-dififerent meanings for beholders from different
social strata, and its meaning might have changed and developed as
Shang civilization grew.®

JnscWptiona evidence

The use ofammal bones for divination startc>rf no later than the Lung-
shan period, and maybe as early as the Yang-shao period.@There is
no evidence by which to assume that the practice was confined to the
ruling class. Discoveries of uninscribed but ritually used oracle bones
in areas outside the royal capital indicate that during the Shang such
a divination method could have been used by non-royalty.6lIn fact,
according to the custom of Shang divination it wag not, nprpssflry-to
have inscriptions made on the bones and tortoise shells after each
completed divination.@ The uninscribed oracle bones in and outside
the capital most likely indicate lessimportant divinational acts related
to the lives of less important people.8In the Shang site at Cheng-
chou, for example, uninscribed bones were found in the residential
area, which could have been used by nonroval familifts 4 Since the
authority of this divinational method wasjinequivocal, this implies
that the religious beliefs represented in the act of divination were
shared by the Shang royal elite and the nonroyalty. Otherwise, the
political claim of the ruler based on the result of divination would
have been weakened. However, since we have no actual example of
oracle inscriptions outside the royal household,®with the exception
ofthe pre-Chou inscriptions,86we can only speculate that the religious
beliefs ofthe common people shared aspects of those of thfi rnlprs
What, then, can we say about those religious beliefs? Obviously,
the basic assumption was that man could communicate with extra-
human powers. Leaving aside the royal ancestors, who were once
human, the nature of the extra-human powers, as reve '
ne inscriptions, can be described as sometimes
t in general scarcely more than functional. Thus, the rain-
god was responsible for sending rain, and the wind-god for sending
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winds, and soforth.6/Beyond this, however, there exists little indication
ofindividual characteristics or personalities”.

As for the abode ofthe deities and ancestors, K. C. Chang has sug-
teogle, the difference
cestoi®is almost neg-

ligible.” 8 Moreover, in the inscriptions one senses that the divmer
N33?eSsed the deities, or ancestors, asifthey were immediately acces-
sible. In fact, since man believed so firmly thatthe deities and ancestors
actually extended care and power to the propitiator directly the world
ofextra-human powers in the conception ofthe Shang diviners should
be seen as having been either conterminous with the human world or
a continuous extension ofit. The concept of a “supernatural world,”
aswell asthe term itself, was probably foreign to the Shang mentality.®

Apepsen”s relationship with the powers, moreover, can be described

AMoutde”JNie purpose ofthe communication was mainly for Worldly
Nairi®lo solvevarious practical problems such as war, harvestTsick-
ness Hunting, or to interpret natural disasters and portentous astro-
nomical events that were thought toTiave grave consequences for
human

bone inscriptions. Hiverythmg is businesslike. There is, moreover, no
problem of morality. The communication between man and the extra-
human powers does not, at least on the surface, entail any moral or
ethical qualifications. One does not ask, for example, if acertain disas-
teFwas connected with one’s mored or political**lavioil JThis obser-
vation, however, should not lead to the conclusion thatthere was no
(piety”ward the deities among the Shang people. The nature of the
oracle-bone inscriptions was thatthey were pragmatic records ofdivi-
nation that did not express personal aspects of men’s relationships
with deities and ancestor spirits.

Besides communicating with the extra-human powers, the oracles

also probed the course of future events. The basic belieffor the effi-
cacy of divination can be shown by the following assumptions :

1. The fate of human beings was inseparable from the extra-
human world;
X1 -

2. The relationship between the fate of human beings and the
extra-human world could be revealed by certaiiucona”e
(natural phenomena) or abstract (time, numbers) entities;
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3. Therefore human being’s fate and future event*were know-
able by learning to_read the concrete or abstract signs;

4. Therefore people could try to change their fate before it hap-
pened. '

The fundamental belief of all these, that the fate of man is insepa-
rable from the extra-human world, logically leads to the ideathatit is
possible to know man’s fate and future events by observing the phe-
nomena of the world. Thus it was natural for the king to divine for
the harvest ot thecoming year, or the catch ofthe next hunt, among
other subjects.7AW hile the kings may have been interested in predict-
ing wars or harvests, the commoners surely would have been eager to
gain similar messages, although perhaps for events on a smaller scale.
This underlying assumption, when we examine evidenc”from alater
era remains central in Chinese popular beliefs.

In sum, the oracle-bone inscriptions yield only part ofthe religious
beliefofthe Shang people; we have no evidence concerning otherreli-
gious activities, wherein different aspects ofpiety might be expressed.”2
There is, moreover, no evidence as to whether, or how, people would
react when thajoraelea-fkiied.

"Uke "Religicm of +Ke (Zhou People

The animal designs on bronze vessels underwent stylistic changes
from the Shang dynasty to the W arring States period. Most ofall, the
stereotyped t ao-t,ieh gradually became firmly stylized, while a cer-
tain realism began.@This new realistic style, accordingto K C. Chang,
signified an attitude toward the once-sacred animals that no longer
representedrever§iice.4This change in style is symptomatic of the
declining importanpft fhaman culture ” atrend with its roots
in the development of the humanistic spirit as well as the changing
ideology of the Chou court concerning the nature of Shang-ti and
heaven.” 5The general line of argument for this view is as follows.
In order to legitimize religiously as well as politically the displace-
ment ofthe Shang, the Chou ruling class transformed the Shang idea
of Shang-ti orTi who, although considered as the Supreme
Lord was actually more of a figurehead than one who commanded



Se.a’™c\\ of *Perso al Welfare

great reverence,®into a supreme deity, known as”ien “Heaven.”

The deity exercised arbitratioiLxagef*he-fatgT/tie pBUtde. not whim -

sically but according to a moral standard.77 The Chou replaced the

Shang precisely because tTTe Shanghad violated the moralLstandaFd-
of T ien sothatthe Mandate of Heaven {fien-ming was trans-

ferred to the Chou.7 — -~ "

Itisworth mentioning”owe”"that acjiangeia”“he conception of
heaven from an arrforal natural entity”o amoral deity”if such was the
case, did not cameaBout suddenly. The early-Chou oracle bone inscrip-
tions found at Chou-yiian the original base ofthe Chou people, sug-
gest that the religious belief of the early-Chou rulers was basically
the same as that of the Shang.@ Contemporary bronze inscriptions
also show that Shang-ti was worshipped by the Chou king, as the
Shang rulers had done. Thus, one bronze inscription reads: “(King
Wen) firstbrought harmony to government. The Lord on High (Shang-
ti) sentdown fine virtue and great security.” 8

The idea ofthe mandate of Heaven has been interpreted as repre-
senting the sprouting ofa “humanistic spirit” that emphasized man’s
own moral effort, because themanduLe uf Heaven could'only devolve
to the®morally just.8 Yet if we examine the nature of the texts in
which tHe"term "mandate of Heaven” were employed, it can be seen
mainly as encompassing political doctrines propagated by the Chou
court orits ruling apparatus. The ethics that affected the mandate of
Heaven were in fact political ethics, and the so-called humanistic spirit
that the documents—principally Shu-ching / {Book ofHistory)
and Shih-ching , (Book ofPoetry)—revealed was in principle
political self-consciousness.20ne might even suspectthat, with such
rational attitudes, the religion ofthe Chou court was more akin to a
type ofpolitical philosophy. This surely was not the religious concern
ofthe common people.8

Unlike the Shang period, from which written documents relating
to the life of the people are extremely rare, the religious life of the
commoners of the Chou can be gleaned, albeit still fragmentarily,
from The”Book ofPoetry. Although heavily edited and perhaps even
rewritten throughout the centuries, this work is still our single most
important source for the life and thought ofthe people in the Western
Chou period.8Their religious life can be divided into two categories.
The first includes religious activities mainly related to the agri-



culturaLcycle, the other includes various individual cults, beliefs, or

ideas. —
TEe yearly life-cycle ofthe peasantis best represented by the Book
ofPoetry poem entitled “Ch’i-yiieh” or “The SeventhM onth. A

passage describes the religious activities of farmers:

[The ice-house was opened] in the days ofthe fourth
month early in the morning,

Having offered in sacrifice alamb with scallions;

In the ninth month, it is cold, with frost;

In the tenth month, they sweep clean their stack-sites.

The two bottles of spirits are enjoyed,

And they say, “Let us kill our lambs and sheep,

And to go to the hall of our prince,

There raise the cup of rhinoceros horn,

And wish him long life,~that he may live for ever.”&

Granet has suggested that the sacrifice ofthe second month (the fourth
month in the poem, according to the Hsia calendar) may reflect the
festival of marriage matching, the kao-mei rite mentioned in
Yiieh'ling (Monthly Ordinances) and Chou-li (The Rites of
Chou). It would be a celebration ofthe beginning of the agricultural
cycle as well as the matching of male and female, i.e., the forces of
yctng andyin, in a cosmological sense.&W hile it is only reasonable to
assume that the sacrifice was related to the celebration ofthe coming
of spring, it should be pointed out that Granet s view relied heavily
on the ethnographical data concerning the customs ofminority peoples
in southwest China. Specifically, his emphasis on the nature of kao-
Tnei and the celebration in the second month as a kind of “sexual
rite”8cannot be supported by the passage in The Rites ofChou, where-
it describes the duty of mei-shih the matchmaker official:

[Iln the month of mid-spring, to order the gathering ofman and
women. At this time there is no restriction on those (couples)
who run off (pen together. Those who ignore this order with-
outjust cause are to be punished.8

The office of mei-shih is only seen in The Rites ofChou, with no con-
currence in other pre-ChMn or Han texts. In afew related occurrences,
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the term is either kao-mei the Supreme Intermediary shrine (or
deity) in Monthly Ordinances orta-mei the GreatIntermediary
in Han-shu (The History ofHan).®It is most probably alater bureau-
cratic name based on an early beliefin a certain spirit of marriage
and fertility. The “order” to gather the men and women and the punish-
ment ofthose who do not follow the order (presumably those who do
not gather), as described in the The Rites ofChou text, are most prob-
ably theoretical elaborations. The key word in the interpretation of
the whole passage is the word pen literally “to run.” Although it
might have the overtone of having sexual affairs, the The Rites of
Chou text does not suggest an organized “sex rite.” The text merely
passively states that “there is no restriction” on those who run off
together. Granet'sinterpretation ofpen as connoting free sexual inter-
course appears to have overstepped the meaning ofthe word and The
Rites ofChou text.

In my assessment, the kernel of this passage, if it contains any
historical truth at all, at most refers to arelaxation of sgciaLb'arrigrs
between the young men and the girls and to allow them to have free
choice of marriage without prior arrangements but it hardly indi-
cates a “sexual rite.” A passage in Monthly Ordinances says:

In this month (the mid-spring), the dark-colored birds arrive.
On the arrival day, one should make a t'ai-lao sacrifice at the
shrine of kao-mei. The son of heaven attends the occasion per-
sonally; the queen leads the nine consorts there. Then those
who were mounted {yii i.e., have had sex with) by the son of
heaven are treated with properritual. They are given bows, cases,
and arrows, in front of the shrine ofkao-mei.®

The whole kao-meiritual described here seems to have been akind of
postfacto fertility supplieatinnlwith hardly any indication of sexual
ritual. The bows and arrows could be explained as the symbol ofhav-
ing male offspring, but it would be somewhat farfetched to interpret
these as symbols ofthe sex act, as committed either by the ruler or by
the deity of kao-mei?1

In any case, the most obvious obstacle to the identification of the
Book ofPoetry celebration with the kao-mei or a sexual ritual, is the
textitself. Besides the time ofcelebration, which in factrefers obliquely



to the second month, and which might only refer to a kind of celebra-
tion for the coming of spring (without mentioning the name oiKao-
mei), there is nothing there that warrants such an identification. Derk
Bodde, in his study of this ceremony and the identity of kao-mei in
Han times suggests that it was “a personification of the human life
force. . <« Because this life force could be regarded as the common
progenitor ofall living human beings alike, there was no need to give
it more than ageneralized appellation like Supreme Intermediary. 2

As for the festival ofthe tenth month, no religious sacrifice is men-
tioned. However, in view of the fact that a religious ceremony was
performed during the celebration ofthe second month that initiated
the agricultural cycle, then the end ofthe cycle, i.e., the harvest, ought
to have been accompanied by some kind of religious activities also.
The problem is, who were the recipients ofthe sacrifices? The poem
does not say. However, the Monthly Ordinances contains records con-
cerning the tenth month:

In this month great drinking parties are held, the Son ofHeaven
prays for the coming year to the heavenly clan {fieri tsung

) and. great sacrifice is offered. Ceremonies are held at the
public altars and at the gates of villages. Five kinds of sacrifices
are offered to the ancestors, and the farmers are rewarded with
ample rest. B

Despite the late date ofMonthly Ordinances (third century B.c.), the
customs and ceremonies related to the agricultural cycle most likely
reflect ancient traditions. Thus, heaven and ancestors are probably
the objects of farmers’ sacrifices and prayers during the tenth-month
celebration.%4

It should be mentioned that the religious activities reflected in the
Book ofPoetry did not involve farmers exclusively. Rather, farmers
and aristocrats all followed the same religious schedule, which was
only naturalTn4an agricultural society.

In addition to those related to the agricultural cycle, various indi-
vidual religious activities can also be discerned in the Book of Poetry
poems. For example, the diviiLati©fi-of dreams, which was often

he Shang-oracle bone inscriptions, was practiced by the



On the rush-mat below, and that of fine bamboos
above it,

Here may he repose in slumber!

May he sleep and awake,

[Saying]“Divine for me my dreams.

What dreams are lucky?

They have been of bears and grisly bears;

They have been of cobras and [other] serpentsd

The chiefdiviner will divine them.

The bears and grisly bears

Are the auspicious intimations of sons.

The cobra and [other] serpents

Are the auspicious intimations of daughters.%

It cannot be denied that the one who sought to have his dreams inter-
preted belonged to the elite. Yet the fact that divinations were held
when a new house was constructed or for an unusual dream suggests
that they were impromptu activities common to both peasants and
the elite.

In another poem, a shepherd had a dream and his master submit-
ted it to divination:

The herdsman had a dream,—

Of multitudes of fishes;

Ofbanners with the drawings oftortoise, serpents,
and birds;

The Chiefdiviner divined the dreams:

“The multitudes offishes signify a good harvest,

The banners with the drawings oftortoise,

Serpents and birds signify the prosperity ofthe
family, %

There is no doubt that the shepherd belonged to the lower echelon.
The fact that his dream and the explanation of it were used as the
conclusion of the poem, which, after all, was mainly for the blessing
of the family of the master, suggests that the divination of dreams
was apopular practice in society, and that there was little distinction
between the beliefs of the elite and the commoners.9% The Rites of



"Roots of a "Religion *Pe»»sonal Welj-a’e

Chou lists several officials at court for dream divination, which reflects
the importance of dream divination in society then.®8

For such other occasions as marriage, divinations with tortoise shell,
bone, or yarrows were employed: ' '

You had consulted the tortoise shell and the reeds [about the
marriage], and there was nothing unfavorable in their response.”

This text of The Book of Poetry is corroborated by excavations of
Wisstern Chou sites in Shensi, where oracle bones were found in the
remains ofcommon houses, suggesting divination activities in people's
daily lives.1D
In this connection, it may be appropriate to mention one ofthe most
difficult subjects in the study of ancient Chinese religion, the I-ching
or Book of Changes. Originally records of yarrow-divinations,
skih the texts collected under the sixty-four hexagram headings
[kua-tzu ) and line headings {yao-t'zu were basically, writ-
ten omens from different times and related to various situations.10l
Recent discussion has recognized that the use of yarrow divination
had begun at least as early as the Shang, since evidence ofyarrow divi-
nation was found on the oracle bones. 2By the time that they were
collected, perhaps duringThe”arl*hou neidpd,1Bthey had already
been polished in the literary genrea-x>£-feh”lite® From the content of
the text, however, we can still see some of OTS”ubjects divined: visits
with high officials, proposals of marriage, crossing the river, defending
against bandits, engaging in military operations, travel and animal
husbandry.1% The portents that determined the auspiciousness of
events could be directions or time periods, certain natural phenom-
ena such as clouds or rain, or certain actions such as eating salted
meat. 16 Thus, although many pre-Ch in documents show that the |
was circulated among the elite during the Chou dynasty, and that
there probably existed more than one ofthis kind of divination text
notably Lien-shan and Kuei-ts &ing the subjgcfcs-artdm”hods
ofdivination generally reflect origins in the life ofthe*mmon42£Q LI
Correlations between the movements Qfhea~fiply**~rgmfj-bnrnart
activities provided another form ofdivination. Eclipses ofthe sun and
the moon, for example, were considered omens of worldly disasters,
and sometimes connected with political justice:



The sun and moon announce evil,

Not keeping to their proper paths.

All through the kingdom there is no
[proper] government,

Because the good are not employed.

For the moon to be eclipsed

Is but an ordinary matter.

Now that the sun has been eclipsed—

How bad it is!107

Similar beliefs had existed in the Shang dynasty, although perhaps
without the moral asgect.1BIn later eras, the correlation between
astral and human affairs was to become an important aspect of the
beliefs of both elite and non-elite.

Thg-worship-efaUc”itoi*the hallmark of Shang religion, was of
course still practicedHby”ir*Chou people:

Where should one setthe offering?

Under the window ofthe ancestral shrine.

Who should be the substitution ofthe ancestral spirit?
It is the reverent young girl.1®

The activities of the w;w-shaman can also be seen in some of the
poems, accordingto the traditional interpretation. One ofthem reads:

How gay and dissipated you are,

There on the top ofYiian-ch iu!

You are indeed very pleasant,

But you have not performed the proper sacrifice!10

Another poem reads:

[There are] the white elms at the east gate,
And the oaks on Yiian-ch'iu;

The daughter of Tzu-chung,

Dances about under them .11

The interpretation that this poem refers to the dance of a shamaness
is mainly based on History ofHan (Han-shu) 2which says: “[In] the
state of Ch’en .. . the females are held in high esteem; they liked to



make sacrifice and employ shamanic methods, therefore the people
(or6tferOw”~reused to shamanisnTand believed in ghosts.” The text
then quotes the poem from Book ofPoetry as proof although the poem
itself does not mention anything exceptagirl dancing under the tree.

These reflect aspects ofthe religion ofthe Chou people, eventhough
the descriptions often concern the life ofthe elite. There are, however,
certain beliefs that can be seen as principally peasant in origin. For
example, t’ien-tsu *M )or “father of the field” was considered the
deity for the protgction oifthe crops:

May the father ofthe field be powerful,
Seize them (the pests in the field) and cast them
into the blazing fire!113

This t'ien-tsu}furthermore, may also be explained as an agricultural
fertility deity since he ensures good harvest. Since examples of clay
or stone phalli of this period have been found,14it is possible that a
human fertility cult also existed, although we do not know the details.115
Beliefin the existence of?vil spirits such as ghosts and the short
fox iy ii atype of harmful spiritliving in the water that was thought
to cause sickness), although rarely mentioned in Book o fPoetry, must
have been widespread. Thus, the poet says to his betraying friend:

Now | use these three creatures for sacrifice
In order to secure a curse on you,

If you were a ghost or a short fox,

Then | could not getyou.116

When all the choices have been exhausted, the people of Chou could
still turn to a“heaven” that possessed certain moral will. This is shown
in the following poems: A

Heaven protects and establishes you,

With the greatest security,

Since you are given abundance ofriches,

What happihess shall be kept away from you?117

Great Heaven, unjust,

Is sending down these exhausting disorders.
Great Heaven, unkind,

Is sending down these great miseries.118



There is, admittedly, no indisputable evidence to say that the above
and similar poems, reflect the ideas of the common people and not
those ofthe ruling elite. Authorship is unknown, butin any eventthe
poems probably show actuaj_sentiments of commoners regardless of
the identity ofthe author. Whatis interesting is that while on the one
hand the poems reveal a strong need for the protection of Heaven, on
the other hand they show a sense of skepticism about the justice of
Heaven. Thus, the poet of the last poem protested against Heaven’s
imparting of disasters to those who did not deserve them. This, | pro-
pose, is typical ofthe mentality of Chinese popular religion, and is not
to be found in the official doctrine preserved in Shu-ching (The
Book ofHistory) orthe more formal writings such as bronze inscrip-
tions, where Heaven’sjustice was never questioned. That there is a
different orientation between the~mentairS”s ofthe common people
and the court is also vividly described by another poem:

They flit about, the yellow birds,

And rest upon the jujube trees.

Who followed duke Muh (to the grave)?
Tzu-chu Yen-hsi.

And this Yen-hsi,

Was a man above a hundred.

When he came to the grave,

He looked terrified and trembled.

The azure Heaven there,

Destroying our good man.

Could he have been redeemed,

We should have given a hundred lives for him.119

Human sacrifice at royal funerals was a centuries-old custom; anunder-
lying assumption was that there was ajiffi afW death. The practice of
human sacrifice is only the logical result ofthis belief. The poet here,
however, voiced a different view: the “people” did not consent to this
practice. Yet this should not be seen as acertain skepticism concerning
life after death and the existence of ghosts and gods. Rather, it should
be understood as an idea based on practical experience and the need
of self-protection: no one really saw the returning dead. To carry the
observation a step further, it seemsthat the people mourned the death



ofTzu-chu not because they unconditionally oppose”jh*idfia_o£human
sacrifice, but because they felt that Tzu-chu did not deserva & die in
such way The last sentence ofthe poem, that they should have given
ahundred lives for him, though perhaps only rhetorical, suggests that
the idea of human sacrifice was acceptable if the “right” person was
chosen. In any case, it is clearly a protest against the way the ruling
class handled human sacrifice.

The story contained in "iTie Yellow Birds” is also recorded in Tso-
chuan Commentary ofTso;10thus, we are actually in the Eastern
Chou period. Politically, amajor decline ofroyal power occurred after
the transition from the \Vestern Chou to Eastern Chou. Religiously,
however, the change can only have been gradual. That the custom of
human sacrifice lasted until the Warring States period is clear proof
ofthis gradual nature.12

The archaeological and textual evidence ofthe Western Chou period
suggests that what little we know ofthe religion ofthe Chou can be
said ofthe Shang. It was abelief system built around agricultural life,
with deep reverence to natural deities and ancestor spirits, and the
roots ofthis system must have beenin the prehistoric period. Through-
out the Shang and Western Chou periods, the main contour was con-
stant and compatible with the religion ofthe ruling class. Toward the
end ofthe Western Chou, as evidence in the Book ofPoetry suggests,
nonruling members of society expressed skepticism toward the older
presumed piety regarding an ultimate justice dispensed by Heaven.
People were realizing the possibility ofinjustice in the will ofHeaven.
If or how this realization affected people’s attitudes in otherreligious
activities, however, is difficult to estimate. In any case, it reveals an
aspect of the religious mentality: for personal welfare the will of
Heaven was not necessarily benevolent and according to expectations.
This is based on the available evidence, and does not preclude the
existence ofthe same or similar mentality in earlier periods. The ruling
elite, on the other hand, also changed beginning in Western Chou:
they produced ideas about a moral heaven. Although perhaps at first
only a political claim to legitimize changes ofdynastyritis s lificant
that such thinking found momentum and created a schism within the
religion ofthe ruling class. Later developments in the Eastern Chou
show that the rulers and the court tended to hold on to the old style,
i.e., the worship of ancestor_spirits and natural deities, handed down
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through the Shang court, while the new idea of a moral heaven was
gradually adopted and advocated by the elite, or intellectuals.

In the subsequent Ch’un-chiu and W arring States periods, despite
turbulent social and economic change and the existence of various
schools ofthought, the tone of popular religious expression remained
basically similar. On the other hand, precisely because ofthe appear-
ance ofnew factors versus the factors ofconservatism, the changes in
religious attitudes that began in the Western Chou, both in the ruling
elite and the non-elite, continued to develop into more clearly recogniz-
able trends, as | will discuss in the next chapter.



Chapter 3

PersoKv<sil W e Ifa re

i“"v fK e. C o kv e x o f

Xe.ck”~vicjue

If oxen and horses or lions had hands, and could paint with their
hands, and produce works of art as men do, horses would paint the
forms ofthe gods like horses, and oxen like oxen, and make their
bodies in the image of their several kinds.1

Chou dynastic rule lasted, at least in ceremonial form, from around
1045to 256 B.c. 2and is often deemed as the longest dynasty in Chinese
history. During the Chou period major enduring characteristics of
Chinese culture were formed: political ideology, philosophy, art, and
religion. Chou rule, however, can hardly be regarded as successful on
the political level. Except for a brief period of stability in the early
part ofthe dynasty, ofwhich we know very little, the Chou was plagued
by both the invasion ofbarbarians from all sides and political problems
within.3In 770 B.c., following an invasion ofthe Ti people from the
west, the Chou court was forced to move from Tsung-chou, near
present day Sian, to the eastern capital Ch eng-chou near present
day Lo-yang.4Thus beganthe Eastern Chou period. The Eastern Chou
was further divided into two periods according to traditional histori-
ography: the Spring and Autumn period, according to the name ofa
work attributed to Confucius, and the Warring States period. The
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story of political and social change throughout these periods, a com-
plicated subject by itself cannot be told here.5

Although the political power of the Chou court was constantly
diminished by the various feudal lords, the official religious cults prac-
ticed by the Chou court and the feudal states basically followed the
same pattern established since the Shang period and were still closely
related to agricultural cycles.6A passage in The Commentary ofTso
states the principle of sacrifice:

With regard to the sacrifices in general, at the season of ch/i-
chih [the emergence of insects from their burrows], the
border sacrifice [to Heaven] was offered; at the season of lung-
chien [the appearance ofthe Dragon], the sacrifice for rain;
at the season of shih-sha [commencement of death] the
sacrifice of first fruits; and at the season ofpi-chih [the
closing of insects in their burrows], the winter sacrifice. Any
disagreement with this rule should be noted [by the official
historian].7

The rule described here is obviously related to animal and plant cycles,
although much simplified. To characterize generally the official cult
in the Eastern Chou period we turn to a passage from The Book of
Rites depicting the principle of sacrifice:

With ablazing pile ofwood on the Grand Altar they sacrificed to
Heaven; by burying (the victim) in the Grand Mound, they sacri-
ficed to the Earth, (in both cases) they used a red calf. By burying
a sheep and apig atthe Mound of Grand Brightness, they sacri-
ficed to the seasons. They prayed to winter and summer at the
pits and altars, they pray to the sun at (the altar called) The
Palace ofthe King, to the moon atthe (pit called) Light ofNight;
to the stars at the (altar called) Dark Altar; to the flood and
drought at the (altar called) Rain; to the four directions at the
altar called Four Pits. Mountains forests, streams, valleys, hills
and mounds, which are able to produce clouds, create winds and
rain, and generate monsters, are all considered to have spiritual
power. The one who possesses the world shall sacrifice to all the
deities. The feudal lords make sacrifices when [the mountains
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and rivers] are in their territory, and do not offer sacrifice when
[the mountains and rivers] are not in their territory.8

Since Heaven, Earth, the four seasons, the sun and moon, the four
cardinal directions, flood and drought, as well as powers inhabiting
natural places and events are all included in the sacrificial program,
one might say that this passage illustrates the “natural religion” char-
acter of Chou official cults. A detailed description of the various offi-
cials in charge ofreligious affairs of the state is provided in The Rites
ofChou? Although it is difficult to prove beyond doubtthat the records
in The Book of Rites and The Rites of Chou represent the actual
pi*ctices of Chou institutions, it is generally agreed that parTofthe
material in tfienTmay be dated to the Eastern Chou period. DIt is also
noteworthy that worship of royal ancestors was another important
aspect ofthe official religion at this time.

As more and more documents become available from this period,
religious contours begin to emerge. This chapter attempts to probe
religious beliefs in several aspects: concepts and attitudes toward
omens, divination, witchcraft, and exorcism; the nature and images
of ghosts and spirits; as well as ideas concerning the soul and the
netherworld. | will try to demonstrate from available, yet fragmen-
tary, evidence a few details of this personal, private piety. Although
little direct evidence can be found, the sheer amount of pre-Ch in
texts greatly increases the possibility offinding indirect references or
allusions to religious ideas and beliefs related to the areasjust men-
tioned. | cannot encompass the entire corpus; and it is impossible to
make a complete examination of each of the texts. Suffice it to say
that when using the texts, one should bear in mind that recorded
events can be read either at face value or as authorialjudgments and
constructions. The historian needs to bring into play principles of
text reading. For example, in using material from The Commentary
ofTso, one ofthe most important documents to reflect ancient ideas
and culture, one should be aware that although many events might
have been based on accurate records, the dialogues of the various
characters are likely to have been created by the author for various
intents and effects. Thus, using the “words” ofthe characters in The
Commentary ofTso as evidence oftheir thoughts can only be allowed
with the understanding that they reflect areconstruction ofan ethos,



rather than what actually had been said.1When dealing with materials
concerning the beliefs of people, furthermore, we have first to admit
that although for many readers today the gods or spirits do not exist,
they were experienced in some way by the ancients, and this consti-
tutes a historical reality. The historian’s responsibility is twofold: on
the one hand he should try to explain ancient beliefs as they were
experienced, on the other hand he needs to examine the context in
which records ofthese beliefs are preserved. He can neither take his
sources for granted nor dismiss them as purely literary tools used for
political or social manipulation.

Omens

In ancient China, one ofthe more conspicuous aspects ofthe reli-
gion of personal welfare was the role given to pxo4is.es. It was not
only the privileged who believed that natural places produced meaning-
ful clouds and winds and generated monsters; it was a common, every-
day belief. A passage in The Commentary ofTso records the following:

Earlier, the snakes living within the city and those from outside
had engaged in battle in the middle of the southern gate to the
capital of Cheng. The snakes living within the city died. Six years
later, Duke Li of Chengreturned to the capital [from exile].When
Duke Chuang of Lu heard of this, he questioned his minister
Shen Hsu aboutit, saying, “Are there really such things as
portents?” Shen Hsiireplied, “When people have something they
are deeply distressed about, their vital energy flames up and
takes such shapes. Portents arise because of people. If people
have no dissensions, they will not arise of themselves. When
men abandon their constant ways, then portents arise. That is
why these particular portents came about.” 12

The snake fight was understood as an omen: the city snakes repre-
sented the usurpers of Cheng rulership, and the outside snakes rep-
resented Duke Li. The victory ofthe outside snakes was therefore a
sign of Duke Li'sfuture return to power from exile. The factthat this
event was noticed six years before Duke Li sreturn, assuming that it
was not a fictitious account by the author, indicates that people



regarded the snake fight asunusual and ominous, although they could
not have realized its implication. When Duke Li did return, the re-
corded omen was brought out and interpreted, its meaning “revealed’
It was with such an understanding that the Duke of Lu posed his
guestion. Shen Hsii sanswer was rational to the extentthat he played
down the importance of ominous events and stressed the power of
virtue: it was when men abandoned their constant ways that portents
arose. Yetthe whole incidentindicates aprevalentbeliefin the efficacy
ofsuch portents and omens. It was unlikely thatthe original notice of
the “abnormal” fighting of the snakes was random. The Duke of Lu
was suspicious of its ominous intent, though apparently he was pre-
paring to acceptthe mere event as true. Even Shen Hsii was obliged
to admit the existence of prodigies and abnormal events, but coupled
it with a moralistic explanation of their origin. The author of The
Commentary ofTso was obviously sympathetic to Shen Hsii sposition,
provided he did not in fact invent Shen s speech or the report about
the snake fight. Whether he himself believed in the efficacy of the
omen is another question. This example quite clearly reveals the con-
stituents ofan everyday, common beliefregarding omens. The people,
the ruler, and the court elite were all participants.13

Abnormal astronomical phenomena were another important type
of omen. Thus records the The Commentary ofTso:

In winter there was acomet on the westofTa-ch’en which trav-
eled to the Milky Way. Shen Hsii said: “This broom-star
serves to take away whatis old and arrange something new. The
doings of Heaven are constantly revealed by such appearances.
Now the Huo (star of Fire, Mars) is not seen. When Huo appears
again, fire will certainly spread. May we therefore conclude that
the states are going to have the calamity of fires? 4

Again, in the twenty-sixth year of Duke Chao, a comet appeared in
the state of Ch’i. The Duke of Ch’i wanted to make a sacrifice to the
comet, but was dissuaded by Yen Tzu onthe grounds that Heaven
punishes the wicked and rewards the virtuous regardless of material
sacrifices:

It is of no use: you will only practice a delusion. There is noun-
certainty in the ways ofHeaven; it does not waver in its purpose:



why should you offer a deprecatory sacrifice? Moreover, there is
a broom-star in the sky; it is for the removal of dirt. If your
lordship has nothing in your conduct that can be so described,
what have you to supplicate? If you have, what will it be dimin-
ished by your supplication?15

These stories show that it was common to discuss human affairs in
terms of correlated astronomical phenomena. Yen Tzu s opposition
represented some educated elites’ more rational and humanistic atti-
tude toward the way ofHeaven, although his attitude was likely among
the minority. Shen Hsii, on the other hand, was one among those who
believed that the movement of the heavenly bodies was ominous of
human destiny. It is revealing to note that, during the Eastern Chou,
the Chou court obviously still possessed the most prestigious and
knowledgeable official diviners, and questions concerning astronomi-
cal portents were sent there from the feudal lords for explanation.16

Natural calamities were also portentous. The text ofKuo-yii records:

In the second year of King Yu earthquakes occurred at the
three western rivers. Po Yang-fu said: “The Chou dynasty is go-
ing to be destroyed. The spirit (ch’i) of heaven and earth should
not lose its order. If order is disturbed, people will be rebellious.
If the spirit of Yang is suppressed and cannot be released, and
the spirit of Yin is hiding under and cannot evaporate, earth-
quakes are bound to occur.’I7

The event described here refers to the end ofthe Western Chou. Con-
sidering the date ofthe text and the elaboration on the idea ofyin and
yang however, there is no doubtthat the interpretation ofthe earth-
quake, although putin the mouth of Po Yang-fu, reflects an Eastern
Chou or even later conception. In the Han dynasty, the application of
the ideas ofyin-yang and Five Phases, although based on similar
assumptions about the relations between man and nature, became a
highly complex religio-philosophical system.18

According to the same mentality, i.e., human fate as somehow re-
lated to natural or astronomical phenomena, any unusual event could
be regarded as ominous. We mentioned snakes above. The appearance
of special birds (e.g., the grackle) was also ominous. It was mentioned
in children’s rhymes as an omen of the expulsion of the ruler. One



such rhyme was recorded in The Commentary ofTso in the speech of
Shih Chi to explain a coming disaster:

Here are grackles apace!

The duke flies in disgrace.
Look at the grackles wings!
To the wilds the duke flings.19

Thatchildren's rhymes were understood as oracles or satires concern-
ing political events was also along-established tradition.2DThe author
of The Commentary ofTso was simply a participantin this belief.

In another incident, the falling of meteorites and the backward
flight of /-birds were the subject of an inquiry by Duke Hsiang of
Sung: “What are they ominous of? What good fortune or bad do they
portent?” Shu Hsing answered: “This year there will be the deaths of
many great persons of Lu. Nextyear Ch i will be entirely in disorder.
Your lordship will get the presidency ofthe states, but will not con-
tinue to hold it_" When Shu Hsing retreated from the court, he told
someone else:

The duke asked me animproper question. These are only matters
concerning Yin and Yang, which are not how good or bad fortune
came about. They are produced by men themselves. | so answered
because | did not dare to oppose the duke.2L

Shu Hsing’swords, seentogether with those ofYen Tzu show that at
least some among the educated elite did not really believe in the rela-
tionship between natural phenomena and human affairs. Yet that
omens were recorded and taken seriously by the court, and that Shu
Hsing did not venture to express his real opinion but instead “inter-
preted” the portent quite elaborately to satisfy his lord, shows that
such belief prevailed. In view of the similar case of the children’s
rhymes, such belief can hardly be attributed to the ruling and royal
elite alone.2 As for the author of The Commentary ofTso his inclu-
sion of Shu Hsing’s “words” in the text seems to indicate that, on the
one hand, the “art” of portentinterpretation could have by this time
become mere technique, and, on the other hand, he held a critical
view ofthe duke’sinterestin portents.

In another instance, during a great flood, dragons were reportedly



seen fighting in the pool outside the gate of Cheng. People in the city
therefore demanded to make sacrifice to the dragons to appease them.
Tzu Ch an however, refused to make such a sacrifice, saying:

If we are fighting, the dragons do not look at us; when dragons
are fighting, why should we look at them? We may offer a sacrifice
butthatis their abode. If we do not seek anything ofthe dragons,
they will not seek anything from us.23

Here again Tzu Ch an the intellectual held an opinion different from
that ofthe common people. Although he did not deny the existence of
the dragons or the efficacy ofapotropaic sacrifice,2dnor deny the exist-
ence ofsouls and avenging ghosts, as we see below, he considered that
it was improper to make the sacrifice, for the dragons did not invade
the human sphere.

From the above examples concerning omens, we can trace the devel-
opment in the Eastern Chou period of atrend wherein some court
thinkers such as Shen Hsu, Yen Tzu, and Tzu Ch’an began to break
away from the general religious background and opted for a more
rational, moral, and secular perspective on prodigies. Confucius and
his disciples were undoubtedly among them. This is of course not to
say that they were “rational” in the sense of “non-religious.” In the
case of Tzu Ch an for example, the reason for his refusal to make
sacrifice to the dragons was not because he did not believe in the
existence ofdragons, but because it was improper to make the sacrifice.
The religious mentality of most ofthe ruling and nonruling members
was basically a shared one as far as the nature of beliefs was con-
cerned. The subsequent rise of omenology during the Han dynasty,
however, led to works of tsai-i calamities and curious events)
and ch en-wei oracle texts), the latter being explanations of
natural and textual omens that were encased in scholastic interpreta-
tions. This mixture ofeveryday and learned elements is an important
characteristic of Han religious phenomena.5

Divina icm

Divination is closely related to the beliefin omens. In contrast to the
passive role ofreceiving ominous signs, in divination men actively search



for answers to events through various techniques. Beliefin omens
and in divination, however both shared the basic assumption that it
was possible for man to comprehend events and relate them to fate.

In the Shang dynasty, the art ofdivination was probably not monop-
olized by the royal court, as discussed above in Chapter 2. It is reason-
able to assume, however, that the divinations performed at court might
have been concerned with problems different from those that arose
in private situations. Chou sources reveal that divination by tortoise
shell, ox scapula, and lots was commonplace among all sectors of
society. Evidence ofit during the Eastern Chou and the Warring States
period is plentiful. A survey ofthe examples found in The Commen-
tary of Tso shows that the objects of divination included questions
concerning marriage, childbirth, war, sacrifice illness, even moving
the capital. 6 These are of course still closely related to the political
concerns ofthe ruling class. On the other hand, items such as illness
and childbirth could concern both elite and non-elite private life.
Moreover, some ofthe diviners did not act in an official capacity, indi-
cating the private nature ofthe activity.

For example The Commentary of Tso records that the prince of
Ch en once had adrinking party with Duke Huan of Ch’i. Duke Huan
invited him to extend the party into the evening. The prince of Ch’en
replied: “I divined about the day (for attending the party); but | have
not divined about the night; | dare not do it.”ZZEven if his statement
was an excuse, and we have evidence to show that it was probably
not,Bthe story shows the wide application of divination in private
situations. There was even a saying that “In buying a concubine, if
you do notknow her surname, consult the tortoise-shell forit.” DThat
the author of The Commentary ofTso repeatedly recorded instances
of divination that, not surprisingly, were basically efficacious shows
not only his own attitude toward divination, but also that it was a
common affair in his time.

Recent archaeological finds ofthe Warring States Ch’u tombs have
also provided evidence for divination that used tortoise shells and
yarrow stalks. These are mainly records ofthe results of divinations
written on bamboo slips.0From these records, we know that profes-
sional diviners atthe time would serve different customers, both high
and low in social status. In general, only people with higher status
could use both shell and yarrow stalks; those of lower status used



only yarrow stalks.3LThis explains why little physical evidence ofthe
divination activities of the latter is preserved.

The prevalence of divination is also reflected by the negative criti-
cism toward it that flourished. At the end ofthe Warring States period,
the famous philosopher Hsun Tzu once commented on the practice of
divination and magic:

You pray for rain and it rains. Why? For no particular reason, |
say. It isjust asthough you had not prayed for rain and it rained
anyway. The sun and moon undergo an eclipse and you try to
save them; a drought occurs and you pray for rain; you consult
the arts ofdivination before making a decision on some important
matter. But it is not as though you could hope to accomplish
anything by such ceremonies. They are done merely for orna-
ment. Hence the gentleman regards them as ornaments, butthe
common people regard them as supernatural (shen). He who
considers them ornaments is fortunate; he who considers them
supernatural is unfortunate.2

The phrase “the gentleman regards them as ornaments, but the com-
mon people regard them as supernaturalMpoints out clearly the differ-
ent attitudes of the elite and the non-elite. The legalist philosopher
Han Fei-tzu also attacked those who believed in the efficacy ofdivina-
tions: “Those who employ the date-formula, serve the ghosts and
spirits, believe in divinations and enjoy making sacrifices are ill-
fated.,3SHe adds

When the shaman priests pray for someone, they say “May you
live a thousand autumns and ten thousands years!” But the
“thousand autumns and ten thousand years” are only a noise
dinning on the ear—no one has ever proved that such prayers
add so much as a day to anyone’s life. For this reason people
despise the shaman priests. 34

Toward the end of the Warring State period, the author of Master
L ilsSpring and Autumn Annal {Lu-shih ch,un-ch iu) remarked that:

Nowadays people consult oracles and pray and make sacrifice
(to treat illness), which only incur more illnesses. This is like



the archers who fixed the target when they missed it which is of
no avail for their marksmanship. It is also like adding hot soup
to boiling water to stop the boiling, which only perpetuates the
boiling. When one takes away the fire however, the boiling will
then stop. Therefore to employ u;w-medicine man and to apply
the poisonous drugs to expel the illness was despised by the
ancients, for it was not the proper way.3

Lii-shih ch un-ch iu here exhorts the way of the sages for observing
the proper relationships between nature and human destiny and physi-
calwell-being. The passage only demonstrates, however, the difficulty
in rectifying anideaofeverydayreligions thatwas handed downthrough
ancienttraditions. The “ancients” most probably did not despise wu-
medicine men but, on the contrary, believed in their abilities.

Despite such criticism, Hsiin Tzu, when describing the structure
ofideal government, stated that

To observe the yin and yang, judge the meaning of portents,
divine by the tortoise and milfoil, conduct exorcisms, fortune-
telling, and divination by the five types ofsigns, and understand
all that pertains to good and bad fortune—these are the duties
of hunchback shamanesses and crippled shamans.3®

The a;w-shamans were just as necessary in the constitution ofaproper
government as the master engineer (kung-shih IQ ) the master of
trades (chih-shih ) or the chief of police (ssu-k ou

Along the same lines, it is noteworthy that the Confucian classic
The Book o fRites considered the actofdivination as carrying positive
significance:

Divination by the shell is calledpu by the stalk, shih . The
two were the methods by which the ancient sage kings made the
people believe in (the auspiciousness of) seasons and days, revere
spiritual beings, and stand in awe of their laws and orders; the
methods by which they made them determine their perplexities
and settle their misgivings.3/

This view incorporates the act of divination into a larger framework
ofpolitical and pseudo-historical explanation. The author might have



represented only one strand of Confucian opinion, yet there is little
doubt that this also reflected the way courts utilized social customs
and beliefs to establish a theoretical basis for a harmonious society.
This can be corroborated by Rites ofChou's listing of divination and
sacrificial officials and the wu personnel.38Although one may question
how much of The Rites of Chou reflects the historical reality of the
Warring States period, it at least shows that the ruling elite did not
exclude religious personnel from the government, as also evidenced
in The Commentary ofTso as well as Hsun Tzu s statement.

As we shall seein Chapter 8 the relationship between the religion
of the court elite and that of the non-elite was a complex one; the
elite were not only critics and reformers, but could also be partici-
pants in the everyday religion of personal welfare. Consider in this
regard the ancient text of Chau-tzfu and its author. It has been
suggested that not only does Ch u-tz u (especially its sections “Nine
Songs” and “Soul-Calling” {Chao-hun reflect shamanistic
activities, but that Ch’ii Yuan, an official at the court of Chu might
also have been a shaman.®Yet because its literary renditions oflocal
sh”anistic activities are not totally dependable, we shall use mate-
rial from Chu-tz u in the following discussions only when it illus-
trates what scholars seem to agree to be religious notions that were
relatively widespread.

WitcKcra]+ and

Although shamanism in political contexts grew less important after
the Western Chou, witchcraft and u a-personnel continued to be used
in society. The Commentary ofTso records an example ofblack magic.
After Ying K ao-shu was killed, the duke of Cheng ordered that a pig,
a dog, and chicken should be used to cast a curse againstthe killers.®
It was very likely aform of “sympathetic magic” that employed a “law
of similarity >”by killing the animals, the enemy was stricken in par-
allel* It is worth noting that the magic was performed with animals
contributed by soldiers. This indicates that the performance of magic,
in this example at least, could be acommunal action and thus an act
ofpopular belief. The author of The Commentary ofTso did not approve
of this use of magic. He pointed out that because the duke of Cheng



lacked proper virtue the curse was improper. The efficacy of magic,
however, was not questioned.4l

Exorcism was another function of shamans. A story in The Commen-
tary ofTso describes the use by u M-shamans of peach twigs as tools
for exorcism in connection with a funerary rite.£2This story reveals
not only the method of exorcism, but also the common beliefthat evil
spirits were present at funerary rites. As perhaps a local practice
accompanying funeral exorcism, many Ch’u tombs of the Warring
States period have been found equipped with statues of demonic
figures, often identified as “tomb guardian beasts (chen-mu-shou

). While the exact identity of such statues is still uncertain,43
they are probably apotropaic figures for the protection of the tombs
against evil intruders.

The Commentary ofTso also mentions other exorcist methods such
as cutting mountain mulberry trees to induce rain,4 or setting up
slie-altars and making sacrifices to the four directions to ward off fire
calamities./5 At times, the shamans who performed exorcist rituals
would themselves become the victims of witchcraft-like sacrifices, in
some sense an indication of their low social status. Several ancient
sources mention akilling-sacrifice. In one instance, during a serious
droughtthe Duke ofLu planned to burn au®-shamaness as a sacrifice
to heaven for relief. This apparently followed acontemporary custom.4%
These cases, however, show such sacrifice being stopped by rational
intellectuals. In fact, this kind ofrite may have been an ancient form
ofrain-inducing magic.4In an oft-recorded tale, King T'ang of Shang
once proposed to offer himself as a sacrifice in prayer for rain.48

GWbs”s and Spirits

Uke and bekavioKlof gkos s and spirits

Although the everyday, personal religious practices during Shang and
Western Chou incorporated ghosts and spirits as well as their pow-
ers, little can be said concerning the nature and behavior of those
beings. This might be attributable to the paucity of evidence, rather
than to ahistorical lack. For the Eastern Chou and the W arring States
periods, however, information can be gleaned from the traditional



sources. An abstractview ofthe nature ofspirits and ghosts is recorded
in Book ofRites'.

The Master said: “How abundant and rich are the powers pos-
sessed and exercised by Spiritual Beings! We look for them but
do not see them; we listen for, but do not hear them; they enter
into all things, and nothing is withoutthem. They cause all under
Heaven to fast and purify themselves and to array themselves in
their richest dresses in order to attend at their sacrifices. Then

like overflowing water, they seem to be over the heads, and on
the left and right of their worshippers. It is said in the Book of
Poetry: ‘The Spirits come, but when and where, no one before-
hand can declare. The more should we not Spirits slight, but
ever feel asin their sight.” ®

According to this view, ghosts and spirits were formless beings, unde-
tectable by human senses. This differs considerably from the con-
crete and tangible spirits that were boldly and frequently depicted in
everyday funerary culture in ancient times. The concrete nature of
the spirits formed a basis for most religious sacrifices and reflected a
primordial beliefin the physical similarity between man and spiritual
beings. This common attitude is aptly expressed in the text ofMo-tzu,
which attempts a proofofthe existence of ghosts and spirits:

If one holds that there is no ghost and yet tries to learn about
the ritual of sacrifice it isjust like learning to show hospitality
to the guest while no guest exists.3

He further states that:

The way to determine whether something exists or not is to find
out whether people actually know from their own ears and eyes
whether it exists, and use this as a standard. |If someone has
actually heard it and seen it, then we must assume that it exists.
Butif no one has heard or seen it, then we must assume that it
does not exist. If this is to be our method, then why don’t we try
going to somevillage or community and asking? | f from antiquity
to today, from the beginning of mankind to the present, there
have been people who have seen ghost-like and sprit-like beings



and heard their voices, then how can we saythey don’t exist? But
if no one has seen or heard them, then how can we say they exist?5L

There follow cases of people who “saw” ghosts, including the story of
Tu-po. This was a “commonsense” approach to the idea of ghosts and
spirits that was quite different from the Confucian idea about them.
The Confucian idea, as represented by the passage in The Book of
Rites quoted above, considered the spirits and ghosts as elusive beings,
to be kept at a distance. Thus, Confucius said: “to give one’s selfear-
nestly to the duties due to man, and while respecting spiritual beings
(kuei-shen), to keep alooffrom them, may be called wisdom.” 3

The beliefin the existence ofghosts is again illustrated by the follow-
ing story. In the fifth year ofthe duke of Hsiian, it is recorded that
Tzu-liang, the minister ofwar of Ch u had a son. His brother Tzu-
wen, however, advised him to kill the infant lest the entire clan be
extinguished, since the infant looked like a fierce animal and cried
like awolf, and a saying held that “a wolf-like child will have an evil
heart” and will endanger the family. When Tzu-liang refused his pro-
posal, Tzu-wen was distressed and said to his family “Even ghosts
must seek for food; (I am afraid) that the ghosts of the Jo-Ao clan
might be famished. 83Tzu-wen was not discoursing on the nature of
ghosts but was simply concerned about a coining disaster. Thus the
expression “even ghosts must seek for food” can be seen as an unin-
tentional, therefore trustworthy, evidence for a common conception
about ghosts.

The Commentary ofTso author'sunderlying intent was to explain
the fall ofthe powerful Jo-Ao clan of Ch u as stemming from the re-
fusal of Tzu-liang to heed the ominous features of the infant. U Iti-
mately, Tzu-liang failed to understand the everyday belief system.
The author would not have fabricated an element ofthe beliefsystem
since he was striving to convince his readers. The inclusion of the
story, whether true or not, confirms a specific aspect ofthe wider reli-
gious mentality.

Not only did people seek the meaning of omens and the shape of
future events via divinatory methods, the deities were also able,to
reveal their messages directly. We read in The Commentary ofTso:

In autumn, in the seventh month, there was the descent of a
certain spirit in Hsin. King Hui asked Kuo the diviner in the



private service ofthe king, the reason ofit and he replied: “When
a state is about to flourish, gods and spirits descend in it, to
surveyits virtue. When it is going to perish spirits descend again,
to behold its wickedness. Thus there have been instances ofstates
flourishing from spirits appearing, and also of states perishing;
cases in point might be adduced from the dynasties of Yu Hsia,
Shang and Chou.” The king then asked what should be done in
the case of this spirit, and Kuo replied, “Present to it its own
proper offerings, which are those proper to the day on which it
came.”

The spirit stayed in Hsin six months, whereupon the duke
of Kuo caused the prayer-master Ying the superintendent of
the ancestral temple Ch u and the historiographer Yin to sacri-
fice to it, and the spirit promised to give him territory.%

The same story is preserved in Kuo-yii, where Master Kuo is described
as elaborating on the various deities as well as sacred animals that
historically had descended to earth in correspondence to the rise and
fall of dynasties. The particular spiritthat descended in Hsin was said
to be “someone like the god Tan-chu ( ).”BHere, we are not con-
cerned with exactly which god or spirit had descended. Mostimportant
is that people believed that the deities would actively reveal them-
selves to the world and by so doing indicate coming changes in politics.
Second, according to the The Commentary ofTso version, there seems
to be some uncertainty concerning the identity of the spirits; thus,
one sacrificed to it accordingto the daysthatit descended. The uncer-
tainty indicates that the form ofthis beliefwas more importantthan
its actual content: while the exact names ofthe spirits or gods might
have been a matter for explanation, as the Kuo-yii version shows, the
basic theme of divine revelation was nevertheless certain. What was
curious in this story was that the spirit “stayed in Hsin for six months

received offerings, and even promised to give territory. But what was
the actual image ofthis spirit? Through what medium was its promise
made? What became ofit after six months? The authors of The Com-
mentary ofTso and Kuo-yii were not concerned with these questions,
and may not have actually believed in the story they recorded. There
is no doubt, however, that the purpose ofincluding this story in both
works was the same: to admonish those in power. For such admonition



to have effect, one assumes that the audience believed in the validity
ofthe active involvement ofghosts and spirits in human affairs. That
the names ofthe spirits had to be explained by some “learned” person
such as Master Kuo, furthermore, indicates that there did not exist
any “official doctrine” concerningthe spirits and their messages. Those
who specialized in collecting stories and legends of this nature pre-
sumably were those often related to the office of divination and thus
entitled to proffer their personal interpretations.

Jmages of gKosts and spiti+s

Because they were considered concrete entities, ghosts and spirits
must have possessed physical attributes. As Mo Tzu putit: “The ghosts
and spirits of past and present are ofthree kinds only: the ghosts of
Heaven, the ghosts of the mountains and rivers, and the ghosts of
men who have died.” % Formerly human spirits, such as Tan-chu or
the ghost of Tu-po,57had the appearance ofhuman beings. It was also
possible that the ghost of a person could be seen in the form of an
animal. For example, when the duke of Ch’i was hunting in the field
he saw a large boar. His attendant said that it was the ghost of P eng-
sheng, who was executed unjustly by the duke of Chi eight years
earlier. The duke was enraged and said: “How dare P eng-sheng show
himself!” He then shot atit, whereupon the boar stood upright like a
man and howled.8BThis indicates that the facial features ofthe boar
were associated with demons. An evil spirit of the west, to give an
example, was described in Ch'u-tz'u as “with the head of a swine,
slanting eyes and shaggy hair, long claws and serrated teeth.”®

For other deities, a mixture of human and animal forms was not
uncommon. Kou-mang, according to the description given in Mo-tzu,
had the body of a bird with a human head.®Ju-shou, the punishing
spirit ofheaven, had ahuman face with white hair and tiger’s claws.6L
Other examples give evidence of nonhuman images. The spirits or
demons, moreover, often appeared in dreams. For example, the duke
of Chin dreamt about agiant demon with extremely long, dishevelled
hair and in another story he dreamt about a yellow bear that was
thought to be avicious demon.&As in the example from The Book of
Poetry, discussed in Chapter 2 the identities ofthese spirits had to be



explained by a shaman in the first case, and alearned diviner in the
second.

From such descriptive details, one gains an impression that in
everyday religious attitudes, there was little difference between gods,
ghosts, and spirits. These usually appeared with strange or ferocious
features, although ones not completely beyond imagination. Yetit was
also because of the uncertainty of such images that people’s imagi-
nations were released in all directions. A famous story in Han-fei-
tzu mentioned a painter who once remarked that it was much easier
to draw a ghost than dogs or horses, for no one had really seen a
ghost.&4

Another anecdote from Han-fei-tzu concerns a man of the state of
Yen named Li Chi, who travelled frequently. In his absence, his wife
had an affair with another man. One day Li Chi came home unexpect-
edly when the man was with his wife in the inner chamber. His wife
was frightened but her servant advised the following:

“Let the young gentleman be naked with dishevelled hair and
rush straight outthrough the door. Then we will pretend to have
seen nothing.” Thereupon the man followed her advice and ran
out through the door. Chi said: “Who is that?” “Nobody/ replied
everyone in the house. Li Chi asked, “Have | seen a ghost?” His
wife replied: “Certainly!” “What shall | do then?” “Take the
excrement offive kinds of animal and bathe in it.” Chi said: “All
right!” So he bathed in the excrement. [Another version says
(the man) bathed in orchid soup.]®

Here we see two characteristics often related with the image ofhuman
ghosts: nakedness and dishevelled hair. To use animal excrement to
expel the ghosts or evil spirits was another common practice in popular
wisdom.

A passage in Hsiln-tzu further illustrates the everyday ideas about
ghosts and spirits:

There was a man named Chuan Shu-liang who lived south of
Hsia-shou. He was stupid and easily frightened. One night he
was walking in the moonlight when, glancing down and seeing
his shadow, he took it for acrouching ghost. Looking up, he caught
sight of his own hair and took it for a devil standing over him.



Fig. 3.1 Figure ofaprotective demon on the coffin of
Tseng Hou |I. Warring States! "

He whirled around and started running, and when he reached
his home he fell unconscious and died.®

Archaeology has given us images ofghosts and spirits in the context
of tomb-protection demons. In the great tomb of Tseng Hou | from
the early-Warring States period, strange-looking creatures were found
painted on the coffin (Fig. 3.1).67Judging from the positions of the
figures, it is possible that they also served as protectors ofthe deceased.
Even more fantastic figures are found painted on a silk manuscript



Fig. 3.2 Figure ofagod on a Chu silk manuscript.
W arring States.

found in a Chu tomb of the Warring States period (Fig. 3.2).8Al-
though there is yet no final answer to the identities of these figures,
they at least give us concrete details ofthe images of spirit-beings.®

Images of spirits, as reflected by the above traditional texts and
archaeological finds, are similar to those found in Shan-hai-ching
(Classic ofthe Mountains and Seas) or in thejih-shu (almanacs) of
Ch’in. As we shall seein the next chapter, such texts reveal a horde of
spirits and gods that must be considered as part ofthe world of extra-
human powers in popular conception.



Jnferactions be+ween Kumans and ext*a-KwmaKv powers

By worshipping deities or spirits, people usually expected to gain wel-
fare and avoid disasters ofevery kind. The beliefthat the deities held
certain moral criteria in judging the behavior of human beings, how-
ever, corresponded to the idea of a moral Mandate of Heaven that
gained influence after the establishment ofthe Chou. The ideathat a
person’s moral behavior was the sole reference by which the super-
natural beingsjudged his supplications became popular among intel-
lectuals ofthe Eastern Chou period. The Commentary ofTso has the
following passage:

(Chao) Ying dreamtthat amessenger ofHeaven told him: “Make
sacrifice to me, and | shall bless you.” He then sent for Shih
Chen-po and asked him aboutthe meaning ofthis dream. Chen-
po said: “I do not know.” Afterwards, Chen-po told his followers:
“The gods bless the virtuous and punish the indecent. If one is
indecentyetis not punished, it is (already) a blessing. ©

Here, the idea that one who sacrifices to the deities will be blessed is
close to the idea of “do utdes ” aterm historians of religions in the
West have often employed in characterizing the religious mentality of
early civilizations. The words of Chen-po, on the other hand, brought
asense ofmoraljudgmentinto the relationship between human beings
and gods.71Otherintellectuals evenwent sofar asto claim that “people
are the hosts ofthe spirits " 2or, “when acountry is about to rise, (its
ruler) listens to the people; when a country is about to perish, (its
ruler) listens to the gods.”BThe former implies that people are more
important than gods, and the latter sarcastically points out that
humanity (the voice ofthe people) is more important than piety.
These different understandings ofthe relationship between human
beings and spirits, therefore, represent the difference between the
religious mentality ofaverage persons and that ofthe more reflective
intellectuals and writers. In the Eastern Chou period, as the records
of The Commentary ofTso show, the idea of“do ut des” was obviously
still a widely accepted attitude amongst the ruling class concerning
the relationship between human beings and gods. When Chu and
Chin were about to engage in a battle, the duke of Chu dreamt that



the River God told him to make sacrifice sothat he might be granted
victory over Chin. 4 Even a disciple of Confucius was reportedly to
have also accepted the idea that prayers to the spirits could help one
recover from sickness.®

In discussing the method and the meaning of sacrifice, the text of
Mo-tzu expounded a view that what heaven and the spirits deemed
important was abundant material offerings and the social welfare of
the people.®Mo Tzu is known to have arisen from socially low origins;
he vehemently denounced the luxurious living styles ofruling society,
and propounded a simple and practical way ofliving that reflected the
everyday world ofthe ruled.77

Sou\s/ Spiti+S/ and fKe "Abode office Dead

The oracular inscriptions of the Shang seem not to contain words
related to hurt andp'Oj which are approximately the equivalents of
“soul.” Yetthis does not necessarily mean that the Shang, or earlier,
people did not possess the idea of “soul.” The royal ancestors were
thought to be able to “be guests with Ti” and to protect descendants.
There is no doubt that these ancestors were thought to have had a
kind of existence after death, which, furthermore, was not exclusive
to royalty. If rulers did not believe in the postmortem existence of
servants and slaves, the practice ofhuman sacrifice around the royal
tombs would have been meaningless. Although no contemporary source
indicates that during Shang nonrulers believed in postmortem exist-
ence, there is no evidence to disprove it.

In the bronze inscriptions ofthe Chou dynasty, two characters, yen

andyi according to a study, may be read as the equivalents of
hun andp'o the traditional two-part “soul.” BThese characters were
used mainly in connection with the royalty, for bronze objects were
usually gifts from the Chou kings to lesser nobles. As above, we can-
notbe sure if nonrulers were thoughtto possess similar kinds of souls.
It was pointed out long ago, on the other hand, that the characterp o
is related topa in the bronze inscription, with the meaning of“white”
or “bright light"~originally the light ofthe moon.®This connection
with lunar waxing and waning, accordingto Yu Ying-shih “eventually
came to associate . . .the life and death ofa man with the presence or
absence of hisp 0.”8Y i believes that this concept came into being



around the sixth century B.C. The evidence for this view comes from
The Commentary ofTso, where the expressions hurt andp'o have their
earliest appearances.

What are the natures ofhurt andp o?Is there any difference between
them? Tzu-ch'an discusses it in The Commentary ofTso:

When aman is born, that which is first created is called thep'o
and, when the p,0 has been formed, its positive part (yang) is
called hurt. If one is well provided, his hurt andp o grow strong,
and possess intelligence and clear mind, even can reach the divine
luminaries. When ordinary men and women die ofviolent death,
their hurt andp o can still attach to the living and became licen-
tious demons.&

Three points must be noted. First, Tzu-ch an thinks that ordinary
people can have both hun and p o while alive as well as after their
death. Thus, it is certain that hun and p o were considered as soul-
like properties, regardless ofsocial status. Further,p owas the negative
oryin part, while hun was the positive oryang part of this spiritual
existence. Third, both hun andp ro could attach to the living and cause
harm. In a sense, Tzu-chdJn was explaining the possibility of dead
people’s becoming ghosts—a concept intertwined with that of hun
and pro. From Tzu-ch'an” description, furthermore, there perhaps
was little distinction between postmortem hun and p ot since both
could attach to the living and cause afflictions.
On the other hand, according to a passage in Han-fei-tzu:

The condition of one who is possessed (by a ghost) was that his
hun andp,o left him and his spirit was disturbed. When his spirit
was disturbed, he possessed no virtue (te). If the ghost does not
afflict a person, his hun andp ro will not leave him, if hun and
p'o do not leave, his spirit will not be disturbed. When one s
spirit is not disturbed, it is considered as having virtue (te). If
the ruler actively accumulates (virtue) and the ghost does not
disturb his spirit, then his virtue will be entirely beneficial to
the people.&

Here hun andp oseemto be the essentials ofthe living spirit, and the
context does not suggest any difference between hun andp o.



We have not, however, answered the question ofthe difference be-
tween hun and p o. A passage in the Book of Rites states that hun
ascends to the heaven andp'o descends into the earth.8In the reli-
gious beliefs ofthe Shang and Chou, the deceased kings were said to
be at the left and right of Ti which means that they went up to the
heaven after death. No evidence on this aspect exists regarding
nonrulers. Judging from the custom ofhuman sacrificial burials, how-
ever, there is reason to maintain that people then believed that the
ruled could follow the ruler after death, if not in heaven then perhaps
under earth. Thus, the idea ofthe hun’sascendingandp o sdescending
seems to be supported by the customs and evidence ofancient China.

It is to be expected, however, that the clear description ofhun and
p'o in the Confucianist Book ofRites may have reflected a systema-
tized version ofthe ideas current in later society.8In the “Chao-hun”
section of Ch,u-tz u for example, there are passagesrecalling the hun-
soul ofthe departed dead, such as: “O soul, come back! In the eastyou

cannot abide. ... In the south you cannot stay.... For the west holds
many perils,... In the north you may not stay. ... Climb not to the
heaven above,.... Gonotdown to the dark c ty . &This poetic descrip-

tion implies that the hun could either ascend into heaven or descend
under the earth, or to any other direction. Actually, one passage in
The Book o fRites also expresses the view that the hun could be any-
where after one’sdeath.&This evidence implies thatp omight not be
destined to go down the earth alone. A more down-to-earth picture of
the hu?islocation after death is found in Mo Tzu s sarcastic descrip-
tion ofthe Confucian funerary ritual ofrecalling the soul:

When aparent dies, the Confucians lay outthe corpse for along
time before dressing it for burial. They climb onto the roof, peer
down the well, poke in the rat holes, and search in the wash-
basins, looking for (the soul of) the dead man.&

Mo Tzu might not have done full justice to the Confucian ritual, but
since the ritual ofsoul-calling was common, the situation he described
may have reflected certain contemporary practice.8

Besides their different destinations, it is still difficult to distinguish
the nature ofhun from that ofp o. The idea ofyin andyang in relation
top'o and hun as stated in Tzu-ch’an’s speech is too general for our



purpose. On the other hand, considering the ancient beliefin ghosts
and spirits, discussed before we may perhaps surmise that, since
people had a more vivid idea of ghosts and spirits, and since hurt and
P o are but different designations for ghost as evinced the expression
kuei-hun their idea of the nature and image of hurt and p fo
might not be too far from that ofthe ghosts and spirits.

If the existence ofthe two-part soul was more or less certain in the
mind ofthe people in the Eastern Chou and the W arring States period,
the place where hurt andp'o were supposed to go is not at all clear to
us or, for that matter, to people then. That the king could ascend to a
heavenly court to meet his ancestors is a well-established belief, al-
though the exact picture ofthis courtis little known. In the eastern
Chou period, dead members ofthe Chou royal court were thought to
be “underneath.” An inscription on ating-tripod belonging to anoble
ofthe Chou court, dated to around 560 B.C,, states that the owner, Ai-
ch'eng-shu was to “die underneath the earth to serve prince
Kang-kung.”®Here, the souls of both lesser and higher nobles were
thought to go under the earth. For the hurt ovp'o of the ruled, post-
mortem location was just as dark. In the Eastern Chou period, the
abode of the dead was often referred to as the “Yellow Spring. DA
famous story in The Commentary ofTso tells about Duke Chuang of
Cheng, and his oath not to see his mother until they were both in the
Yellow Spring—which signified death. Later, in repentance, he had an
underground tunnel dug and reached as far as the underground water.
This way he finally reunited with his motherinside the tunnel.9L From
an archaeological point ofview, the term could very well have originally
referred to the underground springs occasionally tapped when digging
graves, and might subsequently have become a metaphorical expression
for the abode ofthe dead. For example, there is a passage in Mencius:
“The earth-worm eats the rotten wood and dirt above and drinks the
yellow spring below/ @Here it would be difficult to interpretthe term
yellow spring as the world of the dead. In the story just mentioned,
the advice to Duke Chuang was: “If you dig the ground and reach the
spring underneath, and meet (her) in the tunnel, who shall say that
this is wrong? This indicates that, even then, people could and did
accept the meaning of “yellow spring” literally, i.e., the yellow water
underground. In any case, there is asyet no precise evidence concern-
ing the details of the postmortem Yellow Spring. We know nothing



aboutthe structure or likeness ofthis place, let alone any activities or
characters (save the dead themselves) that could have existed there.38

For the Warring States period, we have much more substantial
knowledge ofthe postmortem underground. The passage of Ch u-tz u
quoted above mentioned a “dark city/’ with a “governor of the earth
(T'u-po )" whose ferocious appearance was recited to dissuade
the dead from entering. This description ofthe netherworld suggests
that people began to express in a more realistic way the likeness of
this place.

A textrecently discoveredin aCh n tomb in Kansu province provides
new material for our understanding of the idea of afterlife and the
soul. The textis an account ofthe resurrection ofaman named Tan.%
Here is early evidence for both the idea of postmortem revival and
acknowledgment of the control exerted by the deity Ssu-ming
who possessed authority over life and death. The high god Ti did not
seem to have been involved in such decisions. The resurrection of Tan
was granted when his master objected to Ssu-ming that Tan did not
deserve to die because ofaminor offense. Moreover, the story explains
that after death, one’s ghost needed food and possessed various desires.
According to the story, the dead lived continuously in the tomb, sug-
gesting location itself of the world of the dead. Resurrection stories
used to be datable only as early as Six Dynasties chih-kuai ' ,%sto-
ries ofthe strange, thus the unearthing of this new text pushes back
the notion to the Warring States period. The idea of resurrection,
however, should be viewed as an idea having had a long prehistory in
the everyday religion ofancient China. The saying “the spirit ofhun-
soul returns to heaven; the form ofthe body-pdb returns to the earth,”
seemsto bethe resultofscholarlyrationalization asfound in The Book
ofRites. In any event, the ideas of the Yellow Spring and the Dark
City were to develop into the netherworld of Han religion, as we shall
see in Chapter 7 and finally merged with the Buddhist concept ofhell
to become one ofthe mostimportant aspects of Chinese religion.%

Summary

It is difficult to discern for the Shang period any difference, if there
was one, between the religious ideas and practices ofthe ruling class



and that of the ruled exceptin the degree of elaboration and the
specific contents ofrituals. This impression, one should admit,Inay
be due to a paucity*Tffocumentation. In the Western Chou period,
besides universal ideas concerning spirits and ghosts and the practice
of ancestor worship, the ruling class developed the idea of a mandate
of heaven that formulated the will of “heaven” according to human
moral standards. This was originally employed by the Chou court to
legitimize their overthrow ofthe Shangregime. It was, however, grad-
ually adopted by intellectuals and writers of the type who composed
and edited the texts of The Book ofPoetry. We have seen examples of
their efforts to persuade rulers that virtue was weightier than ritual.
The ruled (or peasants), on the other hand, maintained a religious
life according mostly to the agricultural cycle which was shared by
the ruling elite insofar as they shared the same agricultural back-
ground. Toward the end ofWestern Chou, therefore, we could detect a
split in the religious attitudes among the rulers, the intellectuals,
and the peasants.

This religious split includes two aspects. First, among the ruling
elite there was the appearance of the moralistic mandate of heaven,
which became embedded in the cosmological assumptions ofthe lead-
ing intellectuals ofthe Eastern Chou and the W arring States period,%
although their social and political philosophies differed. The formation
ofan “intellectual” genre ofthought and writing during this period,®8
of course, inspired rational discussions ofthe mandate of heaven and
the old religious practices in general. In the case of the Confucians,
the mandate of heaven was transformed from political ethics into per-
sonal moral conviction." Second, there is abreak between the ruling
elite and rest ofthe population. Various shared beliefs received differ-
enttreatment, as seenin the differing attitudes toward human sacrifice
expressed in the “Yellow Bird.” On the whole, however, ancestor wor-
ship and the beliefin ghosts and spirits remained widely held among
both social parts. The differences were mainly in the outward para-
phernalia, notin the form or nature oftheir beliefs. Moreover what
concerned the rulers in worshipping spiritual beings was political
matters, while the peasants were concerned mostly with personalwell-
being. Only some intellectuals reflected upon the nature and efficacy
of the contemporary practices and launched numerous criticisms.
Thus, by the time ofthe Warring States period, one could delineate a



religion ofthe intellectual, as opposed to areligion ofthe non-elite, as
well as an official religion, or the religion ofthe court. Nevertheless,
it should again be made clear that such distinctions are only conve-
niences for discussing the development ofreligious expression among
different social and political groups. There are elements of popular
beliefin the official cult as well as in the beliefs of the intellectuals.
Lastly, although our examination ofthe traditional texts and archae-
ological finds in this chapter has revealed but a glimpse of ancient
beliefs, important discoveries of documents discussed in the next
chapter shed further light on the picture ofthe religious mentality of
both elite and non-elite Chinese atthe end ofthe Warring States period.



Chapter 4

7\)ewly Discovered D aybooks

c\wvdd E veryday R eligion

The sons of God came to present themselves before the Lord, and
Satan came also among them. And the Lord said unto Satan, whence
comest thou? Then Satan answered the Lord, and said, From going
to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down.1

Xke "Nik-sktA Daybooks

In the previous two chapters our discussion ofthe religion ofthe com-
moners was based primarily on traditional documents edited as
Confucian classics. This kind of material was not meant to preserve
or to describe the religious practices of everyday life. Even so, we still
gain glimpses ofthe world ofthe spirits and ghosts through the sophis-
ticated arguments and high-flown language ofinfluential thinkers and
writers. Yet if not for the archaeological appearance of new primary
material, this religious world would remain largely a subject of specu-
lation. Here, | am referring to thejih-shu (daybooks) discovered
only two decades ago.2

Jih-shu or literally “Book of days” (henceforth daybook), a name
appearing at the end ofa roll of bamboo slips found in a Ch’in tomb
(c. 216 B.c.) at Shui-hu-ti, Hupei province, also stands for a whole
genre of divination texts for determining auspicious days and hours.
In effect it represented a kind of handbook, or almanac, for use by a



variety of people probably outside the context of court ritual. We see
this genre in circulation even today as “almanac” (tung-shu )
“yellow calendar” (huang-li ) or “farmer’scalendar” (nung-min-
li ).3 The pre-Han and early-Han daybooks are the earliest
extant evidence of this literature and are of primary importance for
the understanding of China’s ancientreligious practices. So far, seven
discoveries of daybooks have been made in tombs from the Warring
States period to the Han Dynasty.4 Since the contents of these day-
books are more or less similar, | shall use the most extensive text, i.e.,
the daybook version A from Shui-hu-ti, asthe source ofthe following
discussions.

The contents ofthe daybook can be divided into two analytic cate-
gories. One deals with the auspiciousness ofdaysin ageneral manner:
whether a given date is suitable for particular activities. The other
can be characterized as “issue oriented. 5An example ofthe first cate-
gory is such sections as “ch/u " or “Chl/in-ch u ”?there, the
days are grouped into twelve categories according to the order ofthe
twelve earth-branches. The operating principle for this divination
method is, within a certain month, days that share the same earth-
branch also share similar fortunes.The earth-branch in every month,
furthermore, is categorized into different Mnds ofdays. Thus, under
the “ch u” system, in the eleventh month for example, every tzu
(the first earth-branch) day is called chieh -day and every ch/ou
(the second earth-branch) day is called yang -day. In the twelfth
month, however, every ch'ou day is now called a chieh-dayt and every
yin (the third earth-branch) day is called ayang-day. The chieh-
days are described as:

Unsuccessful in doing things. If one makes sacrifice, it will not
be auspicious. If a son is born, he shall have noyounger brother;
if he should have one, he (the younger brother) will certainly
die. If one allows someone to stay in his house, this person will
certainly forcefully occupy the house ofthe owner.6

Since in the sexagenary dating system every day must contain one of
the twelve earth-branchs, there are only twelve kinds of day in the
whole year, and their sexagenary order cycles repeatedly, according to
the “ch u” method. In other sections, such as “chi-ch/en " the



days are grouped into only eight categories; while sections hsiian-ko
sui and hsing use the positions of the constellations as
indicators of auspiciousness.

The above are general predictions ofthe auspiciousness ofdays in
awhole year, in the sense thatthey present the general principle (for
example,yin andyang). They are found at the beginning of the day-
book, serving as introductions. After these comes the second category.
Passages in this category deal with everyday occurrences, for examples,
“illness ” “offering to the parents “sacrificing for travel “taking a
w e ' “childbirth ” “thieves “dreams “makingclothes ” “horses”
“prohibitions for building houses,” or “prohibitions for farming.” We
shall examine some ofthese in order to castlight on people’s lives in
the context ofa system of belief.

NAaMage.

W hat did people need to know when contracting a marriage? Probably
its overall results as well as the wealth and physical features of the
future wife. Various passages in the general category mention the
auspicious and inauspicious days for getting married, with a special
section on marriage itself.7

Except for the simple statements “good” and “bad ” most predic-
tions of marriage in the daybook are unfavorable. Concerning the
character ofthe wife, for example, we find such expressions as: “the
wife will be talkative,” “the wife will not be quiet ” “the wife will be
jealous,” or “the wife will be shrewish.”80ne may surmise, therefore,
thatthe character ofan ideal wife was the opposite ofthese apprehen-
sive descriptions. These predictions also reveal that there was litttle
contact between man and wife before their marriage.

The duration of marriage seems to be another concern: on such
and such day, “when taking a wife, the wife will not be present,” “the
wife will surely be deserted ” “if (the wife) is not deserted she will
certainly die because of childbirth,” “within three years (the wife)
will be deserted or dead.”9lt is overwhelmingly obvious that desertion
by the husband was a major concern ofthe would-be bride. Thus, the
daybook must have been consulted by anxious parents ofboth families.
We are not told the reasons for a husband’s desertion of his wife, but



since producing offspring was a major function of marriage, it was
likely animportant criterion ofthe overall success ofmarriage. Thus,
auspiciousnessin amarriage depended to a considerable degree upon
the ability ofthe wife to produce children. One passage reads: “When
the constellation is Tung-ching everything is inauspicious....
When taking awife, she will give birth to many children; if achild is
born on this day, it will die in ten days. 0Thus, this is a day suitable
for marriage, but unsuitable for childbirth. Again, concerning another
day, “One should not take awife, for she will notbear a child; or if she
does, it will not be a son.” 1An entire section is devoted to auspicious*
days for childbirth (see below).

The wife’s personal or family property was also amongthe concerns
ofthe users of daybooks. We read: “When taking a wife, the wife will
be poor.HR2Such poverty oughtto refer to her situation after marriage.
If the wife is poor in the future, the husband also will be; therefore
the action is inauspicious. From the vantage point ofthe wife’sfamily,
there could be further anxieties about the imminent marriage. The
parents would have liked to know, for example, whether: “when marry-
ing off a daughter, the house will be depleted’” B3or, “when marrying
off a daughter, the parents will have bad luck.'#4

In a few daybook passages, the outcome of a marriage was pro-
nounced favorable.155B ut favorable in which respects? Whenever stated,
we find a surprisingly consistent attitude; i.e., they all refer to the
loving relationship between the man and the wife: “when taking a
wife, the woman will be loved ” 6“when taking awife, the man will be
loved,” 7 or “(when taking a wife) on the k uei -day, the husband
will love the wife; (when taking awife) onthe lou -day, the wife will
love the husband.” 18

All these notwithstanding, that such predictions are from the
vantage point of the husband or the parents of the wife shows the
subordinate position ofwomen atthis time. Also, since the number of
unfavorable predictions about marriage far exceed the favorable, it
may reflect a pessimistic attitude toward marriage or toward women.
In fact, the whole range of the unfavorable situations in daybooks
surpasses that for the favorable ones. This suggests that, in the mind
ofthe users or the compilers of daybooks, undesirable situations were
many, while favorable marriages were limited in their scope of
enjoyment.



C-KildbiH-K

Various predictions about the fate ofthe child collected in a section
called “childbirth "9 help illuminate people’s hopes and fears. The
kind of prediction most commonly found concerns the material well-
being, social status, character, and temperament ofthe child.

Along with the statements “rich” and “poor Dthere are anumber
of more complicated forecasts, such as “(the child) will become sick,
and will lose his parents, but will become rich in the future ” or “(the
child) will become alcoholic and incur sickness, but will become rich
in the future.”2L This reveals the idea that the life of a person was
subjected to the ups and downs of fortune, and did not necessarily
follow a linear development. This, however, is still a very simplified
way to present potentially much more complex situations.

Optimistic predictions concerning the social status of the child
include: (when a child is born on such and such day) “he will become
an official (li ) '2"he will become a high-official (ta-fu ta-li

X"2Z“he will become amessenger "24“he will be bestowed with noble
title {chileh ) "5 or “he will be favored by the lord.”2 Relatively
undesirable situations include: “when a child is born (on this day), no
matter whether male or female, he or she will become athief” “when
a child is born (on this day), he will become an orphan, and will dress
in rags,” or “when a child is born (on this day), he or she will surely
become someone’s servant.” Z7

These different prospects show something of the social status of
the users ofdaybooks. The greatesthope for any male child was appoint-
ment as a “high official.” For most children however, eventual social
status would have been lower echelon. Considering the factthat people
usually hope that their children do better, the social status of the
users ofdaybooks was most probably not very high. Evidence for this
observation comes from the professions ofthe users themselves. We
can say this partly because predictions of auspicious days mention
work related to farming, trading, and the military, and mentions gov-
ernment offices no higher than se-fu or local bailiff.28

Predictions concerning the character and temperament of children
give quite afew examples heralding awarlike or aggressive character
for the son.@In some other cases, indulgence in wine, hunting, and
womanizing are mentioned.3 These of course do not constitute the



full range of character or temperament, but are simply common expec-
tations about personalities. It is striking that nothing “sophisticated”
or “literary” is detected among these examples. Some scholars have
maintained that this fact reflects a ruthless and militant society, one
identifiable with Ch'in culture. However, to validate this view, the
larger problem ofthe social and cultural background ofthe daybooks
has to be clarified. We shall deal with this in alater section.

D aily life

The extentto which divination entered the mundane activities ofthe
ancient Chinese is amply attested in thejih-shu daybooks. Auspicious
days are prescribed for eating and drinking,3Lfor slaughtering farm
animals,2for various construction works,3for travelling 3Afor making
garments,Por for seeking entertainment.3dMinor or major disasters
will occur if one does not follow the instructions.3

For example, a passage says: “It is not permitted to make new gar-
ments on the ssu-wei days of the sixth month; violators will
surely die.”8As the making of new garments was often mentioned
together with ritualistic capping, i.e., the adult initiation ceremony, it
is possible that the making of new garments had religious and ceremo-
nial significance. Similar customs were maintained in the Han era.®

In choosing a date for construction projects, a daybook passage
warns the reader:

On the days of (not) building houses, one should notbuild houses.
If the inner chamber is built, the parents will die; if the right
chamber is built, the wife of the eldest son will die; if the left
chamber is built, the wife ofthe middle son will die; if the outer
wall is built, the son of the grandson will die; if the northern
wall is built, the cattle and sheep will die.®

Not only are there favorable dates for commencing construction, the
positions of the buildings themselves are also related to the fate of
the owner. A separate section ofthe daybook deals with the problem
of geomancy in house construction. The direction, height, and width
of a house, as well as its position relative to surrounding structures



such as pools, storage facilities, wells, pigpens, gates, or roads, are all
related to the fortune of the owner.4L This is the earliest example of
Chinese geomancy in its practical application.£2The idea of the five
elements also appeared in connection with the five directions: “The
east is wood, the south is fire, the west is metal, the north is water,
the center is earth.”3However, the metaphysical concepts ofthe five
elements had not yet been integrated.

Itisinteresting thatthe daybooks paid relatively extensive attention
to the auspicious days for travelling, including days for setting out as
well as returning home. Several sections are devoted especially to
proper days for making sacrifices before travelling.4Exorcism and talis-
mans for expelling evil spirits that obstructthe way are also included.
One such is “the pace ofYii”~

When you reach the gate ofthe district, you should stop, make
three Yu-steps, shout loudly saying, “lI am going to set out. |
hope that there is no danger. (I shall) first clean the way for Y ii.”
Then you should draw five lines on the ground and pick up the
dirt in the middle ofthe lines and carry it.%6

The “pace of Yii” is also mentioned in the early-Han medical text
found in the Ma-mang-tuitomb no. 3 where it was employed in exor-
cism for patients with inguinal swellings.& It is later found in the
Taoist texts as one of the exorcist rituals, thus demonstrating the
deep roots of the Taoist religion.4

When we read in The Commentary ofTso aboutthe prince ofCh en s
divining before attending a party, it might sound somewhat strange.48
The material in the daybooks, however, provides ample evidence that
people often divined for auspicious days for “hiking in the mountains,
eating and drinking, and hunting in the fields ” or for “drinking and
singing/* etc.®In aword, recreation was considered significantin the
cosmological order and had to be conducted accordingly.

Regarding eating and drinking, the daybooks reveal that sickness
was often caused by the food one took. For example, it is said that
“meat,” “rooster,” “red meat,” “wine ” “dog meat,” “fresh eggs”
“yellow fish,” and “dry meat” could all cause sickness. This may sug-
gest that people already knew that rotten or spoiled meats could be
toxic. However, sickness was also often thought to have been caused



by dead ancestors or malicious demons, along tradition that can be
traced back as early as the Shang dynasty. A typical passage reads:

When one falls ill on the chia-i days, it is caused by the
ghosts ofthe parents. It is acquired through meat, which comes
from the east, and is placed in alacquer container. .. .5

As the text shows, although people attributed the cause of sickness to
spirits and ghosts, experience also showed them that certain kinds of
food, especially spoilable meats, were responsible for sickness. This
reflects atype of medical knowledge at this time. Compare this with
views transmitted in other documents, where sickness was thought
to be the result ofthe imbalance ofthe six ch i or climatic conditions,
i.e.,,yin, yang wind, rain, darkness and brightness, as presented in
The Commentary ofTso,5Llor in the medical classic nei-ching.®
The difference is revealing. The ideas found in The Commentary of
Tso and especially in Huang-ti nei-ching, tried to give a systematic
and naturalistic explanation ofthe cause ofillness. This is the natural
outcome of an intellectual systematization of cosmological-physical
theory. The daybooks, on the other hand, insofar as they were practi-
cal handbooks, identified the source: dead ancestors, malicious demons,
and certain food. However, the texts do not identify symptoms, nor
did they provide medical solutions. Presumably, actual treatments were
dispensed by other means. The daybooks only provided predictions of
the outcome ofillness, and exorcistic methods to drive away haunting
spirits, as covered below in the section on demonography. Thus, the
daybook passages represented a popular view of sickness, which was
still intertwined with beliefs in ghosts and spirits, while those in The
Commentary ofTso and Huang-ti nei-ching represented the views of
the literate elite, which were based on naturalistic cosmology.

Social Problems

Because ofthe political situation ofthe Warring States period, mili-
tary affairs were among the concerns ofthe users ofthe daybooks. In
the general predictions of days, such as the section called chich en
we found such predictions as “good for fighting in the field, certain
to catch marquises and kings,” or “fighting and sacking a city.”3These



indicate that the predicted military actions were ofrather large scale.
In fact, the prediction of military outcomes is aregular feature in the
chi-ch,en section, where atthe end ofthe description of each kind of
day, the text would conclude with expressions like “there will be war
“there will be no war/ or “there will be intensive war,” etc.4Rather
than advising the military commanders, who presumably made major
decisions for war, most texts probably served as references for the
lower level officers and soldiers who at the end ofthe Warring States
period were the main constituent of the fighting force. %5 That these
predictions became regular features in the daybooks illustrates vividly
the socio-political situation. In another text discovered in the same
Chn tomb as our daybook, thirty-five battles are recorded for afifty-
six-year period. |f one adds the records provided by traditional histo-
ries, the total number reaches fifty-five or nearly one every year.3No
wonder one had to inquire regularly about the possibility of warfare.
The sufferings of the people, however, included not only wars, but
other kinds of social unrest as well. One had to be prepared when
travelling in the countryside, for one might encounter bandits:

On aday of“outside-harm” (wai-hai ) you should nottravel.
When going to the countryside (on such a day), it is certain that
you shall meet bandits, and encounter military actions.5/

There seems to have been no effective means to solve the problems of
banditry and theft. Thus one ofthe more interesting daybook sections
concerns catching thieves. The section describes the facial features of
a thief, whether he was tall or short, and where he was hiding, all
according to the day that the burglary happened.38It is interesting
that, in the various ChJn codes found in the same tomb, rather harsh
laws are given against criminal activities. In a lengthy tract entitled
“Laws on Robbery,cases involving the stealing of even less than
“one coin” were prosecuted.®@W ith all the laws against robbery, that
people still needed a “formula” for thief-catching, as provided in day-
books, only vindicates the observation in the Lao-tzu that “the more
comprehensive the laws are, the more active the robbers and thieves/

Anotherimportant social issue in the daybook concerns desertion.
Just as in the predictions concerning military activities, desertion
was also amongthe questions asked daily by the user. Examplesinclude:
“(On such aday), if one runs away, he will not be caught” “(on such



aday), ifthe servant or concubine runs away, they will not be caught
“the one who deserts will come back by himself/lor “the deserter will
be caught 6L There is also a special section entitled “Days for deser-
tion.” A passage reads: “The seventh day ofthe first month, and the
tenth day of the second month,... Those who desert on these days
will certainly be caught, if not, they will certainly die.”&

The phenomenon ofdesertion, whether ofhousehold servants and
concubines, or of slaves farmers, or soldiers, seems to have been a
widespread one at the end ofthe Warring States period. Han-fei-tzu
once mentioned the desertion of soldiers:

One exacts taxes and revenues and concentrates the people’s
forces to provide against eventualities and fill up the public store-
houses and the state treasury. Officers and soldiers who desert
their posts and hide will find shelter in the residences of power-
ful men, and thereby evade taxation and military service. If the
superior fails to catch them they will number in the tens of
thousands.&

The reason for the desertion of soldiers and farmers, according to
Han-fei-tzUy was to evade heavy taxation. Other legal documents found
in the Shui-hu-ti tomb also contain cases on the desertion of servants
and slaves.64The daybook text, however, does not clarify the reason
for desertion. The way that the predictions appear in the daybook
suggests that it was acommon phenomenon that needed no explana-
tion. But for whom were the predictions concerning desertion days
made? It has been suggested that they were made for the deserters
themselves, to help them choose an auspicious day to run away.6Con-
sidering the context in which the predictions appeared, however, it is
unlikely that they were for the use ofanyone other than the head ofa
farming or merchant family. Just asin the section on catching thieves,
predictions concerning desertion were mainly to help the user make
an arrest.

These problems, aswell asissues pertaining to daily life, marriage,
or childbirth, reveal not only the living conditions of the people, but
also how they coped with them in the context oftheir beliefs. As men-
tioned in Chapter 3 such concerns for daily life are also reflected in
the lines of the classic Chou-i, which suggests a common religious



mentality. There is, however, another category that has more to do
with the internal, or spiritual, living conditions. This is the material
contained in a daybook section that deals with ghosts and spirits.

G kos sy spiW+s, and gods

In previous chapters we discussed ideas concerning ghosts and gods
maintained by the people ofthe Eastern Chou and the Warring States
period. Due to the narrow focus of the traditional documents, the
ghosts and gods found there represent only a small portion of the
extra—human powers that existed in the minds of the people. This is
confirmed by the Shui-hu-ti daybook, in which a host of ghosts and
splits is described. Most are found in a section called “Inquiry” (chieh

) which is actually instructions for handling various evil ghosts,
spirits, and even gods. In the “Inquiry ” evil ghosts and spirits are
first identified. The text then provides exorcistic methods to expel
each ofthem. Thus, it could be regarded as a certain kind of demon-
ography.@ Some of the ghosts are zoomorphic, such as “the sacred
dog” (shen-kou )

When a dog continuously enters a person’s house at night seizing
the husband and sporting with the wife and it cannot be caught,
it is a sacred dog disguised as a ghost. Use the bark of a mul-
berry tree «. eroast it and eat it. This will stop it.&

Or it might be a “sacred serpent” (shen-hui )

When a ghost persistently follows a person but goes away upon
seeing other people, it is a sacred serpent disguised as a human
being. Use a sharp sword to stab its neck, then it will not come
again.@s

Although the word shen (god, sacred) is incorporated in the names of
these two apparitions, it is clear from the context that they were seen
as malicious demons. The word shen here is only an adjective describ-
ing their supernatural nature.

Some other evil ghosts might have originated from plants, e.g., a
certain “thorn demon” (chi-kuei )



When in one house without reason all inhabitants fall victim to
a plague, some die and some suffer illness, this is caused by the
presence of a thorn demon (in the house). It is buried upright
and the earth above it is damp during a drought, and dry during
a flood. If you dig it out and throw it away, this will stop.®

Because the ancient Chinese believed that certain plants, such as
peachwood and thorn, ™ possessed powers, it is not surprising that
some transformed into evil demons.

Natural phenomena were another source for the formation of evil
powers, e.g., “heavenly fire ””

When heavenly fire burns a person’s houses and is unstoppable,
it will stop ifitis quenched using white sand.7

Similarly, malicious powers ofnature such as “thunder ” “cloud ” “cold
wnd “sw ftwind "72etc. were also curbed by various methods of
exorcism.

Lastly, the dead were, ofcourse, thoughtto become ghosts especially
when they died an untimely death. Thus, there isthe “hungry ghost™”

Whenever a ghost holds a basket and enters a person’s house,
saying: “Give me food!” it is ahungry ghost. If you throw a shoe
atit, it will stop.73

The “young dead” could also haunt people if they had not been buried:

When a ghost continuously enters a person’s house naked, it is
someone who diedyoung and was notburied. Ifyou spread ashes
on it, it will stop.7

Of the seventy entries in the chieh, almost half of the ghosts and
spirits are anthropomorphic; more than ten entries concern zoo-
morphic (including insects) demons, and in nine cases, the forces of
nature are the source oftrouble. Even inanimate objects are consid-
ered possible sources of demonic spirits:

When throughout the house there is the sound of a drum but
one does not see that drum, it is aghost-drum. It will stop if you
answer it with ahuman drum.®



This thriving ghostly community, one surmises, constitutes the
object of worship on occasions of “ghost worship or “sacrifice
to the multitude of gods above and below '® as
mentioned in other chapters ofthe daybook. The nature of gods, fur-
thermore, is basically similar to that ofthe ghosts. Thus, we read that
there is the Great God (ta-shen )

His place cannot be passed through because he is adeptat harm-
ing people. Make balls from dog’s excrements and take them
along when you pass through that place. When you see the god,
hit him with these and it will not harm anyone anymore.7/

The use of excrements as means ofexorcism reminds us ofthe story of
Li Chi mentioned in the previous chapter, and we will come back to it
later in this chapter. There is also the “god on high”” (shang-shen )

When a man with the form of a bird or a farm animal continu-
ously walks into a person’s house, it is the god on high,... If
you strike the drum and sound the cymbals and scare it with
noise it will not come anymore.®

There is practically no difference between these “great” and “high”
gods and malicious demons, either in the nature oftheir deeds, orin
the treatment to which they were subjected.

The idea that there is little difference between the nature of gods
(shen) and ghosts (kuei) is, of course, not peculiar to the daybook.®
The two characters “ghost and “god” (kuei, shen) often refer to the
same spiritual beings in pre-Ch in documents. The general meaning
of shen is clearly stated in this passage from the Book ofRites:

Mountains, forests, streams, valleys, hills and mounds, which
are able to produce clouds, create winds and rain, and generate
monsters, are all considered as having spiritual power {shen).m

Thus, the word is sometimes better rendered as “spirit” rather than
“gode” This idea was not confined to Confucianist circles. One pas-
sage in Han-fei-tzu states that:

When the world is ruled according to the Tao the ghosts will
not be powerful (pu-shen ). The people of an orderly age



and ghosts and gods do not harm each other. Therefore it is said
thatit is not because their “ghosts” (kuei) are not powerful (pu-
shen), it is because their “spirits” (shen) do not harm people.&l

Here, the word shen is used as a description ofthe nature ofthe ghost,
and shen and kuei are interchangeable terms.

Although there is a paucity ofinformation concerning popular con-
ceptions ofgods, spirits, and ghosts in traditional sources, as discussed
in the last chapter, one can still discern that the concept of spiritual
beings in the daybooks does not differ. For example, Chou-li records
the following method to expel the “god ofthe water-bugs””

The Hu-cho-shih is responsible for the elimination of
water-bugs. To expel them use a drum made of earth, throw
burnt rocks at them. If one intends to kill their god, one should
use elm wood (?) pierced with ivory and sink it into the water,
then their god shall die.&

This example could very easily be incorporated into the chieh section
of the Shui-hu-ti daybook as the style of language and method of
exorcism are quite close. It is especially worth noticing thatthe “god”
can also be “killed.” The idea ofkilling agod or spirit reveals another
aspect of the early Chinese understanding of spiritual beings. Since
they could be killed, it follows that they were mortals also. The
distinction between spiritual and natural, therefore was probably not
obvious, especially with regard to the lesser spirits and demons. In
other words, in the popular conception as revealed in the daybook,
the worlds of men and spirits were not separate, but formed a
continuous whole. This is in contrast to the famous exposition by
Kuan I-fu to the effectthat earth and heaven were separated
by Ch’ung and Li by order ofthe emperor Chuan Hsu.8The world of
the daybook, to use Kuan I-fu swords, was still one in which “people
mingled with gods and spirits” (min-shen tsa-jou f ).

As pointed out above, gods, ghosts, and demons in the daybooks
did not act as arbiters of morality and ethics. They were not part of
the moreSy i.e., the moral standards and behavior ofthe people using
such handbooks. Their actions were therefore not responses to human
behavior but expressions ofextra-human intention, for good or for ill.



Gods, ghosts, and demons could cause annoyances8affecting people’s
psychological balance,& or cause all kinds of diseases.& These were,
indeed, unfriendly ghosts. Yetit seemsthat in the end they posed no
real threatto the users ofthe daybook. It was always possible to coun-
teract a demon, asillustrated by the examples of exorcism mentioned
above. | shall examine this mechanistic and optimistic world view of
the daybooks in a moment.

Augmented by the gallery of various demons and spirits mentioned
in our daybook, we gain the impression ofaworld inhabited not only
by men and animals but also by a host of extra-human powers. This
host of extra-human powers may be categorized. The lowest order, it
seems, included forces close to natural phenomena, such aswind, thun-
der, or heavenly fire. The highest order, on the other hand, might
include such deities as the “Lord on High” (shang-ti), the “Emperor
on High” (shang-huang ) the “God on High” (shang-shen)f
“Heaven” (t3en)f or the “Red Emperor” (ch’ih -ti )_Between the
highestand the lowest orders were various demons, ghosts, and spirits,
such as the “Earth God’ (t,u-shen )& and others already men-
tioned. Some scholars are inclined to see the various deities in the
highest order as only different names for a single “supreme god_"8
This view, however, is untenable, atleast in the case ofthe chromatic
and directional emperor-deities ofthe Chh and Han courts.8They
were notthe same asthe “God on High” or “Emperor on High” found
in the daybook.

The order of spiritual beings is broadly consistent with that found
in classical texts: the spiritual world reflects the human world, and
the relative positions among the spiritual beings are comparable to
those in human society. However, what is special in the case of the
daybook is the preoccupation with beings from the lower echelon of
the spiritual power structure. While the high gods are rarely men-
tioned, the text abounds with minor demons and spirits, as discussed
above. This is seldom found in the classical texts, which are documents
pertaining primarily to the literate ruling elite, and which usually
perceive the world order on a grandiose scale. This naturally leads to
the next question: what kind ofreligious mentality does this preoccu-
pation with the minor demons reflect? And how does it differ from
the picture gained from classical texts?



Religious menfali+y as “e-pected daybooks

Generally speaking, the main object of religious beliefis to explain
the relationship between human beings and spirits and to find ways
to achieve ahappy life. The divinational and demonographical treatises
contained in daybooks provide us with substantial evidence ofparticu-
lar beliefs in this regard. Furthermore, from the methods that the
people employed to deal with extra-human forces and beings, and thus
to survive, it is possible to investigate the mentality that supported
this belief.

The cosmos reflected in daybooks is of a double nature. On the one
hand, it is predictable, for every phenomenon in it is already fixed
according to its correspondence with the nature ofthe days and hours
prescribed in the divination schemes. In other words, things move in
a predetermined direction. Even the identification of thieves, for
example, can easily be achieved by referring to the time when the
burglary happened. On the other hand, it is also aworld full of capri-
cious spirits and demons, whose actions are often beyond human com-
prehension. Yet, since the world is basically predictable, the role of
the demons and gods is also fixed. Unwelcome spiritual beings can be
thwarted by exorcistic methods. For example, certain days are suit-
able for “removing the disastrous and expelling the inauspicious. 9
The “Inquiry/ or “Demonography ” discussed above, provided the user
with all sorts of methods for the successful handling of an attack of
unfriendly demons.

What one can deduce from this is a mentality that recognizes as
such the unpredictable elements of the world, but at the same time
contains them by conceptualizing them as part of a predetermined
structure, akin to the regularity of the changing seasons. Thus, the
user ofthe daybook had reduced the anxiety of having to face chaos in
life, for chaos is the origin ofuncertainty and fear.

The rationale ofthe daybooks is based precisely on this world view:
every phenomenon in the world has a one-to-one correlation with a
certain day or hour, and the auspiciousness of the day or hour is a
known fact. This, however, is notthe same as determinism. A person
has to follow the prescribed instructions to find his way through perils;
he can still move freely within the fixed structure, asin the playing of
chess accordingto rules. Yet, since he has only to selectthe appropriate



timing of events according to prescribed days and hours, with their
inherent natures, there is no way, or no need for him to apply sub-
jective and independent intelligence and willpower beyond alimited
and conventional value system. In order to enjoy a comfortable and
prosperous life, one does not have to exert any personal effort, but
only to choose the correct day and hour to undertake things. There is
no need for moral reflection, since the nature ofneither the days nor
the gods and spirits is correlated with ethical or moral values. In the
“Inquiry,” for example, no explanation is given for infection by
unfriendly demons and ghosts. In many cases, the text plainly states
that the reasons are unknown:

When aperson is constantly attacked by a demon for no reason,
it is the thorn demon. If you make a bow from peach wood and
arrows from jujube and feather them with cock feathers, and
shoot it when you seeit, it will be gone. 9

In a sense, this reflects an optimistic mentality: there is no unsolvable
dilemma in the world, one needs not search one’s conscience before
finding a simple solution from a daybook.

This world view, it should be made clear, is notunique to daybooks.
Yin-yang and Five-Phases theories, which gained wide influence during
the Warring States period, also reflect a cosmology based on the
mechanical movements and interdependence ofvarious elements. The
structure ofthe chapter “Monthly Ordinances” “Yiieh-ling” in Book
ofRites, for example, resembles certain parts of daybooks because
the characteristics of days are defined according to a predetermined
scheme, a scheme that applies \n%yin~yang and Five-Phases theories.®
Although the daybook does not fully employ such theories,8and al-
though its scope, encompassing the relatively mundane concerns of
nonrulers, is not as commanding as the concerns for the welfare of
the entire society and state expressed in “Monthly Ordinances,” both
show arather similar mentality. The universe, according to this men-
tality, is inhabited by autonomous numinous forces the nature of
which, nevertheless, is recognizable and therefore subjectto manipu-
lation. Thus, by consulting daybooks, an ordinary person tries to avoid
disaster and gain a better life; whereas, by conforming to the instruc-
tions in “Monthly Ordinances ” the head of state is able to guide his



subjects in the proper manner of all social, political, and economic
undertakings. It seems, therefore, that the cosmology ofthe daybook
grew out of the same cultural milieu as that which produced the
“Monthly Ordinances.”%

Unlike the highly systemized and idealized “Monthly Ordinances,”
however, our daybook is not an integrated, homogeneous work. The
very fact that there are two versions ofthe daybook in the corpus at
Shui-hu-ti, plus arecent discovery in Kansu and some earlier cases of
similar ones,%demonstrates that we are dealingwith akind of“miscel-
lanea” ofindividual divinational methods then in use and frequently
appearing as part of a collection.

Furthermore, the contents ofthe various treatises often contradict
each other even within the same collection.%It is obvious that if we
are to accept that these different sections have an inner coherence,
then they oughtto be seen asoriginally separate divinational treatises
that are not necessarily ofthe same tradition.9A passage in Shih-chi
illustrates well this situation:

In the days of Emperor Wu, the diviners were once gathered
together and asked if a certain day was suitable for taking a

wife. The Wu-hsing diviner said “yes””the geomancer said
“no” ;the Chien-ch'u diviner said “inauspicious”;the Ts,ung-
chzn diviner said “great disaster””the Li -diviner said
“minor disaster”’the T ien-jen diviner said “somewhat aus-
picious””the T'ai-i diviner said “highly auspicious.” They

could not come to aconclusionin their heated debate, and apetition
was sent to the Emperor. The Emperor replied: “To avoid the
various death taboos, follow the Wu-hsing method in principle.” B

Although this incident occurred in the Han dynasty, it certainly reflects
the chaotic situation among diviners of earlier periods, and corrobo-
rates our observation on the miscellaneous nature ofthe material in
daybooks.

What principle or strategy, then, should the user of daybooks follow?
We do notreally know. But a clue is found in a passage in the section
“Travels” (hsing )

Whenever one plans to do something, it is necessary to choose
the leisure days within amonth, aslong asthey are not the days



for the descent of the Red Emperor. Even if those other days
bear inauspicious labels, there would be no great harm."

In other words even if “those other days” in the “Travels section
are inauspicious according to other sections one could still consider
them harmlessin atravel context. This instruction tells the user that
under certain conditions certain inauspicious days can be safely
ignored. It also shows that people recognized the existence ofincon-
sistencies among the various divinational treatises contained in day-
books, and that they considered it impossible or impractical to follow
all the instructions at once.

The users of such works, therefore, did not concern themselves
with whether instructions for daily activities constituted a logical
system. What interested them was whether they could use one ofthe
divinational methods to solve their immediate problems. In a sense,
the contradictions in systems actually provided the user with loop-
holes. Is it fair to assume, then, that contradictions in divination
systems reflected either alack oflogic or opportunism? Modern over-
views tend to use such terms as “immature,” “superstitious,” or
“primitive ” but the most compelling view is that the different
divinational treatises were simply different methods used to safeguard
life and expel noxious forces. Their primary concern was not to con-
struct a comprehensive model of the working ofthe universe, as did
the “Monthly Ordinances” authors. The daybooks provided solutions
to practical problems on alimited basis. This is notunlike the religious
beliefs of ancient Egyptians and Mesopotamians. They maintained a
host of deities whose functions and natures often contradicted each
other and yet still coexisted. An explanation about a certain deity, a
natural or social phenomenon, or even the origin ofthe universe, was
intended to do no more than solve particular problems.1®

The spiritual world of the daybooks like those of other classical
texts, contained gods, ghosts, and spirits of a more or less anthropo-
morphic nature. This differs greatly from the conception oft3en, a
Confucian abstraction derived from moral reasoning.10lFurthermore,
the mechanistic cosmology differs from the organismic cosmology that,
later in the Western Han period, became the predominantideology of
the official and elite segments of society. Organismic cosmology saw
the universe as aharmonious entity comprised of Heaven, Earth, and



Man. The three elements were intertwined and influenced, each other
through the binaryyin-yang and cyclical Five-Phases theories.1®Never-
theless, such organismic cosmolgy was so complex that it would be
incomprehensible to many whose daily life was never completely out
of the influence of the mechanistic cosmology of the down-to-earth
daybooks. The proliferation of various divination and mantic works
cited by the “Bibliographical Treatise” (I-wen chih in the
History ofHan, under the shu-shu (magic and fortune-telling)
section,Bas well asthose “superstitions” thatWang Ch’'ung and other
intellectuals tried hard to rebuke (see Chapter 8 below), suggestthat
most people, from courtiers to farmers, availed themselves of prac-
tical methods as needed.

X ke significance of daybooks

as documenfs everyday Keligicm

Daybooks were a kind of guidebook for daily life, but they did not
cover everything. Problems related to literature, social ethics, or state-
craft find little mention in them. They are about marriage, business,
farming, meeting with officials, and starting any project. 13 The con-
cerns contained in them cross social lines. For example:

Yin -days: favorable for the household, for making offerings,
for marriage, very auspicious for buying merchandise. When
paying avisit to high officials, the results should be fine and no
problem should arise.1b

Or:

Ta -days: favorable for marshaling the troops, for setting out
to combat, for meeting with people. When making offerings to
(the gods and ghosts) high and low, all will be favorable. If a son
is born, favorable; if it is a girl, she is destined to leave the
country.1®

In another section, the statements are even more elaborate:

Hsiu -days are the so-called “double-bright (days) favorable
for fighting in the field, certain to be able to capture kings and
dukes, when a son is born he will be handsome and tall and



wise. Favorable for meeting with people and to raise cattle. Good
for getting married, for marrying daughters off, for making
garments, for making offerings. Suitable for eating, drinking,
singing and making merry, and for approaching officials. Favor-
able for changing official jobs.107

Whatis noteworthy here is that the interests ofvarious social groups,
including military personnel farmers, and bureaucrats, were all inte-
grated into a single formula.

However, it remains to be demonstrated whether daybooks, particu-
larly that discovered in the Shui-hu-titomb, reflectthe characteristics
of Chn culture. Based on the contents ofthe text, it is unconvincing
to argue that they represented only the Ch’in, since the mundane
concerns could have belonged to many regions of China, as other evi-
dence discussed below shows. Moreover, it has been argued that the
existence ofaconversion table ofthe names ofthe months in the Chn
and Ch’u calendars suggests that the text was used by the local Ch’in
ruling class as a reference for Chu customs and that the ch,u
section is actually a Ch’u divination text.1BThis can be corroborated
by the factthat, on a silk manuscript discoveredin a Ch u tomb ofthe
late Warring States period at Ch’ang-sha, there is a brieftreatise on
inauspicious days closely resembling passages in our daybook.1® It
has also been suggestedthatthe method ofusingthe position and move-
ment ofthe planet Jupiter to predict fortunes was a Ch’u custom.10

Many historians have viewed Ch’in culture as vulgar uncouth, and
utilitarian. One argument that the daybook is a product of Ch n cul-
ture emphasizes the factthat no special attention is paid to either the
larger issues of social justice (i orthe ideals ofhumanity (jen
or (Confucian) ritual and music, the hallmarks ofthe Chi and Lu

culture, but only to those matters concerning the everyday life of
the people. It is an opinion already shared by ancient texts such as
The Commentary ofTso and writers such as Chia |.111This errs, how-
ever, by comparing the world view and religious beliefs ofthe lower
echelon of society with the culture ofthe elite of Chi and Lu. To say
thatthe daybooks reflected autilitarian and vulgar spiritis one thing;
to say that this spirit belonged only to the Ch’in people is another.
The ordinary people ofthe states of Chi and Lu might have had more
in common with their counterparts in Chin or Ch’u than with the
elite culture oftheir own states.



The recent discovery in T’ien-shui Kansu province oftwo more
versions ofthe daybooks, although adding to the academic debate, also
provides the possibility for the emergence ofnew perspectives on such
texts.2From the published text and descriptions, it is certain that
there are similarities as well as differences among the two T'ien-shui
daybooks and that of Shui-hu-ti described thus far. Some propose that
the TJden-shui ones represent Ch'’in culture, and that of Shui-hu-ti,
Ch’u culture. The T ien-shui versions, it is argued, contain little infor-
mation concerning ghosts and spirits which seems as ageneralization,
to have less interested the Ch’in people. In contrast, the Shui-hu-ti
text contains far more information about spirits and ghosts, as well
as themes for ritual behavior, thus reflecting the more mystical Ch'u
religion. 113 It is interesting to note that some, however, considered
the descriptions ofghosts and spirits in the Shui-hu-ti daybook “lacking
in imagination,” and claimedthattheyrepresentCh i religious ideas.14

There is no need to judge between the two parties at this point. It
seems that both may be asking questions in the wrong direction: the
issue is not whether the text reflects Ch’in or Ch’u culture—it may
contain both elements, or even more. Whatwould be more significant
is to consider that the Shui-hu-ti daybook might contain elements of
popular culture shared by people from a wide area, an area touching
several major regions of China. The story about the adulterer men-
tioned in Han-fei-tzu discussed in Chapter 3 is of special interest.
Although it concerns the popular notions ofYen, a state located to the
north ofthe Central Plain, it is in fact echoed in the daybooks. One
passage in the daybook reads:

When a ghost continuously follows a person’swife and cohabits
with her, saying, “(I am) a son ofthe Lord on High (shang-ti)
who has come down to take my pleasure.” He will die if one
bathes with dog’s excrement and beats him with areed.1l5

The similarity in the situations suggeststhatthe Shui-hu-titextreflects
not merely alocal (either Ch’u or Ch in) custom or belief, but some-
thing from a wider cultural basis. It suggests that this and possibly
other exorcistic methods in the daybook were widely practiced in
Warring States China. Another example is the sacrificial rituals to
the spirits of distant mountains described in Shan-hai-ching. These



likely stem from the same religious milieu as the daybook, which has
various paragraphs for choosing auspicious days and making proper
offerings before travel, such as “auspicious days for sacrificing for
travel” (ssu-hsing liang-jih 16 “days for sacrificing for
travel” {ssu-hsingjih 17 “sacrificing for travel” (hsing-ssu
).11BWe shall return to Shan-hai-ching later in this chapter.
Diviners practicing various divinational methods collected in day-
books were not a phenomenon restricted to Ch'in or Ch u. In Mo-tzu,
for example, we read that once when Mo Tzu travelled to the state of
Chi he metadiviner (jih-che who advised him notto go north
for it was a day that the Lord (Ti) was going to slaughter the black
dragon, and black was a synonym ofmo.1191n The Records ofHistory
(Shih-chi), Ssu-ma Ch’ien wrote that “the diviners ofChi Chu Chn
and Chao each have their own customs.51 The diviners were there-
fore scattered among the Warring States. The differences between
the Shui-hu-ti and the T'ien-shui versions may be explained as due to
local customs, cultural characteristics, the idiosyncrasy of individual
practitioners, or simply pure chance regarding textual survival. A
detailed study ofthese points has yetto be undertaken. But the basic
similarity ofthe craft ofthe diviners and whatever cultural phenomena
they represented probably means that the users of daybooks were a
stratum common to all states atthe end ofthe Warring States period.
In the Han dynasty, moreover, fragments of daybooks are found
both far away, asin Wu-wei on the western frontier, and Hopei.12LThe
custom of consulting daybooks became a deep-rooted part of popular
culture in the subsequentcenturies. Even the Ch'ien-lung emperor of
the Ch’ing dynasty ordered a great collection ofthis kind ofliterature~
The Book ofHarmonizing Heavenly Revolutions and Distinguishing
Directions (hsieh-chipien-fang shu).122 The modern descendants of
the daybook, i.e., huang-li fung-shu ornung-min-li
still are pieces offolk literature that are very widely distributed.138
It is also worth noticing that although daybooks were a product of
popular culture, they cannot be seen as a comprehensive “mirror” of
the culture ofthe people that produced it. The culture or mentality of
any people is built on a structure far more complicated than can be
represented by a single type oftext. There is ample evidence for this
statement. From the similarity between the structure of passages in
the daybook and the Yiieh-ling, one can see that both shared a basic



cosmology, and this rules out a clear-cut differentiation between the
so-called popular and elite cultures. An examination ofthe archaeologi-
cal contexts in which daybooks are found—usually with legal texts—
shows that during the Chn and Han period it was customary for
local officials to practice law and divination conjointly.14 The local
officials therefore served as a cultural bridge between the elite and
the people. The owner ofthe Shui-hu-ti text, moreover, can hardly be
seen as a person lacking in sophisticated thought when we consider
another text found in his tomb, Wei-lichih-tao (The Way of
Serving as an O fficial), which intermixes Taoist Legalist, and Confu-.
dan ideas.151t would be problematic tojudge the cultural background
ofthis particular user ofthe daybook based on the daybook alone.1®6

The world view and religious mentality reflected in our daybook
may not be totally alien to those of the upper stratum of society, yet
they demonstrate a keen concern for the daily lives ofthe non-elite.
To saythat the religion reflected by daybooktexts was “immature” or
“primitive,” however, is to judge from an evolutionist point of view
and anarrow conceptofthe nature ofreligion. Not all religions possess
the same nature and undergo the same development. The truth is,
despite the fact that the religious mentality of the daybook seems
illogical, amoral, and utilitarian, this “immature” religion was in itself
a self-contained form of belief. In addition, the existence of various
daybooks from the Han dynasty as well as the unbroken tradition of
the huang-li for more than two thousand years, forcefully demon-
strate that agood part ofthe popular mentality ofthe Chinese people
had been formed even before China entered the imperial period. If,
indeed, before the Ch’in dynasty united China politically, the people
in various parts ofthe country already shared large elements ofculture,
as reflected in the daybooks, it is very likely that this shared culture
facilitated the unification and subsequent sustenance of the Ch’in-
Han empire.

Elements of T eligio in tKe.

Classic of and Seas

One ofthe mostimportant sources ofthe myth and religion ofancient
Chinais Shan-hai-ching, or Classic ofMountains and Seas. The text



is traditionally divided into two parts: a Shan-ching or Classic of
Mountains (henceforth Mountains)-, and a Hai-ching or Classic of
Seas (henceforth Seas). The Mountains relates local oddities, including
monstrous animals and spirits, of mountains of the five directions
(i.e., the four cardinal directions and the middle.) The Seas, on the
other hand, relates similar subjects concerning countries bordering
the seas surrounding the middle kingdom. It is commonly assumed
that at least part ofthe material can be dated to the Warring States
period, and that it was notuntil the Han dynasty that it had assumed
the format, or its prototype, that we see today.1 Scholars of mythol-
ogy have studied the mythological elements, which | will not try to
tackle here.28For our inquiry, the central problem lies in the purpose
ofthis text rather than its actual content. Why was it composed, and
what did it reflect ofthe religious mentality of contemporary society?
Of particular importance are the images of spiritual beings, their
nature and power, their relationship with human beings, and the reli-
gious implications of these issues.

UKe images of spiritual beings and monsters

Classic ofMountains and Seas refers often to spiritual beings and
monstrous animals. Some are given the status of shen, i.e., “god” or
“spirit ” and their basic characteristic is one of hybrid forms.1IBHu-
man figures, or parts, are combined with animal figures to create out-
landish beings. For example, there are spirits with “the head of a
dragon and the body ofabid’ “the head ofabird and the body ofa
dragon ” “the body of a dragon and the face ofa man,” “the face of a
man and the body ofa horse ” “the body of atiger with nine tails and
the face ofaman with tiger'schw s ” “the body ofagoatwith the face
ofaman’ or “the likeness of a man with two heads. 10 The most
famous of these spirits is the Queen Mother ofthe West, who is de-
scribed as having “the likeness of a person, with the tail of aleopard
and the teeth ofaty e r. 13t is worth noting thatthe figure ofdragon
is also used in a way similar to that of an ordinary animal in this
puzzle game. Given the ubiquitous role ofthe dragonin ancient China’s
beliefs, to use it to create hybrid figures implies a self-conscious arti-
ficiality that was probably not an ancient tradition.



The slieli-spirits described in the Mountains part appear to be dif-
ferent from those in the Seas by the collective nature of their image;
no individual characteristics can be discerned. For example, in the
Southern Mountains (Nan-shan-ching section at the end of
the enumeration of the mountains and rivers, we read: “ .. . There
are altogether ten mountains, 2950 li long. The shape oftheir gods all
have the body ofabird with the head ofa dragon, .._m 1®¥Here, asin
the rest of the Mountains, the s/ie/i-spirits of a group of mountains
share one image. By contrast in four sections of Seas the four gods
for the four cardinal directions are described individually, although-
still of hybrid forms consisting of a human face with the body of an
animal. In the rest ofSeas, anumber of spirits are mentioned irregu-
larly but individually, with hybrid forms.

Those not called shen have even more complicated forms. One pas-
sage describes a monster as “having the form of a tiger, with white
body, dog’s head, horse’stail, and pg sm ane. 1I3The form ofastrange
bird “is that of a snake, with four wings, six eyes, and three feet.” 131
Yetthe principle ofhybrid composition is the same. It is interesting to
note that these monsters are usually referred to as shou, which liter-
ally means “beast.” Thus, they were not considered as having the
same status as the spirits, although their images often resemble those
called “shen.

Hybrid images of the spirits and monsters are found not only in
Classic ofMountains and Seas, (Fig. 4.1) but also in other documents.
For example, we have seen that the god Ju-shou in Kuo-yii is
described as “having the face ofaman, with white hair and the claws
ofatiger.” In Classic ofMountains and Seas he is described as “having
a snake in the left ear, and riding on two dragons. 1HAccording to
M o-tziij the god Kou-mang has a bird’s body and a square face,
which agrees with the description given in Classic o fMountains and
Seas.1¥0n the Chu silk manuscript mentioned above twelve “gods”
are depicted, each possessing a hybrid form. Some ofthem resemble
the spirits in Classic ofMountains and Seas or other ancient docu-
ments.1¥ The painted coffin of Marquis | of Tseng ( ) of the
early Warring States period portrays hybrid spirits or monsters.138
Monsters such as the nine-headed serpent, the elephant-sized moth,
the nine-headed giant, and the famous tiger-headed and bull-like River
Lord Ho-po described in Ch u-tz u, furthermore, provide literary cor-



Fig. 4.1 Imaginative drawing ofa god in Shan-hai-ching.
Ching.

roboration ofthe archaeological evidence.1®Later, in the Han dynasty,
we have the painting on the coffin ofMa-wang-tuitomb no. 1 w ih its
spirit-like monsters swirling in clouds.M A silk painting found in the
same tomb depicts anumber ofmonstrous deities that reminds one of
the twelve gods on the Chu silk manuscript (Fig. 4.2).41As late as
the Eastern Han period, stone-reliefs show monster-spirits as still
inhabiting the public imagination.

All this evidence suggests that the hybrid images of spirits in Clas-
sic ofMountains and Seas are not the creation of a certain author,
but originated from a mental background common to the Warring
States, and even earlier.3The idea of creating composite animal fig-
ures was certainly presentin the Shang bronze artifacts, although no
half-human animals are found there.4It is reasonable to conclude



Fig. 4.2 Figures ofgods on a silk
manuscript from Ma-wang-tui.
Western Han.

that these hybrid images were the way people of this time pictured
spiritual beings. An exotic image composed of parts of known animals
would be one of the possible results ofthis effort to portray the fan-
tastic and the mysterious. Thus, there is “bird’s body with dragon
head” and conversely “dragon’sbody with bird’s head< The hybrid
images, therefore, are more the result of reasoned imagination than
recollections of vague and ancient legend. As the possibilities of dif-
ferent combinations were limited, it is natural that repetitions should
have occurred. Thus, the figure of “bird’s body with dragon’s head”
appeared twice, as did the “human’s face with beast’'s body/’ or
“human’s head with bird’s body,” etc.

This view, of course, does not propose to say that every “hybrid”
animal in Classic ofMountains and Seas was the product of imagi-
nation without any factual support. The four-horned sheep,1b for
example, could refer to akind ofanimal that lives on the high plateau



to the westof China even today.46Just as there are identifiable plants
or places in Classic ofMountains and Seas, it should not be surpris-
ing if some ofthe monsters turned out to be rare animals that people
of ancient China might have encountered with awe and remembered
as something supernatural.

XKe nature and abilities of ghos s and spirits

It is noteworthy that in the entire extant text of Classic o fMountains
and Seas the character kuei, usually rendered as “ghost,” appears
only twice and does not refer to “ghost” directly.147 Spiritual beings
instead are referred to as shen, i.e., “spirits” or “gods ” or shen-jen,
“god-men.” Some of these spirits are related to ancient myths, and
are used either as etiological explanations of places or phenomena, or
for the intrinsic interest ofthe myths themselves.43Those not part of
a traditional, recorded myth, which in fact are the majority, may or
may not have been the subject oflost myths. The texts in which they
appear usually do not exceed simple descriptions ofimages and names.
No elaboration on the nature ofthe spirits is supplied. For example, a
passage states that “in the valley towards the sun there is a god
whose name is T ien-wu. He is the lord of the river.” @We are not
informed ofthe nature ofthis god or any story about him except that
he may have controlled the river. The Spirit of Thunder, Lei-shen, in
another case, is said to “have the body of a dragon and the head ofa
man, and drummed his belly to the west of Wu.” 8 The spirits in the
Mountains are even less distinct: we know nothing excepttheir images,
not even their names.

The description ofthe shen-spivits in the Seas section differs from
the s/te/i-spirits in the Mountains in another respect: there is no de-
scription ofany sacrifice to them. This is further evidence suggesting
that the textual use of Mountains differed from that of Seas. The
former was probably a handbook for travellers, who had to know the
sacrifices to the various local gods wherever they travelled. Thus, after
a simple description of the figure of a spirit there usually follows a
detailed instruction for making sacrifice to it. The s/ien-spirits, as
well as other items in Seas, on the other hand, read more like a cata-
logue of faraway lands not on a usual itinerary; therefore there is no



need to learn the sacrifices. The detailed mileage between each geo-
graphical area given in the Mountains is another significant feature
that is lacking in the Seas.

In general, the s/ien-spirits described in Classic ofMountains and
Seas are neutral; they are neither hostile nor benevolent. The fact
that the word shen notkuei, or ghost was used most often to identify
them says something of their benign nature. A few of them, to be
sure, were portentous: when people saw them, great disasters such as
war Bldrought,1®flood, or excessive rain would strike.13But by and
large the sAen-spirits are passive: they do not actively plague people.
One common characteristic of the spirits and monsters is that they
are locally confined, thus, their sphere of influence does not exceed
their locality. There is almost no mention of such divine personages
as the Shang-ti or Shang-huang found in the daybooks. Huang-ti, the
Yellow Emperor, was mentioned mainly in situations where the gene-
alogy of a certain god or ancient ruler was traced to him .15 Huang-ti,
in any case, was notin the same rank as Shang-ti, God on high.

At times it is even doubtful if the designation “shen” in Classic of
Mountains and Seas meant anything more than “monstrous,” with
hardly any ofthe sense of “divine” or “sacred” that usually character-
izes the word. Many ofthe “s/ie/i-spirits” are seen more as monsters
than as exalted beings. For example, we read in Seas:

There is ashen, with the head ofa man and the body of a snake.
Its length is as long as a wheel, with heads to the left and the
right dressed in purple garment and red cap. Its name is Yen-
wei . If aruler could make sacrifice to him, he (the ruler)
would rule the world.1%

Yen-wei is described in the text in practically the same way as other
monsters that bring disaster or good fortune.1%Moreover, the shen
could also be “killed” in certain instance. In the Western Mountains
section, for example, a son ofthe god Chung-shan named Ku
was killed by Ti—presumably the Supreme God—for an alleged crime
against another god, Pao-chiang .57 As in the daybook text, a
shen, or god, can actually be “killed.” 1B

The text of Classic o fMountains and Seas yields little information
on the relationship ofsAe/z-spirits with human beings. In the Mountains



section the shen-spivits are basically mountain guardians. Their rela-
tionship with people is defined by and confined to the method used in
sacrificial offerings. No information is provided concerning their
possible reaction to offerings not delivered. As for the s/ien-spirits
mentioned in the Seas section, there is little indication as to their
participation in worldly affairs.

Although we cannot be sure of the original purpose of Classic of
Mountains and Seas it appears mostofall to have been ageographical
survey of elusive places, or a handbook for travellers. 1 The spirits
and monsters are but part of the collected information. It has been
suggested that the text originally included pictures, and that its proto-
type might be the famous nine Hsia *m”-tripods, with the figures of

hundreds of monsters (pai-wu on them. The purpose ofthese
figures on 7i/ir-tripods was to distinguish the harmful spirits and
monsters from benevolent animals.1®

Thus, the main concern ofthe reader of Classic ofMountains and
Seas was not in myth and stories, but was to recognize the figures of
spirits and, in the case oiMountains, to make proper sacrifice to them.
After providing such information the text does little else.l6lWe can-
not determine, however, why many ofthe places are unidentifiable. It
is therefore unlikely that the book was ever used in a practical sense,
as were the daybooks by their owners.

Nik-sKw c\nd Skan-Kai-cki®g:

Dealing witk Domestic cxnd Foreign aments

Although not a systematic exposition of religious beliefs, the older
portion of Classic ofMountains and Seas nevertheless reflects beliefs
that could have formed the basis ofthe everyday religion ofthe Warring
States period. However, given the fact that the spirits and monsters
in Classic ofMountains and Seas were rooted in the beliefs of the
people with a practice-oriented context, it is doubtful that we can
ever grasp an overall picture of their beliefs just from this material.
Moreover, the spirits functions and natures are frequently not men-
tioned at all. A comparison with the Shui-hu-ti daybook however,
may shed light on the problem. In the first place, the spirits and mon-
sters are described in arather clear and affirmative tone. Whenever



the text actually gives information on the distances, images, or meth-
ods of sacrifices, such data are all plainly and unambiguously stated.
This is comparable to the daybook, where things were fixed and certain
enough to be comprehended by ordinary people. While it is true that
Classic ofMountains and Seas especially the Seas section, contains
fragments of mythological figures or stories, just as the Shui-hu-ti
daybook does, its main purpose is not to collect or retell such stories,
but to use them to explain the origins of certain names.

Another aspect that bespeaks the common background ofthe day-
books and Classic ofMountains and Seas is the low level of status of
the s/ie/i-spirits. Not only could they be expelled, they could even be
“killed.” This concept of “killing” a spirit, although a minor spirit to
be sure, is most revealing as an indication ofthe religious mentality:
in order to obtain maximum benefit, the spiritual world is dealt with
in a not-so-spiritual way. People sacrificed to the spirits when they
needed to propitiate them, and found ways to expel them when pos-
sible. The spiritual world, in fact, is little different from the mundane
world. The difference between the s/ie/i-spirits and the monsters in
Classic ofMountains and Seas indeed, is difficult to discern in all
respects except the label “shen.” They all lived in a definite place in
the world of man not unlike the spirits in daybooks, who roamed
variously through people’s houses.

Finally, it is particularly interesting to compare the sphere ofinflu-
ence of Classic of Mountains and Seas with that of daybooks. For
example, the Shui-hu-ti daybook contains several parts devoted to
“travel,” or “sacrifice for travelling.” These are lists of auspicious
days for setting out or for making sacrifices to the protecting spirits.1®
Compared with Classic ofMountains and Seas the daybook text can
be regarded as a general preparation for travel, and Classic ofMoun-
tains and Seas text, or at least the Mountains section, as a handbook
for dealing with the spirits and monsters to be encountered along the
way through mountains and countries. The sAe/i-spirits in Classic of
Mountains and Seas however, are not the kind to be encountered in
ordinary journeys, and descriptions about them have no reference to
directinvolvementwith daily life. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume
that the daybook is oriented toward domestic daily activities, while
Classic of Mountains and Seas is designed to deal with the often
strange surrounding world. Together, they present a picture for us of



the entire world with which common people concerned themselves.
The two texts are congruent parts of a common religious mentality.
T? conclude, the images of ghosts and spirits as seen in the Shui-
hu-ti daybook and Classic ofMountains and Seas are basically con-
crete, anthropomorphic, and zoomorphic. This is unlike the abstract
ideas of “heaven” or “mandate of heaven,” which developed around
the Confucian school ofthought after the Western Chou period. On
the other hand, the ideas of ghosts and spirits were not confined to
the so-called world of “common folks,” since, as the traditional docu-
ments discussed in the last chapter demonstrate, similar concepts
were held by the educated and literary elite. The composition ofthese
works required the active involvement of literate diviners, scribes,
and perhaps intellectuals. Yet the two texts provide us with a rather
detailed picture of what the basic spiritual world at the end of the
W arring States period looked like. Through this picture, we can gain
understanding ofthe religious mentality operating in the background.



Chapter 5

Empe”o”Sy Cou”tiei*Sy cxnd tKe

Developmen of Oj~icial (Sulfs

Enlil whose command is far-reaching, whose word is holy,
The lord whose pronouncement is unchangeable, who forever
decrees destinies,. .
who perfects the decrees of power, lordship, and princeship,
The earth-gods bow down in fear before him,

The heaven-gods humble themselves before him.1

The relationship between developments atcourt and those in the wider
culture is at once obvious and difficult to fathom. In China’simperial
system the sovereign affected the lives of his subjects through direct
rule. This was also true in other parts ofthe ancientworld. The heretic
pharaoh Akhenaten, for example, inaugurated the Amarna Period by-
promoting the beliefin a single god, the sundisk Aten. His personal
artistic taste was also forcefully expressed through the peculiar
“Amarna style ”2and his rulership in general was a major force in the
social change ofthe late Eighteenth Dynasty of pharaonic Egypt. Yet
if we wish to know where or how Akhenaten obtained his inspiration
andwhy he waited to implement his ideas, we must study Akhenaten
as the product, rather than the cause. A similar “monotheistic” reli-
gious idea was present in a number of “Hymns to Amon” written
before Akhenaten assumed the throne.3Thus, his rulership was not
only a cause of social change, but can be seen as an elaboration of



existing tendencies. The failure of the Aten cult after his death, on
the other hand, forces us to reassess the extent and nature of his
influence.4The relationship between imperial rule and the noncourt
culture must be seen as acomplex ofinterdependent causes and effects
working among different social strata. As we shall see in the follow-
ing discussion, the example of Akhenaten and his cult is not without
relevance for understanding Han emperors and the state cults that
they promoted. An overview of the official cults of the Chin-Han
empire, furthermore, is necessary for any inquiry into the religion of
this period: to delineate what is official simply clarifies what is the
noncourt culture.

XKe £s+ablisKkmenf of

he O-fAicial Owl of tke. C\N\NF\a &V\p\e.

Ssu-ma Ch’ien comments at the beginning of his “Treatise on Cer-
emonies’ as follows:

Since the ancient times, which ofthe emperors or kings did not
perform the grand ceremony for the worship ofHeaven and Earth
atMount T'aiwhen they received the mandate of heaven? There
may be those who gained power without corresponding oracles,
but never did those who had seen the appearance of auspicious
omens fail to ascend Mount T ai.5

Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s words point out that court religious activities and
the establishment of political authority are two sides of one coin. For
example, the Chou kings proclaimed their political authority on the
basis of their having received the mandate of heaven. Although a
certain degree of moral value was injected into this belief it is never-
theless clear that the main purpose ofthis was to achieve and secure
political control. The classic text Book ofRites also states that “he
who owns the world should sacrifice to the hundred gods; those
enfeoffed lords whose territory encompass [the mountains and rivers]
should make sacrifice; those who do not [possess mountains and
rivers], should not sacrifice.”6 The political authority of the “son of
heaven” and the lords corresponded to the levels of their duties in
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religious ceremonies. The ceremony offeng-shan i.e., the grand
ceremony for the worship of Heaven and Earth held at Mount T ai,
wasjust such a ceremony, by means ofwhich the emperor proclaimed
the legitimacy of his authority.70n the other hand, the ceremony was
also designed for the emperor to seek immortality. There was there-
fore a strong personal motive behind the act. We shall return to this
point a little later in this chapter.

Notlong afterthe Shui-hu-ti daybook was entombed with its owner,
China came under the rule ofthe western state of Ch in. Thus began
anew era, accompanied by drastic changes in political and social organi-
zation.8As the major military tasks of state were completed, the other
major state,task~religion—was attended to. The attention ofthe First
Emperor to religious affairs focused on organizational aspects.

The firstreligious actofthe First Emperor wasto formally recognize
the idea of the Five Phases. This theory maintained that everything
in the universe was related to five powers (te) or elements—metal,
wood, water, fire, earth—which overcome one another in a cyclical
fashion. Thus, metal overcomes wood, fire overcomes metal, water
overcomes fire, earth overcomes water, and wood overcomes earth. |t
has also been translated “Five Phases/5for each of the five elements
represented adifferent phase oftotality.9According to this theory, the
First Emperor proclaimed that the “power of water of Ch’in had
replaced the “power of fire” of the Chou Dynasty.10This indicates a
new developmentin courtreligious theory.11In addition to his mandate
of heaven, the “power” of a new dynasty had to be “cosmologically
correct, i.e. in aposition to replace the “power” ofthe former regime
accordingto appropriate metaphysical criteria. Many have argued that
such ideology was mere political expediency, created as alegitimizing
excuse after power was already gained. Yetthe factthat atheory was
needed at all suggeststhatit had arather prominent role in society at
large, especially in the circles of power. Furthermore, because the
theory of Five Phases became axiomatic in establishing political
authority, concomitantly, yin-yang and Five-Phases theories influenced
the official religion and political ideology.

A further actofthe First Emperor was the systematic organization
of all religious cults in China.22He ordered the setting of schedules
for spring and autumn sacrifices to “heaven, earth, the famous moun-
tains and rivers, and ghosts and spirits.” Further, there were to be



fixed amounts of offerings to deities, each according to status.13How-J
ever the governmentcould not possibly have controlled all the various
local cults outside the center of authority, and such cults continued
on their own.14 The most prestigious cults managed by the central
government were the Four Emperors worshipped at the capital of
Hsien-yang. Surrounding these four cults were more than ahundred
cult shrines including shrines for the worshipping of the sun, the
moon, and various constellations, and for natural forces such as the
Lord of Wind, the Master of Rain, the Four Seas, aswell as the Nine
Ministers, the Fourteen Ministers, etc.’5 Seen in parallel with the
human state, the deities were thus officials constituting a divine ~cen-
tral government.” At the local level, on the other hand, existed the
so-called “famous mountains and rivers,” which were analogous to
local government, or feudal lords. There were also minor rivers, which,
because they were close to the capital, were given their own cults:

[Therivers] such as Pa, Ch an Ch'ang-shui, Li, Lao, Ching, Wei,
were not big rivers. It was because they were close to Hsien-
yang that they were all given cultic status comparable to the
[famous] mountains and rivers, without the extra sacrificial
offerings.16

The positions of these minor geographic entities in relation to the
major rivers and mountains were described in a way comparable to
those between the royal relatives and family members and the emperor.
Thus the structure ofthe official cult can be seen as areflection ofthe
political administration.17

It isworth noting that the official cult was not acoherent structure
based upon a systematic classification of cults, especially the minor
ones lower down in the scale. Besides the abovementioned minor rivers
and mountains, which gained official status only because they hap-
pened to be close to the capital, the following example also illustrates
the nature ofthe problem. Among the official cults near Hsien-yang,
there were shrines dedicated to a certain General Tu of the Chou
dynasty. According to Record ofHistory (Shih-chi), he was “one ofthe
minor ghosts worshipped in central Ch’in.”18The cult originated from
a story that began to circulate in the Spring and Autumn period. The
revenging ghost of Tu-po, it was said, shot King Hsiian of Chou.19



Later, the ghost of General Tu was worshipped by the inhabitants of
central Chin. It seems that the Chin government conferred official
status based on no criteria other than geographical proximity. Needless
to say’ most local cults were not officially managed by the imperial
court: Those shrines of distant provinces and prefectures were wor-
shipped and supported by the local people. They were not governed
by the royal office of Supplicator (t'ai-chu ). D

Because it is somewhat difficult to draw a clear line, based on their
nature alone, between local cults that were given official status and
those that were not, there exists an inherent ambiguity between the
official and the nonofficial cults. This aspect became a salient one in
the Han state religion.

According to Record ofHistory the First Emperor was, toward the
latter part of his reign, preoccupied with the search forimmortality2
and even proclaimed himselfachen-jen i.e” a“Perfected. 2His
infamous extermination of scholars was at least partly triggered by
their failure to satisfy his request for the elixir of immortality.Z He
also believed in dream oracles as well as magical methods for expel-
ling evil forces.24W hile such activities may not seem to us to be part
ofan official cult, in factthey were, and they illustrate the personal
religious attitude ofthe First Emperor, which in turn influenced the
official cult. When the First Emperor travelled east, he paid homage
to the famous mountains, rivers, and the long extinguished cult of
the Eight Deities, and tried to seek outimmortals.5It was most likely
the emperor’s personal interest that placed these activities within
the official cult system. Thus Shih-chi mentions that “as for the other
famous mountains and rivers, the various ghosts and the Eight Deities
the emperor made sacrifice to them whenever he travelled by. And
these sacrifices were discontinued when he left. 2As we shall see
below in connection with Han Wu-ti, the First Emperor’'splan for the
fBtig-shciTiy the most important ceremony for proclaiming imperial
sovereignty, was mostly based on his own ideas.

AstablisKkmeKvt of lie "Han O icial C-ult

According to Record ofHistory, the religious policy ofthe Chin em-
pire was inherited by the Han:



In year two, (the emperor Kao-tsu) returned to the capital after f
a campaign against Hsiang-chi. He asked: “Which emperors on
high were worshiped formerly in Ch’in times?” The reply was:
“There were four emperors. There were shrines for the White,
the Azure, the Yellow, and the Red Emperors.” Kao-tsu said: “I
have heard that there are five emperors in heaven, now there
are only four. Why? No one knew the answer. Therefore Kao-
tsu said: “I understand now. It has fallen to me to complete the
fifth.” So the shrine of the Black Emperor was established and
was named the Northern Altar. The ceremony was carried out
by the responsible officials; the emperor did not attend personally.
Allthe former (religious) officials were recalled, and the office of
the Great Supplicator (t'ai-chu and the Great Steward {fai-
tsai were reestablished, performing the ceremonies as
before, while prefects were ordered to establish public altars.
Then the emperor issued a decree: “I am very concerned about
sacrifices and offerings. Now the offering to the Supreme Lord
and the deities of the mountains and rivers who ought to be
revered should be performed properly on the appropriate moment
as before.

It is obvious that by this time Five-Phases metaphysical theory was
already widely known. Therefore Kao-tsu s promoting the Black
Emperor was an expected act. However, one may question the histo-
ricity ofthe story about the Black Emperor, as it might have been a
later addition to a whole cycle of Kao-tsu myths. These included the
dream ofan old woman that Kao-tzu killed the white serpent (i.e., the
son ofthe White Emperor).BFurthermore, the question of what the
power of Han should be was not even settled until the reign ofW u-ti.

It is difficult for us to tell what personal influence Kao-tsu could
have exerted on the establishment of the Han official cult, since he
basically followed the Ch’in model. However, his decision to promote
the local altar at Fen-yu, the place of his origin, and to establish in
Ch’ang-an the shrine of Ch ih-yu the god he made sacrifice to when
he was the bailiffof P ei 2shows that he did not forget to promote the
local cult of his native province.

Meanwhile, another Kao-tsu policy had various wu-shamans from
all over the country assembled in order to perform their respective



cultic functions in the capital. They came from such former states as
Liang, Chin, Chin and Ching, and were to perform their sacrifices
according to seasonal schedules.3Officials for supplication and sacri-
fices, as well as female shamans, were subsequently stationed in
Ch ang-an.

The objective ofthis policy was probably to absorb local traditions
and to symbolize the establishment of a universal empire. On the
other hand, it was also a way to appease parochial sentiments and to
consolidate and legitimize imperial rule at the local level, since to
perform alocal cultic ritual at the central court amounted to official
recognition of the local tradition and the association of the ruling
culture with local culture.3l In any case, it can be surmised that at
this time Ch ang-an (formerly called Hsien-yang) was a place where
shamanic practices could be seen and learned, and thus they exerted
a deep influence on the life ofthe people around the capital area.

It seems that Kao-tsu was also quite relaxed with regard to the
control of local cults. Record ofHistory says:

In the tenth year of Kao-tsu, in the spring, the official in charge
ofreligious matters proposed that the county government should
make sacrifice to the earth (-god) and grain (-god) in the second
month ofspring and in the twelfth month. The local earth shrine
should be provided with contributions by the people themselves.
The decree read: “Approved. 2

Thus, at the prefectural level the government still controlled reli-
gious activities, while below this level people were free to manage
their own cult activities.

The above situation amounts to the official religious policy of the
Han dynasty: the addition of new shrines and the accommodation of
local cults. This policy, however, was not entirely based on rational,
political, or theoretical considerations. As will become clear, personal
opinions ofemperors were oftentimes the decisive factor in the estab-
lishmentor abolition ofcults, asis inevitable when what was “official”
was in fact the “private” affair ofthe royal house.

In the time of Emperor Wen, a certain Hsin Yiian-p ing presented
atheory of watching the ethers (wang-ch'i that was approved
by the emperor.383 Subsequently, a temple to the Five Emperors was



build at Wei-yang and an altar to the Five Emperors was established—
outside the Ch’ang Gate of the capital, all under the advice of Hsin
Yiian-p ing.3#When H sin sether-watching theory proved false and sub-
versive plots by him were discovered he was promptly executed. The
emperor thenceforth lost interest in worshipping gods and spirits.3%
This incident, contrary to one’s expectation, did not prompt the em-
peror to abolish Hsin s innovations. Once established, shrines and
temples seem to have maintained their existence for quite alongtime.

Emperor Wu's religious policy contained many examples of per-
sonal and casual impetuses for establishing new cults. The first new
cult of his reign was established when a certain Miu Chi presented a
method of worshipping the god T ai-i (Grand Unity):

The most exalted of the gods of heaven is Grand Unity, Grand
Unity’sassistants are called the Five Emperors. In ancienttimes
the son of heaven made sacrifice to Grand Unity in the south-
eastern suburb with a T'ai-lao (a cattle, pig, and sheep).3%

W u-ti promptly ordered the Grand Supplicator to establish a shrine
to Grand Unity southeast of Ch’ang-an and to make sacrifice according
to the method suggested by Miu Chi. Later on, perhaps to counteract
the importance of Grand Unity, someone made the claim that “in
ancient times the Son of Heaven sacrificed every three years to the
Three Ones—the Heavenly One, the Earthly One, and the Grand
One—using the Tai-lao sacrifice.” The emperor accepted this sugges-
tion and ordered the Grand Supplicator to administer the sacrifice on
the altar ofthe Grand One accordingly, although neither Grand U nity
nor the Three Ones were considered ancient cults.3

On another occasion, a certain “Divine Lady/' a commoner of
Ch’ang-ling who had died during childbirth and whose ghost appeared
to her sister-in-law, was worshipped by the latter and gained a local
reputation. W u-tis maternal grandmother Ping-yiian-chiin used to
pray at her shrine when she was still a commoner. When W u-ti
ascended the throne, he ordered that this “Divine Lady” be enshrined
in the royal Shang-lin Park, in order that he himselfmight also meet
her.38In this way, alocal cult was easily conferred with official status.
When Nan Yiieh was conquered, aman from Yiieh named Yung-
chih said to the emperor:
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The people of Yueh believed in ghosts and the ghosts seen in
their shrines were effective. Formerlythe king of Tung Ou revered
ghosts, and lived to one hundred and sixty years of age. Later
people became negligent (in revering the ghosts); therefore (their
lifespans) were diminished.®

This prompted Wu-ti to order the shaman ofYueh to establish aYiieh-
style shrine to worship gods and ghosts.

We may surmise that Ssu-ma Chien does not distort the actual
situation, butit seemsthat Wu-ti often made such decisions in a spirit
ofhaste and credulity. Other cults were established oilly after serious
consideration, but in W u-tis reign such cases were rare. The most
famous was the feng-shan ceremony, the grand sacrifice to Mount
T ai.4 Formerly, the First Emperor of Ch’in performed this ceremony
once at Mount T ai. But since he did not trust the scholars from Chi
and Lu who were undecided about ritual procedures, he adopted the
old Ch’in ritual of sacrificing to the Supreme God {shang-ti) at the
cult site of Yiing. The actual content of the ceremony was purposely
notrevealed.4Thus, although performed in an official capacity, it was
not an institutionalized ceremony. When W u-ti rekindled interest in
the rite preparation and execution required a series of debates and
discussions among court officials, scholars, and diviners before imple-
mentation.2The establishment of the shrine and cult ofHou-fu, or
Queen Earth, was also initiated by Wu-ti and implemented after
lengthy discussions at court.4

On the whole, however, W u-tispersonal whims and his fascination
with immortality resulted in arather confused state of affairs for offi-
cial cults, since many were established for the sole purpose ofassisting
the emperor’s quest for immortal and divine elixirs.44Even the most
grandiose ceremony, the feng-shan, took the immortality ofthe em-
peror as its central concern:

A ninety-year-old, Ting-kung from Chi said: Jeng-shan is the

name for achievingimmortality....” Thus the emperor ordered
scholars to practice shooting the bull and draft the procedure
for the ceremony offeng-shan— As the Son of Heaven heard

the sayings ofKung-sun Ch ing and the diviners that the Yellow
Emperor had communicated with the deities and the prodigious



beings because he performed the feng-shan ceremony, he in- f
tended to imitate the Yellow Emperor and to approach the
immortals. ... %6

Wu-tiwas of course notthe only Han emperorinterested in immor-
tality. Emperor Hsiian established a shrine for the skin, teeth, and
claws of a white tiger simply because it was offered by a southern
commandery. He later followed the advice of diviners and founded
four shrines in the Wei-yang Palace for the Jade of the Duke of Sui
the Treasure of the Sword, the jade Pi, and the ting-tripod of the
Chou king K’ang. On another occasion, certain diviners mentioned
that the divine treasures ofthe “golden horse and green rooster” in
I-chou (Szechwan) could be obtained by offering sacrifice. Em-
peror Hsiian promptly sent a special envoy to the province of I-chou
to make sacrifice.46A host of other shrines were also established as
official cults in various places around the country, including shrines
to the Sun and the Moon, the Four Seasons, the Five Emperors, the
Eight Gods, the Immortals, the Jade Lady, the god Ch'ih-yu, and the
Yellow Emperor.47 Some of these, which were originally only wor-
shipped in the capital, thus became “local cults.”

In this kind of exchange between local and official cults, the actual
number ofcult centers supported by the government at various levels
grew rapidly. In the reign of Emperor Ch’eng agroup of scholar-offi-
cials headed by Prime Minister K’'uang Heng found the situation un-
bearable and questioned the legitimacy ofthe existing cults. Because
many ofthe cults established since the founding ofthe empire did not
conform to “ancient” rituals, as understood by these reformists, they
demanded abolishment of such prominent cults asthe T ai-chih
of Kan-ch’'uan and the Queen Earth ofHo-tung, established by W u-ti.
Emperor Ch’eng followed their advice and moved these two cults to
the southern and northern suburbs of the capital.8 K'uang Heng
further requested that 475 out ofthe 683 shrines in the various com-
manderies and kingdoms supported by the court be abolished, since
they went counterto various litorritual codes. Out ofthe 203 shrines
at the ancient cult site of Yung, only fifteen shrines worshipping the
mountains, rivers, and constellations were to be preserved. Emperor
Ch’eng granted this request; and those shrines established by Kao-
tsu, Wu-ti, and Emperor Hsiian mentioned above were all suspended.®



It should be pointed outthat the reform did notrepresent an effort
toward arational assessment ofthe former emperors, cult activities.
It was simply a stand against luxury and excessive display of wealth,
aswell as supportforthe authority ofthe classics presented by K luang
Heng. When K uang Heng fell from power, emperor Ch’eng reestab-
lished the shrines of Kan-ch tian Fen-yin and many others.®After
Emperor Ch’eng died, however, the empress-dowager decided to move
the shrines back to Ch ang-an again. The reason for this move is given
in an edictthat admits that Ch eng-tisrestoration ofthe Kan-ch ian
and Fen-yin shrines was aimed at procuring the blessings ofthe deities
for an heir, but that the wish was not granted.sl .

When Emperor Ai assumed the throne, more than seven hundred
shrines of former times were restored. This was because he was
stricken with a grave sickness, and the shrines were intended to
procure blessings. The empress-dowager again ordered that the Kan-
ch’iian and Fen-yin shrines be restored, although a few years later
they were moved back to Ch*ang-an again. When Wang Mang usurped
the throne, new shrines for the Yellow Emperor paired with Heaven,
and for the Yellow Empress paired with Earth, were founded.®2 In
addition to his implementation of a political-theological system, that
followed the ancient proprieties ofthe Chou dynasty, although it was
in fact imbued with the theory ofyin-yang and Five Phases,53Wang
Mang s pious attitude encouraged the proliferation ofall sorts ofcults
and forms ofworship. History ofHan {Han-shu) describes these cults
asincluding

Heaven and Earth, the six cult-worships, and others, all the way
down to the myriad ofminor ghosts and spirits. The total number
ofthese shrines and cult centers exceeded 1700 while the kinds
of sacrificial birds and animals numbered more than 300.%

In contrastto the Western Han, the official cult ofthe Eastern Han
period experienced less turbulent changes. Emperoi* Kuang-wu basi-
cally followed the ritual procedures and cults prescribed by WangMang
during Emperor A isreign. The deities worshipped included, among
a host of minor gods, the Five Emperors, the Five Mountains, the
Twenty-eight Constellations, the Lord of Thunder, the Lord of Agri-
culture, the Lord of Wind, the Lord of Rain, and other deities of the



various mountains and seas. The total number was 1514 according
to the “Treatise on Rites” in History ofLater Han {Hou-Han-shu).%
It seems that the official cult of the Eastern Han period, with the
exception ofthe establishment ofthe cult ofLao-tzu by emperor Huan,
did not expand beyond that ofthe end of Western Han.%

Factors and O icial Religion

We have seen that the establishment of official cults during the Han
period was often decided by personal factors. The circumstances that
allowed such factors to exertinfluence on religious policy were related
to the nature ofthe official cults themselves. To be specific except for
basic principles such as worship of Heaven, Earth, the ancestors, and
the theories ofyin-yang and Five Phases, the so-called official religion
did not really possess any extensive dogma or theology. A passage
from the edict of the empress-dowager of Emperor Ch eng may be
cited as representative ofthe official theology:

It is said that the mostreverentway for the ruler to serve Heaven
and Earth and to communicate with T’ai-i was to make sacrifice.
The Emperor Wu, being sagacious and wise, established the
shrines for Heaven and Earth and founded the T ’ai-ssu at Kan-
ch’iian, and the shrine ofthe Earth at Fen-yin. The deities were
satisfied, and the Emperor (Wu) enjoyed a long reign, with
numerous descendants. This was followed generation after gen-
eration and its benevolence is felt to this day. .. 57

Furthermore, the actual form and content of ceremonies were often
decided by a politically powerful scholar as a result of his reading
traditional texts. There was not a standard answer to any one question
surrounding practice. For example the identities of the important
“six worships” (liu-tsung ) in the official shrines was a problem
even for the Han scholars. They were identified variously as the wor-
ship of water, fire, wind, thunder, mountain, sea; as sun, moon, con-
stellations, river, sea, and Mount T ai; asthe Heaven, the Earth, and
the four seasons; or even as “what is between the Heaven and the
Earth andthe four cardinal pointse’ Thus we see alack ofcleartheoret-
ical consensus on the official cults.BAnother example is the identity



ofthe “Nine Heavens” (chiu-tien). At least two different versions of
the names ofthese nine can be found, one in Huai-nan-tzu the other
in T&i-hsiian-ching.®

Not only did interpretations differ from one scholar to the other,
the emperor himself, who was usually responsible for the final deci-
sion, was to alarge extentinfluenced by accidental factors rather than
religious convictions or theological considerations.

How farin fact did the theory ofyin-yang and Five Phases influence
the official religion at this time? Five-Phases thinking was accepted
by the Han court from its beginning as the main principle for discuss-
ing the succession of dynasties. However, exactly which “power” the
Han should be was still a problem during the time ofWen-ti.@lt was
notuntil Wu-ti that a systematic effort to correlate the sphere ofnature
with the sphere of human activities, as guided by the principles of
yin-yang and Five Phases, was formed by Tung Chung-shu.aYet in
such official cults as “The Eight D eiies the “Three Ones or“The
Heavenly Spirits and Hundreds of Ghosts,” no direct reference to
such principles is to be found. Moreover, W u-tisobsession with longe-
vity and his consequently credulous attitude toward all sorts ofghosts
and spirits propagated by the diviners and shamans created a confusion
of mantic cult ideas and was incompatible with Tung Chung-shu's
theory.@After Wu-ti, Han emperors often issued self-deprecatory edicts
when natural disasters occurred.&3 The underlying assumption was
the correlation ofthe emperor's personal behavior with the balance
of cosmological forces. When the balance was upset by lack ofvirtue,
the yin and yang forces would clash and result in natural disasters.
On the other hand, rulers also issued self-congratulatory statements
when certain auspicious omens appeared.64This may be seen as the
influence ofyin-yang and Five-Phases theories on official ideology,
yet it still does not mean that such theories prevailed in every aspect
ofthe official cults. One ofthe reasons for the relatively limited appli-
cation of Tung's theories is that they did not deal with spirits and
ghosts, which were an older fixture of official cults.

A second impediment to the widespread application of Tung s cor-
relative system involved the personal and economic interests of the
administrative personnelrelated to the official cults, who usually would
rather participate in the prosperity of a cult than its demise. History
ofHan records that, during the last years of Ch'eng-ti, the emperor



took agreatinterestin the worship ofghosts and spirits. As he was in
need of an heir, various types of sacrifice and shamanistic ceremofiy
were suggested. Those who made the proposals were granted access
to the court and performed sacrifices in the Shang-lin Park outside of
Chang-an, requiring extensive expenditures but without producing
any effect.&In addition, the back and forth movement ofthe shrines
of T ai-chih and Hou-t u, and the abolition and reestablishment of
various cults, might have been not only the consequence of struggles
over propriety and theory, but also related to the benefits that involved
the various administrative personnel. The scale ofthe state cult oper-
ation can beillustrated by the following example. In the various states
and commanderies as well asin the capitol, the yearly expenditure of
shrines forjust the former emperors and empresses during the reign
of emperor Hsiian amounted to “food offerings: 24,455 times, guards
employed: 45,129, cult officials and musicians 12,147 soldiers for rais-
ing sacrificial animals not counted. & This practical and economic
side ofthe religious institutions, although well-known with regard to
Buddhist temples in the later era,67 has seldom been noted for the
early-imperial period.

Thirdly, as already discussed, the establishment or abolition of a
cultwas more often than not decided by the personal tastes and beliefs
of emperors rather than by theories. On this point, Granet’'s acute
observation may still be relevant:

Underthe Empire, the Gods themselves were promoted, demoted,
or cashiered; they were merely the officials of a state religion
whose true deity was the Emperor. His will alone endowed all
the other gods with being.s8

Of course, yin-yang and Five-Phases ideas exerted considerable
influence on the ceremonial processes and arrangements of various
cults. For example, the ritual of praying for rain, or ta-yu was
originally notrelated directly toyin-yang or Five Phases. However, in
Tung Chung-shu s Ch un-ch iu ftxn-lu, the ritual was redesigned
according to the principle ofthe balance of the yang and yin forces.
Thus when drought occurred, the male, oryang, element was said to
have been concealed, in order to induceym: “Concerning the general
principle of praying for rain, the men should be concealed, while the



women should be gentle and happy. ®@When too much rainfall, or
flooding, occurs and ritual prayers are offered to stop the rain, “the
women should be concealed and the men should be gentle and happy.”©
Tung cites his own example of praying for stopping the rain in the
year 134 B.c., which shows how the principle ofyin-yang was actually
involved in the religious life ofthe people through official channels:

In the twenty-first year, on the ping-wu day of the eighth
month, Chung-shu the chancellor of Chiang-tu informed the nei-
shih (administrator) and chung-wei (commandant):

“The excessive rainfall has lasted for too long and one is fearful
that it may damage the crops. The rainfall should be stopped
immediately. The ceremony for stopping the rainfall is based on
the principle ofsuppressingtheyin and promoting th.Qyang force.
Orders are to be issued to the officials ofthe seventeen counties
and eighty individual villages, aswell asthose in the capital, whose
ranks are under one thousand tan and whose wives are living in
official accommodations. They should all send their wives back
home. Nowomen are allowed to goto the market, and people who
live in the market are not allowed to go to the well, which should
be covered to prevent the leaking (of the yin force). Use meat
sacrifice and beat the drum at the Earth shrine. .» When the
order arrived, the various officials ofthe county and local shrines,
aswell asthe bailiffs ofcities and wards and all the people, went
to the Earth shrine and prayed until the afternoon. This lasted
three days. It was not yet three days when the sky cleared.7L

Here, officials are joined by the local people in a cooperative effort,
demonstrating the fluid boundary between official and nonofficial
religion.

Reassessing —f-lan O ieial "Religicm

In light of the above discussion, we see two problems related to the
definitions of noncourt, or popular, and official religions during Han.
Worshippers in the two categories overlapped, as did the objects of
worship.



The most obvious examples ofoverlapping are the emperors them-
selves. As the grand priestin the official cults, the emperor had person-
ally to perform major ceremonies, such as the sacrifices to Heaven,
Earth and the Five Emperors. On the other hand, he also adhered to
local beliefs. Wu-ti was said to have offered sacrifices to the “stove”
after the suggestion of Li Shao-chun, in order to invoke ghosts. He
also installed the “Sacred Lord of Shou-kung” so that the spirits of
the Sacred Lord and his retinue could travel freely in and out ofthe
palace and pronounce secret plans. Shih-chirecords that “those secret
matters are known to the ordinary people, and are nothing particu-
larly special. Yet the Son of Heaven alone liked it in his heart. The
entire affair was conducted in secret and was unknown to the outside
world.”2W u-tis attempt at secrecy, however, was useless because it
was known to the ordinary people.” His promotion ofvarious ghosts,
spirits, and immortals, moreover, actually made him a major patron
of popular cults. The case of witchcraft at the end of his reign is an
example ofthe emperor’s personal beliefs and those of his subjects in
a context of shared concern.

In 91 B.c.,, a conspiracy of black magic against the emperor was
revealed. The culprit was the heir-apparent, Prince Wei. Unsuccessful
in gaining the confidence ofhis aged and sick father and demonstrating
his innocence, the prince was forced to start an ill-prepared rebellion.
The armed conflict ended with the death of the heir-apparent and
many political figures, as well as tens of thousands of citizens of
Ch ang-an. The cause of the numerous deaths of the people was not
only armed conflict, but also a series of hysterical false charges, litiga-
tions, and hasty executions of sorcerers among the people—in short,
an extensive witch hunt.3

Although the true cause ofthis incident far exceeded black magic
and was the result ofa complex political struggle that involved several
factions within the court,7the fact that beliefin black magic permeated
the entire society reveals the nature and extent ofthis kind of belief.
No one questioned the efficacy ofthe black magic, Wu-ti least of all.

Wu-ti s indulgence in popular beliefs, although extreme, was not
unique among emperors. The cases ofWen-ti, Hsuan-ti, and Ch eng-
ti have been noted above. Wang Mang was also known to have believed
that he would become an immortal.’His practices of divination and
black magic, needless to say, did not save his regime.®



Objects of worship also overlapped. This is evident in an examina-
tion ofthe various u;w-shamans summoned to the capital during the
reign of Kao-tsu. Record ofHistory records:

The wu ofLiang sacrificed to the Heaven and the Earth, ... the

ofChin sacrificed to the Five Emperors, the Lord ofthe East,
and the Lord ofthe Clouds,. ..the wu of Ch in sacrificed to the
Earth Shrine, *+. the wu of Ching sacrificed to the T’ang-hsia ...
the wu ofthe Nine Heavens sacrificed to the Nine Heavens....
The wu ofthe River sacrificed to the River at Lin-chin, and the

of the South Mountain sacrificed to the South Mountain at
Ch’in-chung. The recipient of the sacrifice at Ch'in-chung was
the second emperor of Ch in.77

Among these deities, Heaven, Earth, the Five Emperors, the Nine
Skies andthe Riverwere worshipped by official cults before this time.
It is reasonable to assume that the u;w-shamans who performed these
sacrifices in the capital performed the same kinds of sacrifice at their
home locales. Their movingto the capital did notmeanthatthe original
cult was uprooted. One therefore deduces that official and nonofficial
objects of worship overlapped. In the time ofWu-ti, the ww-shamans
of Yixeh were ordered to set up altars in the capital and sacrifice to
the heavenly spirits, the Supreme Lord, and myriad ghosts. There is
no doubt that other cults worshipped one or more of those deities
venerated by the wu of Yiieh. Moreover the Queen Mother of the
West received veneration at court during the time ofWang Mang, and
her cult was widely celebrated in the countryside.

Here we return to ideas expressed in Chapter 1. The political, social,
or economic status of a person did not necessarily reflect his reli-
gious practices; members of the “upper class” could still be partici-
pants in “popular religion.” It is possible for one to have supported
“official religion” at court, yet also to have followed “popularreligion”
at home. Moreover, acult cannot be labelled as “popular” entirely by
its content. Nor can it be labelled based on the existence or not of
official status. As the example ofthe feng-shan ceremony shows, even
a most grandiose official cult could be used as an instrument of per-
sonal needs more in tune with popular religious piety than with the
official cults.



CoKvclusioKv

1)
To explain the interaction between imperial, court affairs and the

development of official cults, we have examined the influence of per-
sonal factors on the religious institutions. But how did the personal
beliefs ofthe emperors reflect overall religious feelings or trends?

Our knowledge of religious trends toward the end of the Warring
States period cannot be considered sufficient with regard to official
cults and the religion of the ordinary people. Nevertheless, discus-
sions in the previous chapters detected three different trends in the
development of religion: the state cults, popular beliefs, and elitist
views. We have seen extensive worship of various ghosts and spirits
among the common people of late Warring States society. We have
also seen the similarity between noncourt, local beliefs and the state
cults concerning spiritual beings. Divination methods given in day-
books also reveal a mechanical cosmology similar to the correlative
mentality expressed in the “Monthly Ordinance” chapter ofBook of
Rites. The elites or intellectuals, who favored a morally based set of
principles, opposed the credulity of people inside and outside the
court.®However, as we shall discuss in Chapter 8, they could not or
would not disassociate themselves completely from basic religious
tenets shared by all cults: the existence of spiritual beings, and the
possibility of communicating with them. They understood well that
religious beliefs, given correct direction, could become an important
force for establishing a harmonious society.

The official religion ofthe Chin and Han dynasties, being alogical
continuation ofthe state cults ofthe Warring States period, could not
possibly have eradicated the cosmological assumptions that it shared
with noncourt cults. The continuous exchange between the local and
the official cults further blurred the distinction between official reli-
gion and popular beliefs. And when we examine the various cultic or
divinational activities of the emperors, we find that some of these
activities, which were mainly held for the benefit ofthe emperor him-
self, can indeed be viewed as having reflected the characteristics of
popular religion of this period. The emperors, in other words, were
sometimes simply the most prominent participants in popular cults,
a position which nonetheless did not impede their role asthe head of
the official religion.



One way by which we can actually distinguish noncourt, or popular,
religion from that of the ruling center is to examine where the per-
ceived benefits lay. In my understanding, the worshippers of popular
cults, and popular beliefs per se, tended to focus on personal welfare,
whereas statements about the purpose of the official cult used the
pretext of the welfare of the country, or of humanity in general. It
may even be said that when a cult possessed both official and popular
status, it was only the attitudes and expectations ofworshippers that
determined the category to which it actually belonged. Ofcourse, the
attitudes and expectations of the worshipper are not always unam-
biguous, which only makes our inquiry more challenging.



Chapter 6

Beliefs cxnd Pm ctice-s
in £ve.ryday L ife

of ke Haia Dynas+y

And begging priests and soothsayers go to rich men’s doors and
make them believe that they by means of sacrifices and incantations
have accumulated a treasure of power from the gods that can expiate
and cure with pleasurable festivals any misdeed of a man or his
ancestors, and that if aman wishes to harm an enemy, at slight cost
he will be enabled to injure just and unjust alike, since they are
masters of spells and enchantments that constrain the gods to serve
their end.1

What sacrifices these scoundrels make! They bring their picnic
boxes, their wine-jars, not for the gods, but themselves. The incense
and barley-cake is holy enough. The god gets all that, put there on
the fire; and they put on the tail bone and the bile, because they are
inedible, for the gods—then they gulp down all the rest.2

We discussed in the last chapter how political unification under the
Ch’in and Han dynasties brought changes to the official cults. At the
same time, the statuses ofboth official and popular cults changed. On
the local level because ofthe destruction ofmuch ofthe old clan system
after the prolonged period ofwar that ended the Warring States and
finally the Ch in 3Chinese society, at least at the rural level, had un-



dergone a more or less thorough reorganization. The basic unit of
peasant society in Han times was the li or hamlet, which usually
consisted of about one hundred families and had its own settlement
area. Above the li, the administrative unit was the hsiang or
district, which might have included several li. At the lowest level of
court-appointed officials were those of the hsien county still one
step higher than the hsiang.

The world ofthe non-ruling, local farmers, artisans, and laborers
was situated within the hsiang and li}which the ideology ofthe central
government could only reach in an indirect way.4In this world, life
was dominated by work in the fields, and work in the fields was tied to
the cycle of the seasons.5 Some old customs related to the natural
order persisted even in the new environment. Besides the natural
cycle, there was the human life cycle, i.e., birth, marriage, sickness,
and death, the basic contours of which remained more or less the
same. Here was afertile ground for the continuous growth ofvarious
beliefs, the roots of which stretched back to pre-imperial times.

eligioMS "MActivifies Relafed to tke. yAg~iculfutal C-yde

Beliefs related to the cycle of seasons occupied a central position in
the religious world of many ancient civilizations, including China. In
aprimarily agricultural economy, the livelihood of peasantsin ancient
China depended heavily upon well-balanced seasons. Religious activ-
ities related to the agricultural cycle were observed by both ruling
and ruled segments ofsociety, both in pre-imperial and imperial times.
Unlike the earlier period, however, relatively more Han-era documents
exist concerning these activities. The main sources are the “Treatise
on Ceremonies (li-i chih and “Treatise on Sacrifice” (chi-
ssu chih sections ofHistory ofLater Han, which are mostly
records ofofficial cult activities. However, although some ofthe official
festivals and ceremonies do not seem to have directly involved the life
ofthe commoners, they were often based on ancient traditions that
had deep roots in agricultural life. The rituals and ceremonies relating
to the seasons were, on the one hand signs ofthe official recognition
ofthe importance of agriculture to society, and, on the other, tools to
establish a government-initiated social order. For example, the
“plowing ceremony” was performed atthe beginning ofthe first spring



month. The emperor led the court officials in the symbolic act of plow-
ing afield. It was no doubt arecognition ofthe importance ofagricul-
ture, an official actto encourage people to begin field work, as well as
a magical actto ensure a good harvest.6

Activities related to the season, furthermore, can be corroborated
by other sources, such as IVui Shih®” Monthly Ordinances for the
Four Classes o fPeople (Ssu~minyueh-ling ) orYing Shao s
A Penetrating AccountofManners and Customs (Feng-su t'ung-i

) as belonging to the sphere ofreligion and belief. Ts uiShih (c.

a.d. 103-171) came from afamily with along tradition oflearning and
government service. He was certainly nota “commoner.” His Monthly
Ordinances for the Four Classes o fPeople, however, was written for a
self-sufficient manorial estate, which involved the actual workings of
peasant life.7Ying Shao (c. a.d. 165-204) was a scholar-official living
at the end of Eastern Han. His famous work, A Penetrating Account
ofManners and Customs, was a collection of stories, factual or anec-
dotal, about the manners and customs of Chinese society to his time.
It is arich mine ofinformation for social and religious historians of
ancient China.8Because a study of Han official festivals has already
appeared,9! shall concentrate on activities celebrated by non-elites
outside the court.

TKe Alew ear celebm icm

Derk Bodde has pointed out the different ways of calculating the be-
ginning ofthe new year in Chin and Han times.10According to the
Han calendar, as recorded in History ofLater Han the beginning of
the official year was set atthe first day ofthe first month.11The official
celebration consisted of court audiences, amusements, and processions,
with little indication of religious practice, unless one considers the
congratulations to the emperor3the son of heaven, an expression of
piety. According to Ts’ui Shih, the common people celebrated the new
year more solemnly:

The first day ofthe first month is called the New Year. [The head
ofthe household] personally leads his wife and children reverently
to offer sacrifice to ancestors and [deceased] parents. Three days
before [the ceremony], the head ofthe household and those who



have assignments should have observed [a period of] purification.
On the day ofthe ceremony, wine is served to cause the spirits to
descend. After the ceremonyis over, the whole fam iy, including the
old and the young, sitaccordingto seniority in front ofthe ancestors.
The sons, their wives, the grandchildren, and the great-grand-
children each presents pepper [blossom] wine to the head ofthe
household, to toastto health and longevity. They do so happily.12

Thus appropriating the blessings of the spirits, gods, and ancestors
was the mostimportant act ofreverence at the beginning ofa new year.

Res finO-day (sKang-fing of+Ke firs montK

The official calendar mentions this date concerning “the Five Offer-
ings””the Son of Heaven performed offering rituals at the South
Suburb, North Suburb, the Hall ofLight (Ming-fang )13 and the
shrines of Kao-ti and W u-ti.14 Thus, basically the ancestors and the
ether or ch% ofsouth and north were honored. Monthly Ordinances
for the Four Classes ofPeople gives an explicit explanation for the
occasion as celebrated outside the court:

The hundred kinds ofplants sprout. The dormantinsects emerge.
On the first ting day ofthe month, the guardian deity oftravel-
lers is worshipped at the gate side so that the yang atmosphere
(i.e., aura) is ushered in and the stagnant atmosphere is expelled;
[thereby] one prays for blessings and good luck.15

The meaning ofthe offering is clear: with the first sign ofthe sprouting
of the plants, the deity was invoked to ensure the smooth transition
between the seasons and the development ofthe plants, i.e., by guid-
ing the course ofthe yang power to a positive conclusion. The record
of the official rituals does not give any such explanation. One may
surmise that sacrifices to the south and north suburbs signified piety
toward heaven and earth, thus ensuring a good year. In any case, the
difference between the official and the non-official cults demonstrates
their different orientations.

Similarto the firstting day,on the firsthai  day ofthe first month,
the peasants made offerings to the spirit of farming, First Farmer



(hsien-se ) and the ancestors, to pray for a successful harvest.16
The focus ofthe peasantin their religious life is thus clear: to secure
a good harvest and the blessing ofthe ancestors.

Offering to +Ke Mai-she. \WtKe secoK\d fr\okuK

On acertain date (not mentioned in our sources) in the second lunar
month, people prepared offerings to their ancestors at the t,ai-she
the local communal altar.I7Another offering was placed at the
family gravesite the next day. It is interesting that on this occasion
people had to consult a “daybook” to determine if it was an auspicious
day: the Shui-hu-ti daybook lists various days suitable for making
such offerings.18Thus, if a certain day was not auspicious for placing
offerings on the grave, one had to search for another day.19
The offering at the local communal altar is likely to have been part
ofthe supplication offerings that began with the shang-ting: farmers
first made offering to their ancestors and the spirit offarming at each
other’s houses, then they gathered at the local community shrine to
pray for the welfare of the entire community. The offering of leeks
and eggs in this ceremony is symbolic of a good harvest: leeks grow
easily and abundantly; and eggs symbolize fertility.

Lws'fra io or ft4~ksi /
+Ke firs ssM-day of Ke h..d mon k

According to the officigd calendar, on this day,

All the officials and the people should wash themselvesin ariver
that flows eastward. It is said to clean and purge [evil spirits]
and clear old dust and fever. This is the great purification. The
reason for the purification is that the yang-ether has begun to
spread forcefully, and myriad of creatures have begun to appear.
Thus [it is necessary] to purify them.D

Both Granet and Bodde traced this festival to Chou times, suggesting
that there was a connection between it and a poem in Book o fPoetry
where young men and girls were said to play by the river in the spring



and send each other love messages.2l Granet even went so far as to
suggestthatthe poem reflected a mating rite. Bodde presenting mate-
rials concerning shang-ssu in Han times, found that the ritual mainly
reflected the cleansing of evils and impurities, or funerary rites, such
asrecalling the soul.2Granet’stheory about a mating rite, though it
has gained support from modern ethnographical data Zremains only
hypothetical, asis his interpretation ofkao-mei.2The text in the Book
ofPoetry only refers to ajoyful outing, without mention of date or
ritual activity:

The Chen and Wei are in full flood,

The gentleman and the girl are picking
Zali-flowers;

The girl says: “Have you looked [at the
scenery]?’

The gentleman says: “Yes indeed.”

“Shall we go look?

“Beyond the river Wei [the field] is wide
andjoyous.”

Then the gentleman and the girl went
cajoling with each other,

And one gives the other a peony.»

Thus, even if there was alustration ceremony that existed both before
and during the Han, as Bodde’s study shows, its meaning was under-
stood as having to do with “clearing the old and starting the new”
rather than with courtship.sIn Eastern Han lexicographic sources
the word fu in the title fu-hsi means: “ritual sacrifice to wipe away
evil. Z7Lao Kan suggests that the ceremony was held on the particu-
lar day because in the system of Chien-ch u divination, the ssu
days are for “ch’u,” i.e., for removing things, thus the “removing of
evil spirits (i.e., lustration).”2BWhy in the third month? It was held
then probably because ofthe first warmth and the rise in river levels.
Yet perhaps the temperature ofthe water might have precluded bath-
ing, unless we consider the act symbolic. An Eastern Han scholar,
Hsiieh Han, commented on the Book o fPoetry passage thus: “During
the time ofthe third month, when peach blossoms flow on the river, it
is the custom ofthe (young people ofthe) state of Cheng to go out to



the banks ofthe rivers Chen and Wei. They hold lan (in their hands)
and recall the spirits and expel the inauspicious. 2Bathing directly
in the water is not mentioned.

TKe swm?rvef* solstice

History ofLater Han offers an unusually detailed account ofactivities
related to the summer solstice and the midsummer month, i.e., the
fifth lunar month. The main activities consisted of using red thread
to tie together vegetables with pungent smells and placing five-colored
amulet-seals made of peachwood at the doorway to ward off evil on
the fifth day ofthe fifth month. On the day of summer solstice, it was
forbidden to make large fires, or to make charcoal, work metals, or
smelt minerals.3The account does not mention whether these were
official activities, yetthe use ofvegetables and amulets strongly sug-
gests that they refer to the life ofthe common people. Ying Shao sA
Penetrating AccountofManners and Customs, for example, mentions
that

On the fifth day of the fifth month, presents are made of “silks
of the five colors for prolonging life.” It is popularly said that
these will increase a man’slifespan.a

Another passage from the same work reads:

The multicolored silks that are bound to the forearm on the fifth
day of the fifth month serve to ward off weapons and demons
and to save people from epidemics. It is further said that this is
done because of Chii Yuan.2

Ying Shao’swork, to a considerable extent, was devoted to the life of
the general populace, thereby corroborating my observation that the
text in History ofLater Han refers to popular belief. The paragraph
mentioned above was probably included in the “Treatise on Ceremo-
nies” because the midsummer month had always been agriculturally
important, asit was the culmination oftheyang heat at the beginning
point of the new onset ofyin.3 Because heat caused spoilage and



disease, and since people believed that sickness could be caused by
evil spirits, it is only natural that during this time ofyear apotropaic
actions were taken to prevent evil from entering the house. The ba
on large fires and metal working might have also been meantto curb
the heat. Also, according to Bodde, it was a scholarly device to exemplify
yin-yang theory,3tas we have seen in Chapter 5 concerning the rain
prayers described by Tung Chung-shu.

In contrast to the detailed accountin History ofLaterHan, Monthly
Ordinances has only a simple description ofthe summer solstice:

Wheat and fish are presented to ancestors and [deceased] parents.
When that day dawns, the sacrifice is offered. The day before
[the ceremony], [one follows] the procedures for food prepara-
tion, purification, and cleansing, all of which are similar to [the
ceremony for] presenting leeks and eggs [in the second month].3%

There is no explanation ofthe symbolism of the wheat and fish al-
though one surmises that abundance in farm production was implied
in the offering.

"T"Ke co cealmenf> foi, R\fKe six h

The day of fu literally “to prostrate,” is first mentioned in the
Chin annals in Shih-chi, when the duke of Ch’in sacrificed dogs at
the gates ofthe city to ward offthe disease-causing evil spirit or venom
(ku .BDuring the Han, the /u-day seemed to have been a day for
lying down, or staying in the house, presumablyto avoid having contact
with the evil spirits outside.3 That the term “three fu” refers to a
period from the mid-sixth to the mid-seventh lunar month, the hottest
period ofthe summer,Bindicates that people were encouraged to keep
cool at home.®Although the official festivals recorded in History of
Later Han did not mention the fu, evidence shows that during the
Eastern Han period the fu-day was observed by the government as a
day of rest.In western locales, such as Han-chung, Pa, Shu, and
Kuang-han, local officials chose the/w-day according to local climate. .4
This strongly suggests that the /w-day was basically a “summer holi-
day.” The people, nevertheless, developed the custom ofoffering wheat
and melon to the ancestors, similar to the procedures for the summer



solstice.2The use ofdogs or other animals in the exorcistic ritual for
driving away evil spirits probably at an earlier point involved the
apotropaic power of blood to ward off evil. Ying Shao employed ym-
yang and Five-Phases theory to explain the use of dogs:

The dog is the animal of the element of metal, and the act of
exorcism (Jang) was to repel. They repel the element of metal,
so that it will not harm what the spring season produces, and
allow all creatures to develop according to their own natures.4

Kao Yu scommentary to Lii-shih ch un-ch itc3however, added sheep
to the sacrificial animals.44 Under different circumstances, other
animals could be used as sacrifice in exorcistic rituals. Ying Shao men-
tioned that in his time people used chickens to ward off evil spirits
and illnesses,&as did Ts uiShih in Monthly Ordinances for the Four
Classes ofPeople- These rituals can be traced back to earlier docu-
ments, such as Classic ofMountains cuzd Seas, in which are mentioned
the use of rooster,47 dog,48sheep/9and pig® as sacrifices to various
deities. These suggestthat the use ofanimals in exorcistic rituals was
a deep-rooted tradition that could not be completely replaced by the
relatively late yin-yang and Five-Phases theories.

O enVvg to fKe a/'-sAs/ in tKe. eigKtK monfK

We read in Monthly Ordinances for the Four Classes o fPeople that on
a selected day in the eighth lunar month, people made offerings (millet
and pig) to the ancestors atthe communal altar and before the family
graves, as they had done six months earlier. The exact date is
unspecified, but the text says: Divine for an auspicious date after the
moon festival (yileh-chieh) and make offerings to the revered gods
thatrequire worship in the year 51We receive no clues asto its signifi-
cance. Its intention, however, may be a gesture of thanksgiving for
the success ofthe previous prayers for the harvest. The reference to
yueh-chieh, which can be read as “moon festival” or “month festval”
suggests that a mid-autumn festival was already in existence. Shih
Sheng-han suggests that this is the “white dew” (pai-lu ) one of
the twenty-four agricultural “nodes ” falling in the eighth month .2



Winter sols ic” in ke eleven % mon+K

The cosmological significance of the winter solstice is found in thfe
return ofthe yang force, represented by the reversal of diminishing
daylight. As Ts ui Shih says: “In this month the yin and the yang
elements are contending for dominance and the energy of the blood
is dispersed. For five days before and five days after the winter sol-
stice, the husband and the wife should sleep separately.”s3To avoid
sexual contact during this period was obviously an application o"yin-
yang theory. It is, however uncertain whether people would indeed
have followed this instruction. Official activities also elaborated on
yin-yang theory, and produced prognostications for the coming year,
weighing of earth and charcoal, and the tuning of the pitch-pipes.54
For the ordinary people, however “sacrifices are offered to the water
deity at the well, and then to ancestors and [deceased] parents. Puri-
fication, food preparation, cleaning, and washing~all are similar to
[the procedure for the ceremony of] offering millet and pigs ... in the
first month.”%

UKe &<oy \syy\V in fKe fwel]+k mon+k

The History ofLater Han Hrreatise on CeremoniesHdescribes a dis-
play of exorcistic activities called the Great Exorcism, or ta-no

in the twelfth lunar month, one day before the la (see below). It in-
volved hundreds of participants, including sons of the ennobled offi-
cials, some disguised as demons, some as demon-eaters.% The pur-
pose of the exorcism was to expel the evil spirits that had accumu-
lated throughout the year, presumably since the lustration in the third
month. Bodde explains the ceremony as an “attemptto depict, in theo-
logical terms, this annual drama of death and rebirth, and, through
this depiction, to insure the repetition ofthe natural cycle.”57Although
an official event by this time, the scale ofthe performance made it a
public show, and thus it might be considered as a popular festival.
According to other sources, furthermore, the act could have existed
earlier, perhaps in the Shang dynasty.8Confucius once observed no-
performance by the rural people.®Rites of Chou mentions the work
ofthe major character in no, Fang-hsiang as driving away dis-



eases from the house, and expelling evil spirits from the tomb cham-
ber during the funeral.®It was not until the Han that no was per-
formed at the year-end. This is also confirmed by the poet Chang Heng
in his “Rhapsody on the Eastern Capital (Tung-ching fu ).
According to Wang Ch’ung the year-end exorcism was widely imi-
tated,@suggesting that it was performed in agricultural locales.&

la, N tKe fwel]-Fk mo

The last of the annual festivals was the la in the twelfth lunar
month. It was held on the third hsu day after winter solstice.&t
Bodde has given a detailed account, and has suggested that it was
originally the people’s New Year.&lts significance is stated in History
ofLater Han in a general fashion: “In the last month of winter, the
constellations return and the year ends. As the forces ofyin andyang
cross one another, the great celebration of la is performed to soothe
the farmers. &It was the celebration ofthe end of the agricultural
cycle and the preparation for the coming of a new one, a mostimpor-
tant stage for farmers. Already in Book o fPoetry we find a description
ofthe general sentimentin the Chou period regarding such afestival,
in “The Seventh Month {ch%yiieh " quoted before:

In the tenth month, it is cold, with frost;

The two bottles of spirits are enjoyed,

And they say, “Let us kill our lambs and sheep,

And to go to the hall of our lord,

There raise the cup ofrhinoceros horn,

And wish him long life~that he may live for ever.”&r

The tenth month ofthe Chou corresponds to the twelfth month ofthe
Han calendar. Monthly Ordinances for the Four Classes o fPeople de-
scribes the process ofcelebration, which lasted atleast nine days, and
in which pigs and sheep were killed for offerings. The spirits honored
included ancestors and household gods, as in the new year celebra-
tion.aIn addition, it was believed that in this month a multitude of
spirits incessantly moved around; thus, a special ceremony was held
to secure their blessings.®



Swpp emenfary beliefs related agriculture

The year-round religious activities discussed above are clearly cen-
tered on the agricultural life of farmers. Besides these regular activi-
ties, other, supplementary, religious activities were important. One of
those was the prayer for inducing or stoppingrain. We discussed Tung
Chung-shu’s thoughts on this in Chapter 5. It is worth noting that
the extensive preparations described by Tung, although placed in an
official context, were in partjoined by local people:

Order the people to close the south gate of fortified towns or
farming districts, and place water outside. Open the north gate,
prepare a male pig, place it outside the north gate. Prepare an-
other male pig in the market place. When hearing the sound of
drums, burn the tails ofthe pigs, and take the bones of a dead
person and bury them. ... ©

There is no doubt that prayers for rain were ancient, and were prac-
ticed in avariety of ways. The text indicates that the ritual was per-
formed atthe local level. The burning of pig’stails and the burying of
the bones of the dead, furthermore, may indicate rites of exorcism.
The “Treatise on Literature” in History ofHan lists a work entitled
“Prayipg for Rain and for Stopping Rain” in twenty-six books, which,
if extant, would yield more information than what Tung Chung-shu”s
essays offer.7. The existence of such works, together with ones in the
shu-shu (magic and fortune-telling) category, such as Shen-nung's
Instruction for Farming, Soil Inspection, and Cultivation, or, Tree
Planting, Storing Fruits, and Inspecting Silk Worms, suggests that a
number of cultic or magic treatises related to agricultural life circu-
lated in Han society. Although little of their contents is preserved,
one can gain some idea from such sections as “Taboos for the Five
Seeds (wu-chungchi ) or“Horses” in the Shui-hu-ti daybook.?2

To sum up, the major concern ofthese rituals and festivals,was to
secure good harvests and aprosperous life. The idea ofyin-yang theory
was clearly influential in the structure ofritual activities, yet the be-
liefin the efficacy ofancestor spirits and gods was still the underlying
elementin religious life ofthe peasantry.



Religious jAcfivities Related +o +ke Life (Sycle

Similar to the yearly cycles of the changing seasons, social life was
made up ofthe cycle of birth, marriage old age, sickness, and death.
Religious beliefs developed naturally around these subjects. An East-
ern Han writer, Wang Ch’ung hailed as arare rationalist thinker, left
anumber ofvivid descriptions of, as well as vigorous attacks on, these
popular beliefs. Thus, he wrote:

It is acommon beliefthat evil influences cause our diseases and
our deaths and that in case of continual calamities, penalties,
ignominious execution, and derision, there has been some of-
fense. When commencing abuilding, moving residence, in sacri-
ficing mourning, burying, and other rites, or in taking up office
orm arrying if one does not choose alucky day, and inauspicious
years and months are not avoided, one falls in with demons and
meets spirits, which at that ominous time work disaster.73

Wang Ch ung regarded such concepts as false, however, and proceeded
to argue against them. Although we do not know whether his voice
was heard and heeded, since he was largely unknown to his contem-
poraries, it should be clear that his argument serves to illustrate that
by his time many kinds ofreligious beliefs concerning people’s lives
and daily activities permeated society.

Biw-K

One cannotunder normal circumstances choose the date ofbirth ofa
chid butthere is no logical barrier to divining a child’s future based
on the day and hour of birth. The Shui-hu-ti daybook already pro-
vided us with a section on “childbirth,” wherein the future of the
child was predicted according to the date of birth in the sexagenary
system.74 Similar beliefs can be found in a Western Han text exca-
vated from atomb at Yin-ch”iieh-shan, Shantung province.’In addi-
tion to the daybook predictions, various taboos concerning childbirth
also circulated in society. Ying Shao wrote that, “According to a com-
mon saying, amongthose born on the fifth day ofthe fifth month, the



male will harm his father, and the female will harm her mother, %
Wang Ch ung also mentioned the beliefagainst bearing a child in tthe
first and the fifth months, for fear of parricide.771f what we read in
the History ofLaterHan biography of Chang Huan was true, then the
taboo may sometimes have been followed to an extreme. According to
this account, in the region of Ho-hsi, at the western border, people
had the custom ofkilling children born in the second and fifth months,
aswell asthose who were born in the same month astheir parents. It
was due to the intervention of Chang Huan that people discontinued
this custom.m Corroboration of similar taboos for childbirth in the
western border regions is found in the bamboo slips from Tun-huang.®

Notonly did people wish to learn aboutthe future oftheir children,
they also wished to influence the fate of their children by magical
measures. One ofthe methods, known in the medical books as “Yii-
tsang " Y iis [placenta] burial method) involved the burial of
the placenta according to a certain direction, so that the child would
lead a long life .@This method was confirmed by a text discovered in
the early Western Han Ma-wang-tui tomb, including a diagram ofthe
various possible positions for burying placentas and a special explana-
tory text.8The mother was instructed first to locate the month ofthe
child’s birth on the diagram, then to bury the placenta in the direc-
tion indicated on the diagram. The idea was that the placenta was
believed to be part ofthe infant’s person. When it was buried according
to an appropriate direction, it was believed that the life of the child
was protected by the related constellation and lengthened life. It was
a sympathetic magic based on the principle ofcorrelative cosmology.8
There were also taboos related to pregnancy and delivery. Several
sources held that prohibitions existed with regard to the food that a
pregnant woman should eat, one of which was rabbit meat, which
caused the child to have deformed lips.8Another taboo forbade the
eating of ginger, which would cause the appearance of extra fingers
on the infant.&lt is interesting that these medical books make no
attemptto distinguish “superstitious” information from materialthat
strikes the modern reader as “scientific.” The relatively idealized and
rationalized text ofMonthly Ordinance mentions that,

During the mid-spring month,.. .three days before the roaring
ofthe thunder, one should sound the bell and advise the people:



“The thunder is about to roar. Anyone who does not attend to
his personal hygiene and behavior will not have a healthy child,
and bring disaster upon himself. & ’

Although the assertion that personal hygiene could influence the
health ofthe child sounds like modern medical knowledge, it is never-
theless clear that these taboos were mainly based upon the idea of
like forces and sympathetic magic. Likenesses were found not only in
such concrete things as rabbits or ginger, but in abstract, personal
behavior as well. While the Monthly Ordinance text is no doubt ex-
pounding a type of correlative cosmology, the food taboo can be seen
as a materialized version ofthis cosmology.

Given the state of medical knowledge, many ofthe measures that
people at this time took to influence the sex ofthe fetus before it was
born SBaswell as some ofthe food taboos for the mother, must be seen
as belonging to the sphere of beliefs rather than empirical medical
knowledge, although we cannot assert that people made a clear dis-
tinction between the two.&

Everyday activities were also believed to have had direct correspon-
dence with the auspiciousness of days. Marriage was no exception.
Texts such asRecord ofHistory and Lun-heng mentioned the popular
custom ofdivining for the proper day ofmarriage.&8The scholar Cheng
Chung, when writing his commentary to Book o fRites, also remarked
that the practice of divining for a marriage day was standard in his
day.®Archaeologically excavated texts similar to the Shui-hu-ti day-
book also provided appropriate days for marriage. @ The tenacity of
such beliefs is shown by an anecdote: during the reign ofWang Mang,
Wang wanted to change the taboo days of marriage and adult initia-
tion, but was opposed by the common people.a

Sickness and kealiug

As early as the Shang period, people attributed illness to spirits or
ancestors.@During the Eastern Chou, however, we first see evidence



ofarguments denying the role ofgods or ghosts in illness. An ancient
doctor attributed a certain illness to lascivious behavior;®8 and the
earliest medical classic, Huang-ti nei-ching, discussed the irregularity
ofyin andyang, promoting a mechanistic view of physiology.s

But old ways ofthinking and healingloomed large in the life ofthe
common people. Toward the end of the Warring States period, the
author ofMasterLil's Spring and Autumn Annalremarked that people
were using ww-shamans and poisonous drugs to cure sickness.%The
author tries to invoke the authority of “the ancients ” presumably
the sages, to disprove contemporary phenomena. This effort, how-
ever, only reflects the prevalence of such behaviors among the people,
for the author, being arational intellectual, was certainly among the
minority in society. The common people, unused to sophisticated, lit-
erate doctors, probably did not distinguish magic from science (both
terms, of course, in their modern senses) as divergent activities.

The mixture ofempiricism with faith concerning the causes of sick-
ness is also reflected in the daybooks. On the one hand, people could
makejudgments based on observations, such as the toxicity of spoiled
meats. On the other hand, the ancestors, not to mention ghosts and
spirits, are still blamed, as in Shangtimes.%

This ambivalence was still seen during the early Han, and is best
shown in the medical texts discovered in the Ma-wang-tui tomb
number three. In the “Wu-shih-erh ping-fang " or “Pre-
scriptions for Fifty-two Ailments,” a number of cases recommended
practical treatments and magical spells for the same iliness.97For ex-
ample, to stop a simple wound from bleeding, one ofthe remedies is
“to burn hair and press [the ash] on the wound,” while another pre-
scribed a magical formula.®8To use incinerated hair to treat awound
may have had some real effect;®incantation, however, was effective
only as part of belief.

What kinds of spirits could cause illnesses? Some of the prescrip-
tions indicate that the illnesses themselves are considered forms of
evil spirits that could be driven away by exorcism. One prescription
for warts says:

Letthe person who has awart hold agrain stalk, and let someone
else shout: “What are you that caused this?” [The sick person
should] answer: “l am the wart.” Then put away the grain stalk,
do not look atit.1®



Another method:

On the last day ofthe month, goto awell on amound, one that
has water in it, use a broken broom to brush the wart twice
seven times, then chant an incantation: “Today is the last day of
the month, brush the wart to the north.” Then drop the broom
into the well.1a

Sometimes the “heavenly god” (tien-shen was invoked to drive
away the personified sickness:

Onthe dayofhsin-ssu, pronounce the incantation "Pen! The day
is hsin-ssu” three times. Recite: “A heavenly god comes down to
interfere with the illness. The sacred maid (shen-nu leans
on the wall and listens to the words ofthe god. This hernia (hu-
shan is at the wrong place. Desist. If you (i.e., the hernia)
do not desist [l will use] the axe to kill yous” Then you should
use a piece of cloth to strike [the patient] twice seven times.1®

The skin disease ch i which could be caused by cominginto contact
with lacquer (chi ) can be treated by pronouncing the following
magic spell:

“Oh lacquer, the heavenly emperor let you come down to paint
bows and arrows. Now you have caused people illness, | will smear
you with pig’s excrements Use the bottom ofa shoe to hitit.1B

As we have seen several times before, the excrement of animals was
considered efficacious for apotropaic actions. Some illnesses were
thought to have been caused by a creature called wil ~ ” which spit
water on people, causing various kinds ofillness. Magical spells and
acts were employed either to prevent it from shooting at people, or to
cure those who were infected by it.104For illnesses caused by the “child-
ghost” ch i exorcism was best. One prescription says:

Totreatthe child-ghost Perform the Pace ofYiithree times, take
atwig from the eastern side ofa peachtree, splitit in middle and
make [figurines], and hangthese on the door, one on each side.1®

Another paragraph provides the incantation:



Oh you, the father and mother ofthe child-ghost, do not hide to
the north of... the female wM-shaman is looking for you and
will certainly catchyou, and [bind] your limbs, tie up your fingers
and cast you into the water. It is man, it is man, and yet he
pretends to be a ghost(?)1®

The text is difficult to comprehend, but the general meaning is dis-
cernible. Clearly, people believed illness to have been connected to
gods, or aHeavenly Emperor since the evil spirits that inflicted illness
came under thejurisdiction ofthe heavenly god. Here, one recalls the
Shang Dynasty ruler’sfrequent inquiries on the identities ofthe an-
cestor-spirits who had caused the king’s disease. Unlike the daybook,
however, the higher gods in our Han text could not be held directly
responsible for people’siliness. To cure ilinesses, people had to perform
exorcistic acts to expel the evil spirits. That magical-medical texts
were buried with other, more scholarly, medical texts, such as the
Classic ofthe Eleven Circuits of Foot and Arm {Tsu-pei shih-i-mai

chiu-ching N— ) Classic ofthe Eleven Circuits ofY in and
Yang (Yin-yang shih-i-maichiu-ching — ) ThePrinciple
ofPulse (Mai-fa ) notto mention the well-known philosophical

texts, The Four Classics ofHuang-ti {Huang-ti ssu-ching

and Lao-tzu, poses a problem: what was the relationship between
magical and empirical-scholarly medical texts? Since they were dis-
coveredin the sametomb, we may assume that the texts were intended
for users of the same social status. Yet how much did the owner of
these various texts understand the difference between rational and
magical medicine? If he did, did he prefer to believe in both methods?
Could we on the other hand, say that the so-called magical-medical
texts cannot represent “popular” attitudes at all, since they are ulit-
erary” and appeared in the tomb of a noble? Problems such as these
appear when corroborating documents on ancient medicine and reli-
gion are sparse.

In ancient Greece, concomitant with such “rational” medical trea-
tises as The Sacred Disease 107there were various kinds of “healers”
who, besides empirically based medical knowledge, employed all sorts
of magical treatments on their patients. Among these, the evidence
provided by the cult of Asclepius at Epidaurus clearly shows that the
god sometimes used food or drugs, besides magical touching, for ex-
ample, to treat the sick.1B8The cult was undoubtedly part of “popular



religion, yetthe treatments offered by this god (or its ministers) also
contained rational elements. On the other hand, many ofthe so-called
rational medical texts, although claiming to have been freed from reli-
gion contained various unsupportable presuppositions and fantasies.1®
In the case of China, then, | prefer to think that the Ma-wang-tui
Prescriptions for Fifty-two Ailments” text was closer to the inscrip-
tions ofthe cult of Asclepius than the Hippocratic On the Sacred Dis-
ease, which is more akin to Classic o fthe Eleven Circuits of Footand
Arm and others. Although we do not know for certain whether “Pre-
scriptions for Fifty-two Ailments” reflected the personal beliefs of its
owner, that it was written down in the format of a practical manual
suggests that it was intended for everyday use. It was true that in
many instances, shamans were the people’s choice for exorcism yet
the existence of such manuals as “Prescriptions for Fifty-two Ail-
ments” suggests that people also performed the acts themselves by
following textual instructions. | see this as an example of how far
everyday religion could penetrate the lives ofboth non-rulers and the
ruling elite.

DeatK and burial

Among the various beliefs related to death and burial, | will first dis-
cuss those related to burial customs and leave the idea of death and
the netherworld for alater chapter.

Concerningthe time for burial, Book o fRites states that the Son of
Heaven should be buried seven months after death the feudal lords
five months, and officials, scholars, and commoners three.110This was
one way to distinguish social classes. In the Han dynasty, however,
this rule was not followed at all, and we see various criteria to deter-
mine auspicious days for burial sometimes causing delay in burial.11
According to Wang Ch ung,

The calendar for burials prescribesthat the nine holes and depres-
sions ofthe earth, as well as odd and even days, and single and
paired months are to be avoided. The day being lucky and innoc-
uous oddness and evenness agreeing, and singleness and parity
tallying, there is luck and good fortune. The non-observance of
this calendar, on the other hand, inducesto bad luck and disaster.112



When no appropriate days could be found, people preferred to wait:

In cases where several persons die in rapid succession one after B
the other, so that there are up to ten coffins awaiting burial,
they are not concerned about contagion through contaminated

air, but only that the day chosen for interment might be un-
lucky.u3

The site for the tomb should also be selected with care, something
that may also contribute to delayed burial. A story in History ofLater
Han, however, gives us adifferent perspective. A young man was very
poor when his mother died. He buried her in a simple fashion without
divining for either the tomb site or the date. Local u;w-shamans pre-
dicted thatthis would cause great disaster for the fam iy, but the young
man did not heed their warnings. Later, instead of bad fate, his son
and grandson reached high positions in government.114 Such stories
show the extentto which some cultured people abjured superstitions
about death and burial. They also revealed what most people, repre-
sented by the ii w-shamans, actually believed in.

In close connection with beliefs about life and death was the wor-
ship ofthe deity Ssu-ming or the “Lord of Fate who was in charge
of life spans and could revive the dead. He appears as early as the
W arring States period.15In the T ien-shui Ch in tomb text, mentioned
in Chapter 3 Ssu-ming effected aresurrection, as controller oflives.116
Book o fRites implies that Ssu-ming was worshipped by the royal family
and the feudal lords, but not by the commoners.117 Yet according to
the Eastern Han scholar Cheng Hsuan,

[Ssu-ming was] a lesser god who lives among the people and
examines lesser evils.. .. Ssu-ming was in charge of the three
kinds offate (proper life span, injust life experience, and proper
retribution). ... The common households today often make
sacrifice to Ssu-ming in Spring and Autumn .18

Thus, at least in the Eastern Han period, Ssu-ming was worshipped
by nonelite households. Ying Shao concurs: “Today people only worship
Ssu-ming. They carve awooden human figure, about one foot and two
inches long. This is put into the trunk of a traveller or in a small
shrine in the house. He is greatly worshipped in the region of Chi



( modern Shantung province) and also in many commanderies in
Ju-nan ( ).”119 A statue discovered some years ago shows a man
holdingasmall chid andthe context suggests that it was acultimage
of Ssu-ming.10

Reviews "Acfivi+ties in fiveryday LJfe

Along with beliefs and practices of the agricultural and life cycles,
various problems arose in people’s daily lives that were often solved
through religion.

As already seen in the daybooks, religious beliefs were applied to
foods and medicines and correlative ideas were at the root of certain
taboos. Drinking on the day ofa lunar eclipse (shih ) for example,
would cause one’s mouth to become corrupted (semantically the same
as the word “eclipse” .12

Making new garments was an important event, as evidenced by
the existence of special divination books for this purpose, which have
turned up as special sections in daybooks.12In the Eastern Han period,
such handbooks still circulated. Wang Ch ung mentioned that there
were books for tailors, giving auspicious and inauspicious times.
Dresses made on inauspicious days could bring misfortune; made on
a lucky day, they attracted happiness. 23Wang Ch ung s words are
corroborated by documents discovered as far west as Kansu.12Related
to taboo days concerning manufacture ofgarments were days for bath-
ing. There was a “Book for baths asmentioned, once again, by Wang
Ch’ung:

In writings on baths we are informed that if anybody washes his
head on a tzu day his appearance is enhanced, whereas if he
does so on a mao day, his hair turns white.1%5

Since there were books” about such taboos, elaborate systems must
have been involved in determining auspicious days.

One ofthe more importantissues in daily life concerned living envi-
ronments. Following the Warring States period, metaphysics of the
Five Phases and Four Directions gradually became integrated with
geomancy. We have seen geomantic ideas on house building, espe-
cially the relative positions ofvarious parts ofthe house and adjacent



structures, given in daybooks.16In the Han period, beliefs related to
building and siting mainly consisted of the choice of an auspicious
day, whether to build or to move, and the choosing of correct posi-
tions for houses according to the cardinal directions. In the bamboo
texts found in the early-Han tomb at Yin-ch’iieh-shan we read:

[On such and such a day one cannot work] on ditches, dikes, or
ponds. One cannotwork on a city wall of a hundred chang or a
thousand chang, for it will certainly not succeed. One cannot
build houses, for there will be disaster.127

A story in Record of History recounts the words of Meng T ien, a
Chn general, before he was forced to commit suicide. Meng T ien
reflected upon his building the Great Wall, and attributed his own
misfortune to the disruptive effect ofthe act of construction upon the
earth:

It [the Great Wall] begins from Lin-yao, and ends at Liao-tung,
with more than ten thousand li ofwalls and ditches, could it not
have cut through the veins ofthe earth?18

The phrase “veins of earth” is evidence of abeliefin the organismic
and sacred nature ofthe earth and its formations. When the “veins of
earth” are cutthrough by artificial means, the area’sch% or life source,
is also extinguished.m2@ The beliefin the inherent auspiciousness of
certain locations is exemplified by the story of Yiian An:

When An’s father died, his mother wanted him to find a burial
site. On the road, he metthree scholars who asked An sdestina-
tion. An told them his intention. The scholars then pointed to a
spot and said, “Make the burial at this place and your family
members will become high officials for generations.” After a
while, they disappeared. An marveled at this. He then buried
his father at that place. This is why his family became prosper-
ous for generations.10

That geomancy had become a specialized craft already by Western
Han is evidenced by titles in the History ofHan “Treatise on Litera-
ture.wGolden Cabinetfor Geomancy (K'an-yii chin-kuei in



fourteen books and Layoutfor Houses and Residences (Kung-chai ti-
hsing in twenty books were obviously handbooks for geo-
mancers.13lIn the Eastern Han period, Wang Ch’'ung mentioned other
methods for geomancy. For example, “The Principle of Moving” (/-

hsi-fa employed the positions of the constellations as indi-
cations in determining the auspiciousness of a change of domicile.1®2
Moreover, “The Art of Charting Houses” {Tu-chai-shu says:

There are eight schemes, and houses are numbered and classed
according to the names ofthe cycle ofthe sixchia ___ Houses
have the Five Sounds, because the surnames (ofthe owners) are
provided with the Five Tones. When the houses do not accord
with the surnames, and the latter disagree with the house, people
contract virulent diseases and expire, or undergo criminaljudg-
ments and meet with adversity.133

The art of geomancy went beyond merely observing the positions of
buildings and was a system that employed correlative metaphysics in
many ways. However, that geomancy was based on yin-yang, Five
Phases, and correlative cosmology does not mean that supernatural
beings were excluded. Wang Ch ung mentioned K'an-yu-li ( ) a
calendar for geomancy: “A great variety of spirits are referred to in
the calendars embracing Heaven and Earth (i.e. K'an-yu-li), but the
sages do not speak of them, the scholars have not mentioned them,
and perhaps they are not real. 134 Presumably these unmentioned
spirits were worshipped by common people who had limited access to
popular literature like the calendars, but not by the high elite. How
such spirits affected people’s choice of appropriate days, however, is
not clear.

Finally, we deal with travel, about which various beliefs or taboos
were already mentioned in connection with daybooks. One imagines
that even during the Han period travel in the countryside was rather
hazardous.1% The possibility of encountering monsters, demons, or
bandits was always athreatto the traveller. Before setting out, there-
fore the Shui-hu-ti daybook advised sacrifice: “When travelling to
the east and south, make sacrifice at the left side of the road; when
travelling to the west and north, make sacrifice at the right side of
the road. 1»The days for setting out as well as coming home also had
to be chosen with care. In other texts we see fragmentary passages



that deal with auspicious days for travelling.137In the “Biographies of
the Tortoise and Yarrow Diviners” in Record ofHistory the subject of
“divining for travelling” was among the business of the diviners 38
Although condemned as superstitious by some diviners nevertheless
flourished in marketplaces and were popularly consulted.

A beliefin the necessity of choosing auspicious days for travelling
existed in all strata of society. The most oft-mentioned taboo days for
travelling were the “return ofthe stem” (fan-chih days, on which
any travelling was prohibited, not only for private but also for gov-
ernment business. In the Eastern Han period, as Wang Fu observed,
official messengers did not receive and deliver reports to the govern-
ment offices on fan-chih days.1m®Although Wang Fu was criticizing
the inefficient aspects of government, the fan-chih taboo had along
tradition. History ofHan mentioned that a prohibition on travelling
on fan-chih days was observed by some among the elite.140The origin
of this beliefmay even go back to the pre-Ch in era, as seen in day-
books.141 The taboo for returning home from ajourney, since it also
concerns travelling, was probably one ofthe “fanfihih” days.x

Clearly, most of the beliefs concerning daily activities were built
around date-taboos. Thus, various calendars were employed for dif-
ferent purposes: those of burials, sacrifices, taking baths, tailoring,
buiding orgeomancy.43The “Biographies of Diviners with Tortoise
Shells and Yarrows” provides an impressive list oftopics ofdivination:
travelling, fighting bandits, removal from office, success in office, life
at home, the harvests, plague, wars, interviews with high officials,
chasing fugitives, hunting, rain, etc.144Many, of course, appeared in
the daybooks. Among the Han documents discovered at the western
border fortress of Wu-wei is a “book of date-taboos” for the use of
soldiers and advice is given on such topics as housing, travelling
medicine garments, having guests, raising cattle, and marriage. The
principle for finding auspicious days is based, as expected, on the
sexagenary system.1b

Local C-ulfs

Given the enormous territory ofthe Han empire, it was natural that
differences existed among locales, those remnants of pre-imperial



feudal states and their cultures. For example, the Chu area culture
has often been mentioned as having strong shamanistic elements,
although there is no reason to claim that shamanistic activities were
solely Ch’'u phenomena.u6Such local customs did not change easily, 147
and it is often difficult to decide whether local religious cults, customs,
or taboos originated from aregional difference or from specific situa-
tions that had little to do with "regional culture” per se.

Take the custom of “cold foods” in the T ai-yiian area as an ex-
ample. Tradition claims that people feared that the spirit of Chieh
Tzu-tui a filial son who let himself be burnt alive together
with his mother while hiding in the mountains rather than serve the
duke of Chin, did not like to see fire on the anniversary month of his
martyrdom; thus, they observed the practice of eating cold meals for
an entire month each winter. As a result, we are told, many people
died of coldness (in the technical sense defined in Chinese medicine)
during this period.BIn fact, Chieh s story as first told in the Com-
mentary ofTso did not contain the scenario ofa flaming martyrdom .10
It was somehow added later, perhaps to give an explanation of the
origin ofthe custom of eating cold food. W hile it is debatable whether
the custom originated from the ancientritual of “changing the fire "1
the basis for the local custom was simply the belief in the involve-
ment ofthe spirits ofthe dead with the affairs ofthe living. There is
no way to tell if this beliefhad any particular affinity with the culture
of the old Chin state. The brief description given in the History of
Han s“Treatise on Administrative Geography” provides no significant
corroboration.1sl

Chieh Tzu-t'ui was perhaps not deified, even though people built a
shrine for him after his death. An earlier case concerning general Tu-
po, however, is clearly a case ofapotheosis, perhaps the earliest recorded
one in ancient China. As mentioned in Chapter 5 above, the cult of
Tu-po originated from the story ofthe ghost of Tu-po shooting King
Hsiian of Chou. People later worshipped his spirit, and a number of
shrines were established in the central Ch n area. As he was described
as “one ofthe smallest ghosts that are efficacious (i.e., shen, having
spiritual power) 132there presumably were other similar cases. An-
other example is the deification ofthe king of Ch’eng-yang, Liu Chang

who flourished under emperor Wen of Western Han. After his
death, the local people ofLang-yeh commandery built shrines to wor-



ship him. In time, this cult spread to other regions, and the rituals
grew increasingly elaborate.133According to Ying Shao

From Lang-yeh (the old Chi state) to Ch’ing-chou and other
commanderies, as far asthe towns, villages, and communities of
Po-hai, all were erecting shrines for him. They made five carriages
for officials ofthe two-thousand-to/i rank, supplied by merchants,
with official garments and decorations, and staffed with (mock-)
officers. People celebrated with feasts and songs for several days.
They then spread false rumors, saying that there was a deity
who responds quickly to inquiries about one’s fortune. This has
been going on for many years and no one can correct it.1

Ying Shao did not specify the time period covered by his description.
During the civil wars at the end of Wang Mang s rule, the king of
Ch eng-yang s cult was popular not only in the countryside, but also
in the army of Fan Ch’ung the leader of the “Red Eyebrows
(ch ih-mei )» It was said that the king of Ch eng-yang appeared
to the shamans in the cult and said: “(You) (i.e. Fan Ch ung) should
be the emperor, why are you acting as a bandit? 1% This gave Fan
Ch”ng apretense to setup apuppet emperor, Liu P en-tzu a
descendant ofthe king of Ch’eng Yang, and establish a new regime.

Another source relates that the king of Ch eng-yang had descended
several times to send messages to his shrine in Lang-yeh, which was
attended by officials and people alike, and had caused “disturbances
for the palace. 1 BsWe are not told what the “disturbances for the pal-
ace” were, butthey might have had political implications. Since those
who worshipped the king of Ch®ng-yang included officials, the god’s
messages might have run counter to the interests ofthe government,
thus causing problems when they followed the instructions or mes-
sages ofthe god. From this, we can seethat the cult had the potential
to be a political force: according to Ying Shao, it was supported by
merchants, and assumed symbols ofpolitical power, i.e., chariots, offi-
cial garments, and staffmembers. This, in fact, prompts one to ponder
the possibility that we see here the buds ofpolitical uprising disguised
under, orin connection with, popular cults, aswith the Yellow Turbans
at the end of Eastern Han, and numerous cases of sectarian uprising
in subsequent dynasties.157



Such accounts not only give us an idea ofhow alocal cult spread to
other areas, but also some ofthe details ofthe actual format ofpopular
cults. In the spread of this cult, however, it is difficult to establish
whether the regional culture of Lang-yeh had significant influence.
On the other hand, it is a good example ofthe influence ofa popular
cult on the non-religious or political affairs of a region, and how a
religious cult could involve rich merchants or local forces whose
motives most likely were complex.

In addition various local officials were worshipped for their benev-
olent deeds. They had proven themselves able administrators, just
and impartial in managing local businesses or in improving liveli-
hoods.13BHowever, they were not the only mortals given cults. As we
shall see below, others were worshipped by people for their suppos-
edly magical or supernatural powers.

One ofthe most popular cults was the she or local communal
altar. The origin of she has been traced back to the Shang dynasty,
and was explained as the worship of the earth.1® It was often
mentioned together with chi or the worship of grain, in official
cult practices. During the Chou period, people with different statuses
in the feudal system may have had their own she.l®In Han times,
the lowest level of officially established she was the county. People
thus organized their own shethrough local village and hamlet organiza-
tions.168lAccording to one source, twenty-five families could establish
one communal s/ie-altar, and there were cases where five orten families
established a still smaller “private she” for the blessing ofthe fields.1&2
During the time of emperor Yiian, the “private she” in Yen-chou was
banned, although the precise reason is not clear.183 Local she how-
ever, must have developed into various forms of worship that were
not confined to the worship of earth. Luan Pu, one ofthe followers of
Han Kao-tsu, for example, was worshipped by the people of Yen and
Ch’i after his death. His shrines were called “the she ofLord Luan.
Thus, in reality the shes that were devoted to the worship ofindividuals
were not much different from other personal cults. However, it was
during the Han period that an anonymous “Lord ofthe she (she-kung

)” gradually became the main spirit residing in the she shrines
and protecting local populations.1641t was believed that this Lord of
the she could be manipulated by those possessing shamanic, magical
power. Fei Ch ang-fang reportedly “was capable ofcuring all



manner of illnesses. He could exorcise a hundred demons and was
master of the deities of the local soil god altars (i.e., she-kung).” 16
Sometimes the spirit of a she could also be addressed as “the ghost Bf
the she/n66 This Lord ofthe she eventually evolved into the “Lord of
the Earth” {fu-ti-kung in later eras.167

Fei Ch ang-fang was one such shamanic figure who was later accorded
the status of an immortal by Ko Hung in Biographies ofImmortals
(Shen-hsien-chuan)s The immortals, to be sure, were also often the
object ofworship. A number ofshrines known as “shrines ofthe immor-
tals” (hsien-jentz u are known to have existed in the Han period.
Some ofthese were given official status at various times and places,
although few details are known.18BAccording to Ying Shao, during the
time ofemperorMing ofthe Eastern Han, acertain Wang Ch iao who
served as the magistrate of Yeh, was known to possess various types
of magical power. Local people established a shrine for him after his
death. It is said that all who prayed at his shrine were blessed, while
those who did not incurred immediate misfortune.®®Wang Ch’iao is
thought to have been the famous immortal Wang Tzu-ch’iao whose
biography is in the Stories ofthe Immortals (Lieh-hsien-chuan

) I7 Two others, Hsti Yang and Kao Huo, who showed extraordinary
magical power, were alsoworshipped by local people and given shrines, 171
examples perhaps of how “shrines ofthe immortals” originated.12

The personal cultis a chief characteristic of Chinese popular reli-
gious piety. The rationale behind such activities was the beliefin the
spiritual power ofthe dead. This power came from different sources:
Chieh Tzu-tuis was from personal moral integrity; Luan Pu s and
the king of Ch eng-yang s were from their social status and benevo-
lent deeds; that of Wang Ch iao H siiYang, and Kao Huo were from
magic. Still others seem to have gained power from human acts like
vengeance as was the case with general Tu-po. On the other hand,
the reputation of a personal cult may have had less to do with the
worshipped than the worshippers. The “divine lady of Ch ang-ling
promoted by Wu-ti, for example, was simply an ordinary person whose
ghost was supposed to have appeared to her family members.13

Compare this with a passage ofBook ofRites:

Accordingto the institutes ofthe sage kings about sacrifices, sacri-
fice should be offered to those who have given (good) laws to the



people; those who have labored to the death in the discharge of
his duties; who have strengthened the state by laborious toil;
boldly and successfully met great calamities; or warded off great
evils.14

Clearly, official cults emphasized deeds of “political benevolence.” It
is worth noticing, however, that not all the examples ofpersonal cults
are to be interpreted as apotheosis. After all, there is little difference
between the Chinese conceptions of ghosts and gods, as discussed
before. One man’s ghost could be more influential or powerful than
another’s, and thus be considered “shen ” which means “having
spiritual or godly power.” A similar conceptis “ln g ” which is the
efficacious power ofthe numinous being~the power to effect tangible
results.1s

Finally, a popular cult may originate not only from the worship-
ping of certain historical figures, as discussed above, but also from
people’s misunderstandings, fears, greed, or credulousness. Ying Shao
recorded the following story:

A man from Ju-nan caught a deer in a swampy field. He did not
take it away (but left it there). Meanwhile, a caravan consisting
ofmore than ten carriages passed by the swamp. The merchants,
seeing that the deer was tied, took it with them. Then thinking
this improper, they put a salted fish in its place. After a while,
the man went back and could not see the deer. Instead, he saw
the salted fish. Since the swamp was not the (ordinary) road for
people, and yet the deer somehow changed into a salted fish, he
thoughtit was very strange, and believed thatthere was acertain
deity involved. He turned to tell other people, who thereafter
came to pray for cures and blessings, and these often were effi-
cacious. So they built ashrine, with tens of shamans performing
their craft in the nearby tents. People from several hundred li
away all came to pray and make offerings. The cult was named
God of Mr. Salted Fish. Several years later, the one who left the
salted fish passed by the shrine and asked about the story. He
then said: “This was my fish, how could there be any god?” He
went up to the shrine and took the fish. The cult was destroyed
after this.1® -



This illustrates my discussion perfectly. Local shamans took the op-
portunity to profit, thus revealing the complex economic aspect,,of
cult activities discussed in Chapter 5. Once a shrine was established,
interest groups also began to grow up around the shrine, and tended
to perpetuate the cult.177In fact, shamans are known to have associ-
ated with local shrines or she since before the Ch’in.1i8The story about
the salted fish may be atypical example ofhow popular cults formed.1®
They need not have been based on ancient traditions or legends, but
simply impromptu developments.

Omens and s

Ever since the Eastern Chou period, ample documents have attested
the beliefin omens, portents, and prodigies as a characteristic ofreli-
gious piety. As discussed in Chapter 3, the basis of this was often
correlative metaphysics. During the Han period, aparticular trend of
thought developed that made the interpretation of portents and omens
animportant part ofclassical, textual exegeses. Tung Chung-shu was
the major proponent of this tendency in the Western Han period. In
his system, portents and omens were signs that Heaven sent to ad-
monish rulers, to keep them, so to speak, on the right track.®Later
developments, however, resulted in the rise of “apocryphal texts”
(ch en-wei ) which were mainly used as tools to justify particular
political actions under the pretext ofheavenly will.181 The first prece-
dent was set by Wang Mang, who usurped the Han regime (from a.d.
8t0 a.a.23) byclaimingto have received the heavenly mandate through
political portent texts, which were but one sort of apocrypha. His ex-
ample was followed by a host of military contenders and passive recip-
ients of thrones (both imperial and local) all the way into the next
century.i®2

Our concern is not specifically with the apocryphal texts, nor
whetherthey were used to curb or bolsterimperial or personal power.
Here, we consider the beliefin the efficacy ofthe omens and portents
and the intellectual weightit carried. The texts may have been created
for political purposes, and the portents may oftentimes have been
fabricated, yet their occasional dramatic political effect suggests that
they struck a deep nerve in people's mentality. Emperor Kuang-wu's



victory is a good example. He was assisted by the spread of portent
texts that favored his imperial mandate. This suggests that both
military leaders and their followers believed in the efficacy of the
portents.is3

It has been argued that information concerning portents and
prodigies contained in the two major histories ofthe Han dynasty the
History ofHan and History ofLater Han, was reported and furnished
solely in order to control court politics, i.e., to warn the emperor or
officials about impending disasters, or, if they were good signs, to
flatter.184Nevertheless, we can use such records to gain an overview
ofthe most common categories of portents.

The “Treatises on the Five Phases” in both History ofHan and
History ofLater Han list many different kinds of portents. First are
unusual meteorological phenomena: eclipses ofthe sun and the moon,
excessive rain, drought, severe cold, hail, thunder in winter, strong
winds; then there are natural disasters: avalanches, floods, earth-
quakes, fire; third, unusual biological phenomena: deformed trees or
plants, swarming locusts, rooster-looking hens, man-eating wolves,
dogs copulating with pigs, huge fish, cattle plagues, even men trans-
formed into women, or babies with two heads and eight limbs. Finally,
certain unusual or unconventional behavior, such as great surges in
fashion and unrestrained behavior, could also have been seen as car-
rying portentous messages. Explanations of portents were made
mainly along metaphysical lines, however forced they may have been.
Oftentimes the logic of divination was temporal, i.e., explanations
assumed that events that happened in atemporal sequence were also
causally related. Here, we are not concerned with how persuasive these
explanations were, but whether we may call the phenomenon part of
the religious mentality ofthe times.

From the four general categories of portents, we can at least be
certain that a fascination with abnormal phenomena, natural or
human, prevailed in society. History ofHan records that during the
reign of Emperor P’ing the governor of Shuo-fang commandery
reported a case in which a woman came back to life after being dead
lying in the coffin for six days. She claimed to have seen her dead
father, who told her that she was “(only) twenty-seven years old, and
should not have died (so young). 1% The event came to be considered
as portentous, though the source does not give any associated prophecy.



It does not seem to have been fabricated by the governor, since he
believed that it was portentous. Yet had the governor not reported it
to the court, it might never have become significant. There is no Way
to know if the people involved in the story also considered it portentous.
Yet the scholar who placed it into the official record gave it an expla-
nation according to the I-ching exegesis of Ching Fang, an important
scholar in the formation of ch en-wei oracle-texts.1&6I1t was probably
notthe tale’s significance as portent, butrather the news that lifespans
were bureaucratically allotted, and subjectto revision and restitution
on occasion, that had originally raised people’s interest in this story.
Similar stories of revival are recorded in History ofLater Han .18

Another example shows how portents evolved from news ofstrange
events far from centers of power into court-interpreted metaphysics.
During the reign of Emperor Ch’eng some people heard the screech
of owls in the mountains and went to investigate. They saw that the
nestin an enormous tree had been burnt and had fallen to the ground,
burning three chicks to death. The governor reported the incidentto
the court. The explanation given was: “The color ofthe owl is black
It is close to the black-portent, which signifies events of greed and
cruelty” The events referred to cryptically were the killing of potential
heirs ofthe emperor Ch’eng by his concubines under the order ofthe
jealous queen Chao Fei-yen and Wang MangJkusurpation.18The burn-
ing nest incident probably had some basis or other in fact. But this
was soon changed into a dangerous political weapon, according to a
long tradition ofomenology. Could some ofthe portents be fabricated?
The answer is positive. The History ofLater Han records the follow-
ing case:

In the eighth month (ofa.a. 167), it was said that ayellow dragon
appeared in the commandery of Pa. When the official Fu Chien
heard that the office decided to report it to the court, he went to
see the governor and said that it was ajoke created by a local
runner, and should not be taken seriously. The governor did not
listen to his advice. Chien told others: “It was a time when the
weather was hot and people wanted to bath in the pool. When
they saw that the water was muddy, theyjokingly told each other,
‘there is adragon in the water. And so word spread among the
people. 1



Itis very likely thatthis and possibly many other “auspicious portents”
reported to the court started innocently and later turned into super-
natural stories, if they were not faked outright for various reasons.
Nevertheless, they reflected awidespread beliefin the validity ofpor-
tentous events.

The discrepancy between everyday beliefs and courtinterpretations
can best be illustrated by another example. In the first month of 3
B.c., during the reign of emperor Ai,

It happened that people were disturbed and running around
passing astalk ofgrain or flax from one to another, and calling it
“the tally for transmitting the edict.” More than a thousand
people met and passed on the road, some with disheveled hair
and bare feet. Some crossed barrier gates (to cities and major
roads) during the night; some climbed over the wall to get in;
some rode in carriages, and used the courier system to pass on
the message. They moved through twenty-six commanderies and
kingdoms and reached the capital. That summer, people of the
capital and the commanderies gathered in local lanes and fields,
made offerings and set up gambling paraphernalia (po-chii
) © They sang and danced in worship ofthe Queen Mother of
the West. An order was transmitted with the words: “The Mother
tells the people that whoever carries this order shall not die. If
you do not believe my words, look under the door hinge. There
will be white hair.” The commotion subsided in the fall.
Atthattime, the grandmother ofthe emperor, the dowager
queen Fu, was arrogant and controlled court politics. Thus Tu
Yeh said (concerning the event): “When the Ch/un-ch/iu talked
about portents, it used symbolic incidents as language. The tally
is used to count numbers. The (nature of) people is yin, which
belongs to the category of water. Water flows east as its natural
course. Now it is flowing west, which is like revolting against
the court. This symbolizes the uncontrolled ways and wanton
procuring of profits (by the court) against the wishes of the
people. The Queen Mother ofthe West is a name for awoman.
Gambling is the business ofaman. To gather in lanes and fields
signifies leaving the interior and giving over to the outside. To
seek fun during worship signifies the surge ofthe yang element.



The white hair signifies old age with arevered body but weak
reason; hard to rule but easy to confuse. The door is the passage
for the people; the hinge, its pivot. This means presiding over
the passage for the people and controlling its pivot. The meaning
(of the portent) is quite clear. The families of Ting and Fu are
now serving the inner court, and their members occupy impor-
tant positions. Guilty ones have not received punishment, and
those without merit were all accorded offices and titles. Even
the examples ofHuang-fu and the three Huans, who were mocked
by the poet and scorned by the Ch,un-ch iu, do not exceed this.
The symbols are amply clear in order to warn the holy court,
how could it not have been answered!M

When Emperor Ai died, the mother of Emperor Ch eng,
the Dowager Queen Wang, presided over the court; Wang Mang
became the Marshal of State and the Ting and Fu families were
executed. Another explanation says that the evils committed
by the Ting and Fu families are small matters. The portent
actually refers to the deeds of Dowager Queen Wang and Wang
Mang.1a

The whole event had a significance for noncourt religious participants
that was utterly different than for scholars such as Tu Yeh or the
author ofHistory ofHan. It shows that beliefin the Queen Mother of
the West was widespread, and that people worshipped her in the hope
of gaining immortality. The scholarly interpretation, however, con-
sidered only the welfare ofthe country, the court, or the royal fam iy.



Chapter 7

Jmmoi~faliity/ Souly

and M) e+Ke.i*wo»”d

He for whom this scroll is recited will prosper, and his children will prosper.
He will be the friend of the king and his courtiers.
He will receive bread, beer, and abig chunk of meat from
the altar of the great god.
He will not be held back at any gate of the west.
He will be ushered in with the kings of Upper and Lower Egypt.
He will be a follower of Osiris.1

Charidas, what is below?
Great darkness.
What about resurrection?
A lie.

And the God of the Dead?
A myth. We perish utterly .2

TTKe C-oncep+ions of li+ty and Sowl

The preceding examples ofvarious religious activities and beliefs have
shown that, in everyday life outside of the political center, spiritual
beings ghosts, and gods were important factors in beliefs. People’s
aspirations and hopes were achieved through the help of spiritual
beings. This simply continued the development ofreligious traditions



extant before the Ch’in empire. While it is difficult to claim a funda-
mental difference between the basic beliefs ofpre-Ch’in and post-Ch7,
several factors seem to have contributed to the growth in beliefs coh-
cerning spiritual beings, especially the immortals.

An obvious factor was that the zealous quest for immortality and
spirits displayed by the First Emperor of Chn and by Han Wu-ti
encouraged the proliferation ofcults and shamanistic activities geared
toward their tastes. As we have discussed in Chapter 5, shamanistic
and cultic activities assumed a place beside other important interests
of the emperors. The official cult of the Chin-Han empire gave a
prominent position to Heaven, with Yin-yang and Five-Phases ideas
becoming the theoretical basis for court rites and religious activity
after Han Wu-ti. Yetthis official theoretical basis did not preclude the
emperors from pursuing their personal needs.3 The court religion
concentrated on the harmony ofheaven and man, and the well-being
of the entire country, but did not provide an adequate answer to the
question oflife after death. The reason why the First Emperor ofCh’in
Han Wu-ti, and even Wang Mang, incessantly sought immortals and
elixirs for longevity was precisely because the official religion could
not provide them with the hope ofimmortality. The everyday religion
ofpersonal welfare that had developed for millenniain China did, how-
ever. Because this religion ofpersonal welfare was notreally an orga-
nized, consistent doctrine, but a conglomeration of disparate beliefs
and cults, agreatvariety of practices was available. The various cults,
in oneway or another, furnished the hopethat im mortality was possible,
that ghosts and gods had areal impact on the life ofthe living. It was
this multiple possibility that allowed such areligion to attract people
to it and keep it vital. Han W u-tis efforts to seek immortals and lon-
gevity are but the most well-known, most extravagant examples.

One ofthe mostimportant questions in the study ofreligion is the
human condition after death.4The concept of a soul, or hurt and7/ O
as discussed before, was used by he people ofpre-Ch in Chinain their
speculations about death. Toward the end ofthe Warring States period
the abode ofthe soul, whether the Yellow Spring or the Dark City,
was seen as aterrifying place. For the non-elite, the prospect ofdeath
and the netherworld was not very promising. However, during the
transition to the Ch in-Han period, ideas ofthis type developed a new
dimension, that is, the existence ofimmortals and the possibility for



men to achieve immortality. It was something of arevolt against the
old concept of merely having a postmortem soul. People now wished
to live forever, and thus avoid bleak conditions after death. A death-
less life could certainly solve the problem ofinhabiting the generally
gruesome world ofthe dead.

This concept had probably existed in the minds of people long before
it appears in documents. Passages in the Book ofPoetry show that by
the western Chou the idea oflongevity was circulating.5The bronze
inscriptions of the western Chou period also contained expressions
corresponding to “longevity” (e.g., mei-shou nan-lao )e
However, it was only during the Eastern Chou period that the idea of
imm ortality was documented.6ln a story preserved in Tso-chuan and
Yen-tzu ch un-ch iu (Master Yen's Spring and Autumn Annal), Duke
Ching of Ch’i once exclaimed that it would be a great pleasure if people
from ancienttimes did not die. He ofcourse meantthat he also wished
to live forever. The witty minister, Yen-tzu, replied to the effectthat if
the ancients were to live forever, then the ancient rulers would still
control the state of Ch’i and Duke Ching would be toiling in the field
asacommoner without the leisure to think ofthe problems ofdeath.7
In aHan-fei-tzu anecdote, a man claimed to be able to teach the king
of Yen “the method for immortality.” The king ordered one of his
servants to learn the method. Before he began to learn, however the
master suddenly died. The king was infuriated and executed the ser-
vant for acting slowly. As Han-fei-tzu points out, it is ironic that the
master died, but the king of Yen did not realize the fraud.8Another
story in Han-fei-tzu mentions someone’s offering the elixir ofimmor-
tality to the king of Ch’'u.9The purpose of these stories to be sure,
was to refute the idea of immortality, yet their very existence also
indicates how broadly the idea of immortality circulated. Written at
the end ofthe Warring States period MasterL ilsSpring andAutumn
Annal (Lii-shih ch'un-ch'iu) concurred with the above observation:
“Nowadays rulers and nobles, no matterifthey are competent or inept,
all wish to live an eternal life. 10

Whether this idea of immortality had any relationship with the
Taoist philosophy of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, however, is difficult to
ascertain. In the Lao-tzu, death is part ofthe cycle of nature, and it is
possible to achieve an endless physical existence, although the text
never directly mentions the idea of “immortality” (pu-ssu nln



)

Chuang-tzu, though, we see a certain shen-jen or “Divine M an
who rides upon the clouds and drives flying dragons around the world,
who survives without food and is unharmed by flood or fire.22 The
characteristics of this shen-jen certainly seem to be the attributes of
the immortal, as emphasized in the later era. When the entire thought
of Chuang-tzu is taken into consideration, however, there is little doubt
that transformation of an individual existence from life to death was
seen as part ofthe eternal Tao. Thus, since death is not aproblem in
this view, there should be no need to search for a deathless life. 131t is
likely that the description ofthe fantastic shen-jenin Chuang-tzu was
only a literary, even lyric celebration of spiritual freedom. On this
point, it isworthwhile to note thatthe Chuang-tzu text also mentions
chen-jen the True Man) and chih-jen the Ultimate Man),
with attributes similar to the shen-jen, and in similar contexts.l40One
can argue that the philosophy of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, and the
idea ofimm ortality as represented by the stories in Han-fei-tzu and
Yen-tzu, betray a common mentality that was gradually becoming
visible in the literature ofthe Warring States period.55Despite these
references, however, the idea of immortality had perhaps not yet
assumed a significant position in the beliefofthe non-elite, since the
daybooks make no mention ofimmortality.

By the beginning of the imperial era the idea of immortality and
immortals became popular, due to the persuasions ofthe “magicians”
(fang-shih at court.16 The land of the immortals, a type of
paradise, was first said to be located in the eastern sea, giving rise to
recorded references to expeditions in search ofthis paradise.I7In time,
however, the west was also discussed as the location of the immor-
tals.8BHowever asYii Ying-shih has pointed out, ideas about the very
nature of immortals had undergone a change during this period. In
the pre-Ch’in period, especially in the picture derived from Chuang-
tzu, the immortals were removed from the world; the Ch in and Han
rulers, however, basically aspired to become immortals in this world,
in orderto continue their pleasures.19Later, people accepted two kinds
ofimmortal: the otherworldly, or so-called “heavenly immortals {t3en~
hsien )" (Fig. 7.1), and those who stayed close to the world, or
“earthly immortals (ti-hsien ).’ D

There is ample evidence indicating the prevalence of a beliefin
immortals in the broader society ofthis time. In fact, even before the



Fig. 7.1 Figures ofwinged immortals. Han.

establishment of the Chin images of bird-headed humans or men
with wings appeared on late-Warring States bronze vessels.2LIt has
been suggested that these bird-like beings are the earliest represen-
tations of immortals.2 Similar figures, all utilizing elements of the
bird-motif, have been found in Han-dynasty tomb paintings and bronze
objects.ZThe contexts suggestthatthey are immortals in their realm,
which is usually in the clouds accompanied by fantastic creatures.
The pictographic evidence is corroborated by literary evidence. In
Classic ofMountains and Seas, for example, a “country of feathered-
people” with long heads and feathers resembles the world ofimmortals
(hsien-jen).2A4The poet Ch’ii Yuan wrote aboutthe land ofimmortality
and described immortals as “the Winged Ones (yil-jen ) “I met
the Winged Ones on the Hill of Cinnabar; | tarried in the ancient land
of Immortality.” 5Also, fraudulent exorcist Luan Ta was said to have
been dressed in “clothes offeathers/lobviously posing as animmortal,
when he received the rank of “General of the Heavenly Way from
Han Wu-ti.8When Wang Ch’ung tried to refute the existence ofimmor-
tals, he described them as feathered and winged: “In representing



the bodies ofgenii (hsien-jen, i.e., immortals) one gives them plumage,
and their arms are changed into wings with which they poise in the
clouds. Z The paintings of the immortals to which Wang Ch”ng"
referred are probably similar to those found in tombs, as mentioned
above. In this early time, winged flight was a sign of having reached
immortality or having been freed from mortal confinement.8

The whole notion circulated amongthe court and the ruling classes.®
Even highly learned intellectuals, such as Liu Hsiang, collected and
transmitted stories about immortals,3 and Han court lyrics often
elaborated on the theme.3LBronze mirror inscriptions, furthermore,
often bore such phrases as: “The Shang-fang made this mirror and
truly it is very fine. Upon it are immortal beings oblivious of old age.
When they thirstthey drink from the springs ofjade; when they hunger
they feed onjujubes. Theyrove atwill on the hills ofthe gods, plucking
the Herb of Life. Long life be yours, longer than that of metal, stone,
or the Queen Mother ofthe West.”22

Can these bits of evidence reflect the attitude ofordinary people in

all walks oflife? The answer is positive in view ofthe following con- i

siderations. The numerous magicians who claimed to have tried their
skills at acquiring imm ortality, Bregardless ofthe outcomes, must have
exerted influence on the non-elite throughout China. As mentioned
before, a number of “shrines ofthe immortals” were recorded in the
“Treatise on Administrative Geography” in History of Han. Many
shrines survived the fall ofthe Han, as observed by the geographer Li
Tao-yiian during the Northern Wei.34These must have acquired cult
support among local populations. A certain T’ang Kung-fang

aclerk in the Han-chung local governmentduring Wang Mang stime,
was said to have obtained the status of an immortal, and his whole
family wentup to heaven with him, presumably all becomingimmor-
tals.®dAlthough T’ang was not strictly a non-elite, his position never-
theless was that ofthe lowestin the official ladder. That he became an
immortal must have been based on a commonly held notion among
the populace, since it was recorded on his funerary stele. Further-
more, bronze mirrors are often found in tombs of non-officials and
low-level officials,3sothere is reason to believe thatthe ideaofimmor-
tality was not the exclusive concern ofthe upper classes. Worship of
the Queen Mother ofthe West, moreover, is another example in which
the non-ruling, non-elite classes could embrace the idea ofimmortality,



since the Queen Mother was the dispenser of eternal life.37Last but
not least, the iconographical representations of immortals, whether
on mirrors, in tombs, or in shrines, are inevitably the product of arti-
sans who while creating images, must at the same time have been
familiar with the ideas behind them. This observation can be applied
to other areas. The physical belongings of the upper class need not
have represented only the ideology ofthe upper classes. The creation
ofartifacts is amedium for the interaction ofideas and values between
different social strata. The direction ofthe flow ofcultural ideas how-
ever might have been more complicated, because it was a constant
and long-term process beginning probably long before the appearance
ofphysical evidence. In the Biographies o fthe Imm ortals (Shen-hsien-
chuan compiled by Ko Hung in the early fourth century a.d”
high social status was not aprominent characteristic ofimmortals. A
number of immortals were actually said to have come from the
underclass. The beliefin the existence of, or aspiration to, immortals
had already become acommon phenomenon, and it is difficult to trace
specific ideas among different social classes.3

Yetit is also quite clear that the majority of people, while perhaps
believing in the possibility ofimmortality, did notreally consider them-
selves candidates. A life beyond death in the form of a soul was prob-
ably the most commonly held view. The concept of the soul, as we
discussed in Chapter 3 centered onthe hun andp ,0in pre-Ch in times.
However, concepts oftheir exact nature are not easy to identify. The
Eastern Han scholar Cheng Hsuan, commenting on a passage in Book
ofRites explained it thus:

Chi refers to what is breathed in and out, and the function of
the ears and eyes are thep . It is said in Chiao-i/e-sheng that,
“the hun ofch i returns to heaven, the p o ofthe physique (t'i)
returns to the earth.” As | see it hun andp o are born with a
person. The reason for their both having the same written ele-
ment kuei (ghost) is that hun andp b cannot leave the physical
body and yet they are not part ofthe physical body. When the
physical body disappears, the hun andp oremain. They are the
final destination (kuei homophone ofkuei ghost) of man,
therefore they (the characters hun andpd) have the radical kuei
(ghost).®



According to Cheng Hsiian, then, both hun andp'o are spiritual enti-
ties. Yet he did notreally explain the difference between hun andp:o.
By quoting the passage from Book ofRites, he concurred that htin
wentup to heaven andp ,o went down into the earth, without discuss-
ing whether those are the only destinations. In any case, the ideas of
soul expressed in Book o fRites and Cheng Hsiian’scommentary repre-
sented mainly the Confucian view.4It is doubtful that such subtlety
had agreatimpact. A funerary text written on abottle for the protec-
tion ofthe dead, dated to the Eastern Han period, has the following
words: “The Yellow-God gave birth to the Five Mountains, and is in
charge of the fortune of the living. He summons the hun, summons
thep'o, heis in charge ofthe roster ofthe dead.”4lHere the destina-
tions of hun andp*o appear to be the same.

In the medical texts of the Han period, moreover, we can discern
different concepts of life and death, or hun and p o. In a text exca-
vated from atomb ofthe early Western Han period, entitled Book of
Pulses or Mai-shu the author discussed five different “signs of
death””“if one sweats thinly and (the sweat) does not flow, then the
ch’i is going to die first.”£2Here the term ch i seems to refer to a kind
of physical existence that can also “die.” In the famous medical text
attributed to the Yellow Emperor (Huang-ti), the Ling-shu an-
other unusual conceptofhun andp o can be seen: “When one is eighty,
the ch i ofthe lung declines, thep'o then leaves the body, and therefore
one’s speech is prone to errors .. . when one reaches one hundred,
the five organs are all empty, the spirit and the ch i both leave, the
body alone remains to the end. 43Here thep oisthoughtto be able to
leave the person before death, and even before the spirit and ch i do.
This is different from what the Confucian and Taoist traditions teach.4

Elsewhere | have examined the use ofthe words hun andp o dur-
ing the Han period. Hun seems to have become the most commonly
used expression referring to “soul,” and p o gradually became syn-
onymous with hurt.40n atomb brick ofthe Eastern Han period, we
find the following words: “Alas the hun of the dead returns to the
coffin. Do not fly about randomly. Travel without worry. After ten
thousand years, (we) shall reunite.,4eHere the hun ofthe deadreturns
to the coffin, andp ®is not even mentioned. These inscriptions must
have represented a widespread conception among the populace.
Whether hun andp'o are spiritual or physical entities did not seem to



be of concern in mundane, nontextual situations. What was more of
concern to the ordinary person was the abode wherein the soul ofthe
dead was to live.

Development office )dea of tke AletKef*woK*Id

Along with the concept ofimmortality came the idea ofanetherworld.
In order to renderthe terror ofdeath less unacceptable, and assuming
that immortality was not in everyone’s reach, one could picture the
netherworld, where one’s soul was to dwell indefinitely, in a positive
light. .

XKe evolution of bunal styles

We return to the idea ofthe Yellow Spring mentioned in Chapter 3.
This was at once aliterary metaphor for the tomb and auseful, abstract
reference to the residence ofthe dead. The tomb and the properrituals
ofburial had been central concerns of Chinese religion since prehistoric
times. Although funerary rituals evolved throughout the centuries,
the essential form ofthe tomb remained the same, i.e., arectangular,
vertical pit with wooden coffins (kuan and caskets (kuo ).The
exact format of the coffins, caskets, and other paraphernalia varied
according to the social and political status of the deceased, and may
have followed various well-known rules during the Shang and Chou
dynasties.4’ Toward the end of the Warring States period, however,
this burial system began to change. First, some tombs in the Ch’u
area exhibit decorative motifs in the design of coffins and caskets that
imitate or symbolize windows, doors, stairs, and upper and lower apart-
ments. In aword, they were clearly intended to serve as models ofthe
houses ofthe living.48Second, in the Central Plain area anew kind of
tomb came into style. It used a horizontal cave as the burial chamber,
and instead ofwooden caskets as outer coffins, employed rock or clay
bricks in the walls and ceilings ofthe chamber. As the burial chambers
expanded from single to multiple, the entire structure cameto resemble
the houses ofthe living. This development continued throughout the
Han dynasty and by the end ofthe Eastern Han finally replaced the
vertical-pit wooden-casket tomb as the dominant burial style.®



Fig. 7.2 Banquet scene on atomb brick from Szechwan.
Eastern Han.

Concurrentwith changes in burial style, the funerary paraphernalia
alsounderwent some transformation. Archaeological and textual evi-
dence show that the Chou-era system of paraphernalia represented
the socio-political status ofthe deceased. One example is the layers of
coffins and caskets and another is the numbers and sets of bronze
vessels: both were in accord with the status ofthe tomb owner.2Begin-
ning in about the middle of Eastern Chou, however, the old burial
system began to be violated, as powerful feudal lords sought privileges
on apar with those ofthe Chou royal house. The gradual disintegration
of the burial system was in fact symptomatic ofthe disintegration of
the old socio-political order.5l\When Chou society gradually turned into



the despotic, bureaucratic, and merit-oriented society ofthe Warring
States period, the burial system began focus on postmortem pleasures.
Although old styles offunerary objects were still seen, the orientation
ofthe entire ensemble became geared toward objects ofdaily use. The
most obvious change was the disappearance ofritual bronze vessels,
such as ting and kuei; various everyday pottery items were supplied
instead. In addition, all kinds of surrogate objects, representing
servants, carriages, mansions, fields, cattle, and the like, became the
fashion of Han-era burials.®2

Furthermore, brick tombs afforded new opportunities for wall and
ceiling decoration. These included all kinds of scenes of daily activity
in the private estates ofthe elite and those of public nature, such as
battles, banquets and festivities aswell as auspicious omens, animals,
and immortals (Fig. 7.2). Although it is possible that such devices
distinguished the socio-political status ofthe tomb owner,3their func-
tion since they were intended to be seen by the deceased only, must
have been similar to that of funerary objects: for use in the nether-
world. The deceased s postmortem life was to be as happy as that
depicted in the decorations, just as his movements were enabled by
the surrogate carriages.%

In sum, the developments in burial style and the material composi-
tion of funerary objects reveal a change in the concept ofthe nether-
world that had been in progress since the Warring States period. People
began providing the deceased a “living environment” that modelled
his quotidian world. The change was gradual enough that it was prob-
ably little noticed. Yet through accumulated evidence, we see that it
coincided with changes in the conception ofthe netherworld that are
attested elsewhere, as we shall discuss below.

CAC\W\Qe. i fKe concepfion of fke nefKe”wo”Id

When Ch’ii Yiian describes the Dark City asthe abode ofthe dead, we
are not given details, except that a monstrous “Lord of the Earth”
presided. Various Han documents claim that the souls of the dead
were destined for Mount T ai or Kao-li and Liang-fu, two small
mountains in the vicinity of Mount T ai. However, very little can be
known about this world ofthe dead, except for the name ofthe ruler:

Lord of T’ai-shan.” % Parallel with this idea was the simple phrase



“underneath the ground.” Here, more evidence is at our disposal. On
bamboo slips that record funerary objects found in early—-Western Ha".
tombs, there are various official titles, such as “Lord of Underworlci
(ti-hsia-chu )~

In the fourth year, the ninth month, day of hsin-hai, the wu-fu
( ) of Ping-li, Chang Yen dares to tell the Lord ofthe Under-
world: the garments and objects of Yen, each are dispatched
according to the laws and ordinances.5%

or “Assistant Magistrate ofthe Underworld (ti-hsia-ch’eng )”

On the thirteenth year, the fifth month, day of keng~ch'ent the
Assistant Magistrate of Chiang-ling dares to tell the Assistant
Magistrate ofthe Underworld that the wu-fu of Shih-yang,
Sui Shao-yen, and the slave Liang and others, atotal oftwenty-
eight persons . .. and four riding-horses, can be used to serve.
(1) hereby dare to report to the Lord.5

The “Lord ofthe Underworld” and “Assistant Magistrate ofthe Under-
world” are probably the same personage, i.e., local administrators in
the netherworld, whose earthly counterpartis “the Assistant Magis-
trate of Chiang-ling (Chiang-ling-ch’eng). There are also officials in
charge ofthe funerary objects, similar to the treasurer ofthe govern-
ment. A text accompanying a list of funerary objects reads:

In the twelfth year [c. 168 B.c.], the second month, day of wu-
ch’en, the Assistant ofthe House (chia-ch/eng dispatches
to the Assistant ofthe Dead (chu-tsang lang-chung a
list of funerary objects, the list is written to presentto the Lord
ofthe Grave (chu-tsang-chiin ).3B

In some ofthe so-called “tomb-quelling texts” (chen-mu-wen )
ofthe Eastern Han period, more elaborate titles are mentioned. One
such text reads:

The Messenger of Heaven and Earth informs the house of Chang,
(with regard to) the two mounds and five graves, to the Left
(Retinue) and Right (Retinue) ofthe graves, the grave-ownerin



the center, the Minister and Magistrate of Grave Mounds, the
Commander of Ordinance for the Mounds, the Neighborhood
Head {t,ing-chang ofthe gate ofthe souls, the Police ofthe
Mounds, etc. herebyinform the Minister ofthe Grave Mounds,
the Count of Graves, the 2,000-"a/i of Underneath (ti-hsia erh-
ch'ien-tan ) the Marquis ofthe Eastern Mound, the
Count of the Western Mound, the Official of Underneath, the
Head of Five (wu-chang of Kao-li etc___ 3

A similar texts reads:

The Yellow Emperor informs the Minister of the Mounds, the
Count ofthe Graves, the 2fi00-tan of Underneath, the Left and
Right (Retinues) ofthe grave, the Warden in charge ofthe grave,
the Neighborhood Head in charge ofthe gate ofthe grave .. .@

It is obvious that the bureaucratic structure ofthe netherworld was
modelled on the real-world political structure, especially that oflocal
administration. There is, consequently, less information about “high-
level” officials in the netherworld. The highest official, the 2,000-tan
official ofthe Underworld, is probably the equivalent ofthe Governor
ofacommandery, the highest office in the local administration.6LPre-
siding over such local officials were the Yellow Emperor, the Heavenly
Emperor (fien-ti ) and the Yellow God (huang-shen ).&All
seemto be different names for the sovereign ofthe netherworld. They
(or He) made their wills known to the inhabitants ofthe netherworld
through the Messengers of the Heavenly Emperor (tfien-ti shih-che
) orthe Messenger ofthe Emperor (huang-ti shih-che

).8It is unclear, however, whether the Yellow Emperor or Heav-
enly Emperor lived in the heaven above earth, orin a “heaven” in the
netherworld. Moreover, it is uncertain whether the terms Yellow
Emperor, Yellow God, or Heavenly Emperor are identifiable with those
worshipped in the official cults.&

The textual and archaeological evidence presented above clearly
suggests that, by the Eastern Han period, a netherworld similar to
the mundane world had become a commonplace idea.&®The Han-tomb
“land purchase contract” explains how this worked. Originally such
contracts only imitated the real land-purchase contract in order to
serve as evidence ofthe legality ofthe tomb site. Later, the content of



the contract became greatly exaggerated and included texts similar
to “tomb-quelling texts,” thus taking on the function of a funerary
text, and giving evidence of general conceptions of life after deatho®
The netherworld was so modelled on this world, in fact, that the de-
ceased paid taxes to the underworld government. By making one’s
abode after death practically identical to the normal abode, the dead
(or the dying) perhaps were thought to be relieved of the dread of
uncertainty.

Life

What did Han-era people imagine life in this netherworld to be? The
skeptic Wang Ch ung gave avivid description:

Thus ordinary people, on the one side, have these very doubtful
arguments, and on the other they hear of Earl Tu and the like,
and note that the dead in their tombs arise and have intercourse
with sick people whose end is near. They then believe in this,
and imagine that the dead are like the living. They commiserate
with them, [thinking] that in their graves they are lonely, that
their souls are solitary and without companions, thattheir tombs
and mounds are closed and devoid of grain and other things.
Therefore they make dummies to serve the corpses in their cof- ,
fins, and fill the latter with eatables, to gratify the spirits. This -
custom has become so inveterate and has gone to such lengths,
that very often people will ruin their families and use up all
their property for the coffins ofthe dead.6/

Archaeological finds have amply testified to Wang Ch ung s observa-
tion: funerary objects containingreal or surrogate food, utensils, cattle,
mansions, fields, clay money, figurines of servants, all intended for
the deceased's happy life after death. Many wall paintings and reliefs
in tombs, furthermore, portray daily activities that may be seen as
also representing future activities in the netherworld.@Similar sen-
timent was expressed in the inscriptions found stamped on tomb
bricks, such as “Longevity asMountT’ai “Eternallife and old age ”
“Fortune and Prestige "®and inscriptions on funerary bronze mirrors
such as:



There is happiness daily, and fortune monthly. There isjoy with-
out (bad) events, fit for having wine and food. Live leisurely, free
from anxiety. Accompanied by flute and zither, with contentment
of heart. Years of happiness are secure and lasting.®

Some even aspired to life as an immortal:

If you climb Mount T ai you may see immortal beings. They
feed on the purestjade, they drink from the springs of elixir.
They yoke the scaly dragons to their carriage, they mount float-
ing clouds. The white tiger leads them straight to heaven. May
you receive anever-ending span, long life that lasts for ten thou-
sand years, with afit place in office and safety for your children
and grandchildren.71

Such material and textual evidence presents a happy cross-section
ofthe ideal life after death. Yetthis is notthe whole story. Concurrent
with this optimistic mentality was one of anxiety and fear, an appre-
hension over the plight ofthe dead and the fate ofthe living.

Because Han-era people believed that life after death basically re-
sembled life on earth, for the ordinary, relatively poor families, this
meant that the deceased would continue to encounter problems. An
obvious problem for non-ruling subjects of empire was the tax and
corvee burdens and the incessant harassment of associated officials.
One tomb-quelling text (chen~mu-wen) has the following words:

Today is an auspicious day. It is for no other reason but the de-
ceased Chang Shu-ching, who unfortunately died prematurely,
is scheduled to descend into the grave. The Yellow God, who
produced the Five Mountains, is in charge of the roster of the
deceased, recalling the hurt andp o, and in charge ofthe list of
the dead. The living may build a high tower; the dead returns
and is buried deeply underneath. Eyebrows and beards having
fallen, they drop and became dirt and dust. Now therefore | (the
Messenger of Heavenly Emperor) present the medicine for re-
moving poll-tax and corvee conscription, sothat the descendants
will not die. Nine pieces ofjen-shen from Shang-tang sub-
stitute for the living. The lead-man is intended to substitute for
the dead. The soybeans and mellon-seeds are for the dead to pay



for the taxation underneath. Hereby | establish a decree to re-
move the earthly evil, so that no disaster will occur. When this
decree arrives, restrictthe officer ofthe Underworld (ti-li D)
and do not disturb the Chang family again. Doubly urgent as
prescribed by the laws and ordinances.?2

In some ofthe so-called “tomb-quelling bottles” (chen-mu-p ing

on which the tomb-quelling texts were written, we see small lead
figurines (ch'ien-jen ) . These figurines were, presumably after
proper magical spells had been cast on them, able to substitute for
the deceased in netherworld corvee. Another text describes the func-
tion ofthe lead-man:

Use the lead-man to substitute for oneself. The lead-man is ver-
satile, he can grind grain and cook, he can drive a carriage and
write letters.B

The function oflead figurines, contrary to the surrogate servants (yiing

usually found among funerary objects, was not to serve the de-
ceased in the netherworld, but to substitute at hard labor. It is no
wonder that they are usually found in poorer tombs, for the under-
privileged naturally would worry about such impositions by the state. 7
This is aremarkable way by which to deduce the social status of the
deceased.

From acomparative perspective however, the custom ofusing sur-
rogate servants and lead-men was not unique in the ancient world.
Ancient Egyptians, for example, provided two kinds of funerary figu-
rine in their tombs. The first was a wooden replica of various house-
hold servants in action: in the kitchen, in the fields, catching fish, or
spinning and weaving.’ These figurines were usually placed in the
tombs of persons with considerable social and political status. Their
function, as with other funerary objects, was to be of service to the
dead in the netherworld. Another kind of figurine, however, serves a
different function. The so-called “ushabti” figures are of a standard
form, a standing mummy. On the figurine was written a standardized
spell:

Ye ushabtiu, if N. is counted off, (if N. is assigned) to any work
thatis wontto be done yonder in the god’sdomain (lo, obstacles



have been set up for him yonder—) as a man to his duties, to
cultivate the fields, to irrigate the shores, to transport sand of
the east to the west “I will do (it); here am | ” shall ye say.®

The ushabti, therefore, were substitutes for the dead for the forced
laborin the netherworld, just asthe lead-men in the Han tombs were.
Unlike the lead-men, however, the ushabtis are found not only in tombs
of commoners, but also in those of nobles, while the lead-men so far
are found only in poorer tombs. In the imagination of the ancient
Egyptians, it seems, even people with high status could be asked to do
hard labor in the netherworld.77

In China, besides taxes and forced labor, the entombed dead needed
protection against disasters and malfeasance. One ofthe major func-
tions ofthe tomb-quelling texts was to provide this security, thus the
phrase, quoted earlier, “to release the culpability, so that no disaster
will occur.” Similar expressions are found in other texts:

The Messenger of the Heavenly Emperor hereby reverently
establishes safety and security for the tombs ofthe Yang family.
It is reverently done, using lead-men and gold andjade, to release
culpability for the dead, and dismiss wrong doings for the living.
After this bottle reaches (the tomb), it is decreed that the people
should be relieved. The deceased should enjoy his own rent-
income underneath, which amounts to twenty million per year.
It is decreed that generations of sons and grandsons shall serve
in offices and be promoted to the ranks of duke and marquis,
with fortune and prestige as marshals and ministers without
end. (This decree) is to be dispatched to the Minister of Grave
Mound and the Governor ofthe Grave, to be employed accord-
ingly, as decreed by the law and ordinance.?®

Another text reads:

May the deceased in the tomb not be disturbed or have fear, and
stay tranquil as before. It is decreed that the descendants shall
increase in wealth and number, without misfortunes for thou-
sands of years. He is hereby reverently provided with a thou-
sand chin of gold, to fill the gate of the grave mound, and to
eliminate the names (ofthe descendants?) on the roster of the



dead underneath, without other calamity, and with harmony
among the people (?) and to use this essence ofthe five kinds of
stone to secure the grave, to benefit posterity. Thus the sacred
bottle is used to guard the gate of the grave, as decreed by the
law and ordinance.®

The stones were a surrogate funerary object, often in the form ofclay
ingots or cakes, which represented gold. It is worth noting that the
tomb-quelling texts were written not only for the dead, but also for
the survivors. Theseincluded preventing premature death,8or to ward
off evil spirits that haunted the living. By protecting the dead, the
descendants were expected to lead prosperous lives.

Thus, burial and funerary equipment, no matter how shabby, was
not exclusively for the benefit ofthe dead. In many ofthe documents
mentioned, such as daybooks and geomantic manuals for choosing
burial sites, the principle was whether the site would be auspicious
for descendants. *

On the whole, except for literary evidence with special views oflife’
and death 8the impression one gains from in situ funerary texts is
that of fear and revulsion toward the dead. One text reads:

How hurting and sad, concerning Hsii Ah-chii who was just
five years old, and yet left the world of glory, to join the long
night, without seeingthe sun and stars. His soul dwells by itself,
returned down to the darkness, separated forever from his family,
with no hope of seeing his (?) face.&

Yet, although the living mourned the dead they preferred to have no
more contact with the dead except through sacrifices and offerings.
Atomb-quelling textreads: “The living and the dead go different ways;
they should not become obstacles to each other.”&8 Death as a long,
dark journey of no return is seen in such expressions: “The hurt of
the dead returns to the coffin. .. .After ten thousand years, (we) shall
reunite. 80n awooden tomb slip, a spell for expelling ghosts read as
follows:

He who died on the i-ssu day has the ghost-name “heavenly light
{t'ien-kuang The Heavenly Emperor and Sacred Teacher
already know your name. Quickly go away 3,000 miles. If you



do not go immediately, the (monster ?) of the South Mountain
is ordered to eat you. Hurry, as prescribed by the law and
ordinance.®

There is no hint that this ghost is malicious to the living, yet he was
obviously unwelcome. On the other hand although the living did not
want to be close to the dead, they nevertheless wished that the dead,
their ancestors, could somehow bring them good fortune, as some of
the tomb-quelling texts make clear. An inscription found on a stone
tomb-brick from Shantung gives us arevealing perspective:

The scholar shall be promoted to high offices and decorated with
seals and cordons. The one managing business shall earn ten
thousand times profit daily. He who is forever to stayin the dark-
ness shall be separated. The grave pit shall be closed and not to
be opened again.&%

How, then, could a mentality of fear of death and revulsion of the
dead be reconciled with the optimism toward postmortem life, as
mentioned above? That our evidence is from tombs ofdifferent social
strata is certainly worth considering. Rich tombs, with abundant
funerary equipment and colorful decoration, may give the impression
that life in the netherworld was considered a happy one, butthe tomb-
guelling texts from poorer tombs present another perspective. How-
ever one should perhaps not try to reconcile or to separate these
attitudes, for it is perfectly possible that the two could coexist evenin
the same social stratum; there is norestriction prohibiting the ancient
mentalities, or even modern ones, from operating along mutually
contradictory lines. If we may take a further step in speculating, it
can also be argued that, paradoxically, the reason that rich tombs
presented an optimistic attitude was exactly because people fundamen-
tally held a pessimistic or skeptical view oflife after death. Abundant
equipment for the deceased allowed a happy and comfortable post-
mortem existence; but it could also be explained asthe result ofafear
of hardship. Seen in this perspective, then, the rich funerary equip-
ment may have originated from the same mentality that produced
tomb-quelling texts, wherein the poorer dead were equipped with soy-
beans to pay tax in the netherworld.



Social C-WangfKke Development of Burial Siyles”?
and +Ke Jdea offke /N\)etKe.*vvorld %

The above discussion has shown that, corresponding to the develop-
ment of burial styles, there was a development in the conception of
the netherworld from the Warring States period down through the
Han dynasty. What caused these changes? What was the relationship
between the change in burial style and the conception of the
netherworld? We mentioned that the disintegration of Chou social
and political structures contributed to the change in burial styles
among different social strata. Yetthis change, mostly during the East-
ern Chou period, was mainly within the old burial system. The differ-
ence was that the li or rites, in the old system were destroyed by
those political upstarts who, assuming that the |li were reserved for
those ofhigher status, attempted to flaunttheir newly acquired wealth
and power. When, during the Warring States period, society began to
focus on the rule of central government and the achievement of indi-»
viduals based mainly on merit rather than blood and family ties & a
more aggressive attitude was encouraged. To gain prestige and wealth,
therefore, depended more on one’s own effort than on family back-
ground. The most obvious example of this new society was the state
of Chin where the governmentranked its people into twenty degrees,
based only on merit gained in combat. This, ofcourse, was not a demo-
cratic or even an egalitarian society. Yet since men were encouraged
to achieve better status and accumulate more wealth, we see this
reflected in funerary and postmortem outlays. Supposedly, the nether-
world also encouraged personal merit. One therefore prepared all
necessary equipment to assist the deceased to gain a better living.
Commoners would include more “treasures” in atomb than the owner
actually possessed while alive, and, as one text has it, “to enjoy his
own rent-income underneath, which amounts to twenty million per
year.” Ifthe imagination ofman concerning the netherworld was deter-
mined by his value system, a netherworld that encouraged personal
advancement could only have appeared after such a real world had
already existed.

The new society ofthe Warring States period fostered the formation
ofanew idea ofthe netherworld, which in turn motivated a series of
changes related to burial style and funerary paraphernalia. In other



words, theses changes were the material and mental manifestations
ofthe changes in socio-political structure. When the structure of society
changed, the material symbols that were used to differentiate various
social classes also changed.8

We should be aware, however, ofthe factthat, in mostancientcivili-
zations, with the notable exception of Egypt,®the netherworld was
never a clearly conceived place. Thus says S. C. Humphreys: “It is
difficult in most cultures to locate the dead unambiguously in one
place.”®The Mycenaean Greeks seem to have believed that their dead
had needs similar to those of the living,9 but a clear concept of the
netherworld did not emerge even in classical Greece.2 The ancient
Mesopotamians as well asthe early Israelites, similarly, possessed no
dear and positive concept of the netherworld.®8 Thus, the example
furnished by the ancient Chinese is worth investigating not only for
its intrinsic meaning in the development of Chinese religion, but also
for its significance from a comparative point of view.



Chapter 8

Popular Religiosity
and 1ts O 1 ics

Superstitiousness, | need hardly say, would seem to be a sort of
cowardice with respect to the divine.1

And herein is a proofthat God has given the art ofdivination not to
the wisdom, but to the foolishness of man. No man, when in his wits,
attains prophetic truth and inspiration, but when he receives the
inspired word, either his intelligence is enthralled in sleep or he is
demented by some distemper or possession.2

L-iteracy and tKe.

So far, we have seen that a major characteristic of everyday religious
activity was a preoccupation with personal well-being. This was true
forruling and nonruling classes, elite and lowly. Much ofour evidence,
however, comes from the lower social echelon—common people, who
constituted the broad population base ofthe peasant society ofancient
China. Many elements oftheir beliefs were transmitted from one gen-
eration to the nextwithout ever beingrecorded in written form. When
recorded, these ideas and activities inevitably show the imprint ofthe
ideas ofthe literate, elite class. Such is the case with most pre-Ch in
documents.

Following the disintegration of Chou society, reading and writing
ceasedto bethe exclusive prerogative ofthe ruling classes. People with



various degrees of literacy were dispersed in society and served as
transmitters of cultural values. Moreover, many commoners rose .to
high positions at local and national courts, bringing with them avari-
ety ofvalues and beliefs.3This trend culminated with the founding of
the Han dynasty. Han court culture was mixed in nature. The first
emperor, Liu Pang, came from ahumble background, and many in his
entourage were of similar origins.4A number ofimportant members
in the imperial court, on the other hand, were from the pre-Chin
aristocracy of the Six Kingdoms.5When the Han government, after
passingthrough initial crises involving the remnant kingdoms,6began
to form arelatively meritocratic bureaucracy,7literacy became auni-
versally desirable skill.

The popularization ofliteracy coincided with the emergence ofthe
shih . Originally, in the Chou dynasty, they were the lowest ofthe
ruling types, performing civil and military service for feudal lords.
W ith the disintegration ofthe Chou system, the shih increased in num-
ber because they occupied an intermediate level among shifting social
groups. Because they possessed literary skills, they became, soto speak,
freelance advisers and educators, released from their former obliga-
tions and seeking employment at various political levels. In Chapter
3 | referred to them as “intellectuals.”8During the Han period, the
term shih became almost synonymous with “scholar” or “learned
person.” In a study on Han social structure, Chii Tding-tsu catego-
rized the slii/t-scholars as commoners, particularly when they did not
hold official posts.9Thus, everyone outside officialdom (excluding, of
course, the relatives ofvarious royal and noble families) can be consid-
ered as acommoner. As acriterion ofsocial status, this is unambiguous,
but not as useful in delineating a person” religious inclination. For
even within the s/u7i-scholar “class,” religious attitudes varied: some
may have identified with ruling ideology; others may have gone along
with the practices of peasants or artisans; still others may have criti-
cized both. Whether officials or not, the attitudes of s/ii/i-scholars
toward things religious were complex, as | will discuss later. Ch’ii s
findings also related to the complicated nature of literacy in Han
society. According to his categorization, the “commoners” include such
groups as scholars, farmers, artisans, merchants, and other occupa-
tions such as physician, diviner, butcher, and runner. Given the various
levels of status within each group,it is obvious that the “commoner



class” was a mixture of people with various degrees of literacy, al-
though it should be clear that the highly literate would always be the
minority.

Although sofar no comprehensive investigation has been done con-
cerning literacy in the Han period, and perhaps the question will never
be satisfactorily answered, there is little doubt that literacy, that is,
the ability at leastto read and write simple communications and keep
accountbooks, was widespread.llEven during the Ch’in dynasty there
existed various primers for the purpose of teaching young students
basic literary skills. The development from chuan to calli-
graphic styles during this time, moreover, testifies to the increasing
need for writing and associated materials.22These primers no doubt
circulated broadly in society. According to History ofHan, during the
early-Han *“local book-teachers (lii-li shu-shih )” combined
the earlier primers into a single text with the title Ts'ang-chieh
the name ofthe legendary inventor of Chinese script, which included
fifty-five chapters, each with sixty words. A number of primers were
produced during the subsequent era.13Judging from the mention of
“localteachers ” from the Ch in and early-Han onwardthere were con-
tinuous and conscious efforts, both official and private, to initiate the
common people into basic literacy.4During the Eastern Han, accord-
ing to Wang Ch'ung children could graduate from the local schools
(shu-kuan ) when they were eight and study the classics. Wang
Ch’'ung himself began his studies with Lun-yil and Shang-shu

BB5We may surmise that the material he used in the local school
included such primers as Ts,ang-chieh.

The spread of literacy in Han society comes through in the follow-
ing examples. It is known that artisans often inscribed their names,
the names oftheir workshops, dates of manufacture, and the contents
offunerary objects on their products, especially lacquer ware.16Archae-
ologists have also discovered tomb bricks bearing notes aboutthe order
of bricks or the names ofthe workers who carved the rock or molded
the clay bricks.I7The well-known bronze mirrors, furthermore, often
include auspicious phrases and characters as part ofthe decoration,18
and the errors contained therein suggestthat the artisans had alim -
ited command of writing. On the other hand, the large amount of
simplified characters for daily and speedy use by artisans indicates
thatwriting was widespread atthe lower stratum of society.19Artisans



Fig. 8.1 A talisman.
Eastern Han.

were certainly not considered “intellectuals ” yet it is obvious that
they possessed a certain degree of literacy. To borrow a term from
W V Harris’s discussion of Greek and Roman literacy, this could be
called “craftsman’sliteracy.” 20Scribes who wrote the lists offunerary
objects and soldiers who kept dailyjournals in border fortresses, fur-
thermore, were probably men of significant literacy, although they
should still be categorized as commoners. In fact, the frontier military
might have afforded more learning opportunity to common soldiers
than to farmers and artisans, since reading was essential for many
aspects of effective military operations.2lAlthough literacy was wide-
spread in Han society, the literacy “rate” was probably not high. In
any event, there is no way to estimate such rates, nor do we have
comparative data. One can only say that literacy was widespread
among various sectors in society.

Regarding spells and talismans written on “tomb-quelling bottles”
(discussed in Chapter 7) it is possible that people of relatively high
literary ability were involved, whether considered intellectuals or not.
In view ofthe systems of symbols used on some ofthe talismans, it is
possible that they were the creation oflearned persons. A number of



talismans ofthe Eastern Han period were combinations ofwords and
astral graphs. Meanings were based on the combined symbolic value
of the various elements in the talisman. In one example (Fig. 8.1)
the talisman was composed of such characters as shih (period, or
moment, oftim e ), moon) wei  (constellation),
and kuei (constellation). The entire talisman can thus be inter-
preted as the following: “The life and death of everything was con-
trolled by time. The living belongto the world ofthe sun (yang), while
the dead belong to the world ofthe moon (yin). The wei-constellation
was the protector ofthe family ofthe deceased; the Mei-constellation
was in charge ofthe dead.”2The purpose ofthe talisman, if we accept
the above interpretation, was to proclaim the divine verdict of the
gods and to set the tomb and the deceased in a correct cosmological
position. In another example, the talisman was composed of a rope,
an astral configuration, and a sentence declaring “the gods of Tai-i
and T Jen-i are in charge of expelling evil demons with the rope/58
Clearly the person who composed the talisman must have possessed a
considerable degree of knowledge to be able to employ the language
in this way. This skill area, furthermore, must have gradually become
abranch oflearningin local, noncourtreligious traditions. TheHistory
ofHan “Treatise on Literature” mentioned a book “Chih-pu-hsiang
he-kuei-wu " translated roughly “To seizing inauspi-
cious (demons) and to indict ghosts and goblins "2which most likely
contained apotropaic talismans that the magicians made use of. History
ofLater Han describes Chu Sheng-ch ing s “skill atwriting vermilion
amulets to control and allay ghosts and spirits, and to make them do
his bidding.” 5We also learn that a certain Fei Ch ang-fang was given
an apotropaic talisman in the market by an old healer. From this old
man—an immortal, in fact—he later learned demonifugic arts, includ-
ing the writing oftalismans.2Such persons later practiced as Taoist
priests, writing spells and talismans for people of all sorts.Z7 For ex-
ample, The Scripture ofSupreme Peace (T'ai-p'in -¢/* ) one
of the earliest Taoist texts, preserves a large number of talismans
presumably used by such priests Bas does Ko Hung’s Pao-pl-tzu.®

Thus, the transmission ofthese specific elements ofreligious expres-
sion relied on the input of people with literary skills. It is imprecise,
in sum, to speak of “the elite class” and “the commoners” ofthe Han
period as different social groups in terms of their religious beliefs.



Further, the term “elites” should not mean “intellectuals,” as many
intellectuals were commoners. On the other hand, the term “cgm-
moners” should not mean “illiterate people,” but ordinary people who
did not have any political positions, who may or may not have formal
intellectual or scholarly training. These people, in any case, were not
cut off completely from literacy and therefore received various de-
grees ofinfluence from the “greattradition.” This may have occurred
through the gradual adoption of ideas involving correlative cosmol-
ogy, the Confucian mandate of heaven, and the like. As Schwartz
pointed out,

[In] the course oftime, like the bureaucratic image ofthe divine

world, the categories of correlative cosmology are gradually ab-

sorbed into the fabric ofpopular culture ... particularly as they

affect the life ofthe family and the individual in such matters as

geomancy, medicine, fortunetelling, horoscope reading, and other

concerns of daily life.3 '

ir

Conversely, the non-elite—the great bulk of the population—also
injected their own ideas and local customs into the relatively more
sophisticated and literary traditions of the elite. Thus, one cannot
assume the existence ofa “religion ofthe intellectuals” and a “religion
ofthe commoners” without seriously oversimplifying the situation.

A story contained in The Record ofHistory reveals the complexity
ofthe situation. Sun Chung and Chial disappointed with the mediocre
quality oftheir court colleagues, wentto the marketin search of“ sages
ofancienttimes, who were [to be found] atcourt or amongthe diviners
and doctors [in the market]*” They had some contentious words with
a certain Ssu-ma Chi-chu, who disagreed with their comment that
people despised the diviners as exaggerators and deceivers. Su-ma
denounced instead hypocritical scholar-officials and extolled the
diviners’s profession.3L The author of The Record of History, while
making his point about petty court politics and the intellectual atmo-
sphere, also shows us that learned persons, for one reason or another,
were to be found among artisans and merchants. They were trans-
mitters ofcultural values and religious ideas between both the worlds
ofthe elite and the non-elite.2

History ofLater Han describes a certain Kao Feng, a self-taught
young man from a peasant family who became a scholar famous for



refusing official positions. When pressed by alocal governor, he claimed
that his family used to practise wa-shamanism, thus official service
was unsuitable.38BAnalytically, his family background categorizes him
as acommoner, yet he was also a learned scholar of high repute. The
family’s history as -shamans however, places him in the world of
everyday, popular religion. This defies simple categorization.

With this understanding of literacy and the meaning of “com-
moners” in Han society, clearly the “common religion” at this time
was a complex social phenomenon. One cannot assume that it had
nothing to do with the intellectuals or the ruling elite. Moreover, we
need to reconsider the idea that evidence concerning the religious
beliefs ofthe common people, especially texts from Han tombs, neces-
sarily bears the bias or misrepresentation ofthe elites. It is undeniable
that the literary vehicles may carry certain ideological assumptions
of the elite. Yet it is also possible that they might have represented
the commoners, beliefs expressed through less sophisticated words.
We must explore further the roles ofintellectuals to comprehend the
world of everyday, popular religion in the Han period.

Jntellectwais as Critics of *Popw at T eligion

and Local

We might define aHan-eraintellectual as someone trained in classical
texts and, at least in the majority of cases, holding a career in the
state bureaucracy. By their service and through their knowledge, intel-
lectuals supplied the conduit between the literary, scholarly tradition
and the culture of everyday, noncourt life. The most significant ex-
amples are those “good officials” {hsiin-li who broughtthe ideals
ofclassical Confucianism to the people in ways thatthey could under-
stand.34In the process ofteaching, however, intellectuals often became
critics oflocal, everyday beliefs.

A term often employed by Han intellectuals in criticizing popular
religion was “excessive cult” (yin-ssu ).3HAccording to the official
view:

(The Son ofHeaven) sacrificesto Hou-chiin the suburb to accom-
pany the heaven, and makes ancestral sacrifice in the Ming_t’ang
to accompany Shang-ti. All the people within the four seas come



to offer sacrifice according to their offices. The Son of Heaven
makes sacrifice to the famous mountains and greatrivers und”r
heaven, to appease the hundred deities.. . *«The feudal lords make
sacrifice to the famous mountains and great rivers within their
own domain; the officials make sacrifice to the gate, the door,
the well, the hearth, and the impluvium (chung-liu )» The
literati and commoners (make sacrifice to) ancestors only. Each
according to their ceremonies; and excessive cults {yin-ssu) are
prohibited.3

What, then, were excessive cults? These may simply have been any
cults not mentioned in the text, perhaps including some that were
supported by the government. Emperor Ch’eng once accepted a sugges-
tion to abolish various cults established since the dynasty’sbeginning.3/
The later historical record referred to this as “abolishing various exces-
sive cults.”38Thus, it seems that cults originally part of the official
establishment could suddenly be considered excessive. .

The term notonly refers to those cults that were notunder govern-
ment sponsorship, but also carries derogatory connotations, and was
used as aweapon to attack virtually any cult viewed as undesirable by
the speaker or writer. For example, Pan Ku described Wang Mang s
indulgence in cult activities as “worshipping ghosts, spirits, and ex-
cessive cults.”®dWangMang, however, worshipped spirits and sought
immortality no more “excessively” than Wu-ti did. Pan Ku’s use of
“yin-ssu” to describe Wang Mang s activities had mostly to do with
Wang Mang s reputation as usurper. In other words, the term (in-
ssu,” although definable in a technical sense, was often used sub-
jectively and prone to controversy. For example, during the Wei and
Chin dynasties, when Taoist movements and practices were developing
and beginning to compete with local cults, Taoist adepts referred to
activities not congruent with their own rites and tenets as “excessive
cults. O

When applied to local cults, “excessive cults” also could mean cults
considered by critics asimmoral or abusive. Ying Shao states the fol-
lowing in A Penetrating Account:

By custom, [people of] Kuei-chi favored excessive cults and
preferred divination. Everyone used cattle to make sacrifices.
Shamans collected money and gifts (from the people), but the



people did not dare to refuse for fear that they be cursed by the
shamans. Thus people's wealth was spent on ghosts and spirits,
and their properties were consumed by sacrifices. Some poor
families who were unable to make timely sacrifice did not even
dare to eat beef. [It is said that] a person about to die from ill-
ness would make the mooing sound of cattle. That is how they
fear (the shamans).4

This is atypical description of an “excessive cult.” Several character-
istics would have been deemed unacceptable by critics: shamans abused
their exorcistic functions and extracted wealth; second the people
were timid and superstitious. Because cattle were an important asset,£f
it is easyto acceptYing Shao sdescription ofthe destitution ofhouse-
holds by their using cattle for sacrifices. The economic consequences
ofthe excessive cults therefore could be serious. To make things more
complicated, local officials were probably among those supported cult
operations. When Ti Wu-lun was sent to be governor of Kuei-
chi his initial order to abolish the excessive cults was opposed by
local officials. It was only after he introduced heavy punishment for
noncompliance that his order began to take effect.43 This suggests
that local officials had a personal interest in the cults. The story of
Hsi-men Pao below, illustrates this, as do the official cults
discussed in Chapter 5. Ying Shao comments at one place on the above
two points:

(1) heard that the local custom here favors excessive cults; wealth
was wasted and farming hindered while disturbances increased
and apprehensions accumulated. The people’s extravagance is
despicable, their foolishness pitiful.4

Among excessive cult abuses was divination, an activity criticized
by intellectuals since the end ofthe Warring States period.%5A typical
criticism is found in “Biographies ofthe Day-diviners” in Record of
History:

(Chial claimed that) The diviners are despised by people in soci-
ety. People say that diviners usually spoke with exaggeration to
gain sympathy; falsely proclaiming the good fortune and fate of
people to please their minds; recklessly predicting misfortune to



hurt people’s hearts; deceitfully speaking through ghosts and
spirits to drain people’s wealth; and asking dearly for payments

for their own use.% N

This passage, posed as part of a debate, represents the viewpoint of
intellectuals who loathed the work ofdiviners in society. Wang Ch ung
concurred in Lun Heng:

The world believes in divination with shells and stalks. The first
class ofdiviners questions Heaven; the second Earth. The milfoil
has something spiritual; tortoises are divine; and omens and signs
respond, when asked. Therefore they disregard the advice oftheir
friends, and take to divination; they neglect what is right and
wrong, and trust solely to lucky and unlucky portents. In their
belief, Heaven and Earth really make their wishes known, and
stalks and tortoises verily possess spiritual powers.4&

Wang Cheung then demonstrated that since heaven and earth do notr
have ears and mouths, they cannot have heard or replied to the ques-
tions ofmen. Yet, typically, Wang Ch’'ung upholds the idea ofa myste-
rious fate, and simply criticizes diviners’ lack oftrue knowledge:

Omens and signs are true by any means. | f good and bad fortunes
do not happen as predicted it is the fault ofthe diviners who do
not understand their business.48

This attitude is found among many Confucian intellectuals who, while
criticizing extravagant customs nevertheless did not logically deny
the fundamental rationale behind them. The Eastern Han scholar
Wang Fu for example, attacked shamanistic divination and cult
activities:

Nowadays many people abandon their housework and silk weav-
ing, and instead embark on the ways ofthe shaman: drumming
and dancing, paying homage to the deities, cheating commoners
and deceiving the people. me mThose who were cheated by the
mischievous and injured by the bandits, who were harmed by
disasters and divine retributions and became seriously ill, their
numbers are numerous. Some even abandoned medicine and



went to serve the deities, and thus finally died. They did not
realize that they were deceived by the shamans, but regretted
that they were too late to learn from the shamans. This is the
most extreme case of (the shamans*) deceiving the commoners.®

Wang Fu did not repudiate, however, the efficacy ofdivination,®nor
did he deny the existence of ghosts and spirits:

That evil does not prevail over virtue, and that the wicked do
not conquer the just are the norms of heaven. Although some-
times it is not entirely straight, the wise abide in the right way,
and do not approach lascivious ghosts iyin-kuei )» The so-
called lascivious ghosts are those wandering evil spirits, they
are nottrue deities and spirits who have their proper duties.5l

By such warnings, Wang Fu actually concedes that the beliefs were
popular:

As for secret spells ofthe i*w-shamans and shamanesses, feared
by the commoners, the seven spirits ofthe Earth Lord, the Flying
Corpse, the Evil Ghost, the Northern Lord, Hsien-chu the Way
Blocker, the Straight Talisman, as well as the various taboos
concerning building activities and some trivial matters, these
should not be the concern ofthe Heavenly King.32

The “seven spirits” were obviously those evil spirits that Wang Ch’ung
once mentioned as fearful of the “twelve just deities” in the house,
including the Blue Dragon and the White Tiger.83As these “should

not be the concern of the Heavenly King (fien-wang ),” they
were undoubtedly feared by the commoners.
Chung-ch’ang T'ung acontemporary ofWang Fu, also criti-

cized popular cults, without fundamentally denying the tradition of
ancestorworship, sacrifice to heaven and earth, or divination. He states
the following in an essay on abolishing excessive cults and taboos:

Be scrupulous aboutrituals and composure. To live by the middle
way; to uphold morality and virtue; to perform benevolence and
righteousness; to pay homage to heaven and earth; and to make
sacrifice to the ancestral shrine: these are auspicious practices.



If, unfortunately disaster happens, then one should control one-
self and criticize one’s own behavior. Afterwards, one performs ?
the ritual of praying, and have shamans make divinations ac-
cording to the middle way and offer sincerity and piety as much
as possible. In the degenerate world, people forgetrighteousness
and become the stepping-stone for evil things (to move forward).
Subsequently we getthe lascivious and grotesque rituals, extra-
ordinary and bizarre stories, andtalismans and apotropaic objects.
Taboos observed by the ordinary people and fashions currentin
society are deeply distressful to the learned.%

Thus, “irrational” elements in popular beliefthat did not conform to
Wang’s subjective view of piety andjustice are seen as “excessive” or
“lascivious” cults.

Besides criticism ofthis type, there was skepticism about the funda-
mental ideas in Han popular beliefs, such asthe existence ofimmortals.
Yang Hsiung for example, took a naturalistic stand:

Someone asked: “Are there immortals as people say?” Alas, |
heard that Mi-hsi, Shen-nung had died; Huang-ti, Yao and Shun
had also passed away.. . . Someone says: “The sages did not learn
to beimmortals, for their ways were different. The sagesworried
that there should be one thing in the world that they did not
know; while the immortals worried that there should be one day
that they did not live.” (I) say: “Alive! Alive! (The immortals
are) alive in name, but dead in fact.. .. The living are destined
to die, and those having abeginning must also have an end. This
is the way of nature.”%

Yang further pointed out fraudulent elements in popular beliefs:

Someone asked about [the authenticity of] “The Beginning and
End ofHuang-ti (Huang-tichung-shih ).” | said: “It is
a fake. In the ancient times, Ssu-shih (i.e., king Yii) was said to
have contained the flood, therefore uJM-shamans performed the
pace of Yti [to claim that they possessed the magical power of
Yii]. Pien Ch'iieh was from the Lu state, therefore most doctors
claimed that they also were from Lu. Those that intended to
cheat are bound to imitate the genuine.” %



Here Yang Hsiung had in effect denied some ofthe fundamental ele-
ments of popular religion: the authenticity of the sacred books and
the efficacy of the shamanistic rituals and medicine. Another early

Eastern Han scholar, Huan Tan also refused to ascribe efficacy
to longevity techniques, as practiced byfang-shih, or men of magical
arts. According to him in Hsin Lun or New Treatise-.

There was no such thing asthe Way ofthe Immortals butthatit
had been invented by those who liked strange things. The Mar-
quis of Ch ii-yang accepted the service of Hsi-men Chun-hui, a
gentleman versed in the arts of magic, to teach him the art of
driving old age away. | saw the Marquis and said: “The sages did
notlearn the way ofimmortals yet an ordinary person now wants
to learn. There is nothing so deceiving than this.” Ch iin-hui
said: “The tortoise is said to be able to live for three thousand
years, and the crane for one thousand years. Considering the
qualities of man, why is he notthe equal ofinsects and birds?” |
replied, “Who could live long enough to learn how old a tortoise
or a crane is? 'y

Neither did Huan Tan believe in portents. Another passage in the
same work states:

Cranes are eaten throughout the empire’s commanderies and
kingdoms. Butin the three capital districts no one dares to catch
one because ofthe [omenology that associates] thunder with the
captive of a crane. Could it be that Heaven originally favored
only this bird? [No], the killing ofthe bird merely coincides with
thunder,3

Huan T an srational attitude also prevented him from believing in
the apocryphal texts that were currentin his day. This almost caused
his execution, and he was dismissed from governmentby the emperor

Kuang Wu.®
The Eastern Han was an age ofreligious movements, such as that
ofthe Yellow Turbans. Yet Hsiin Yiieh expressed serious doubts

about the truth ofimmortality:

Someone inquired about the art of [becoming] immortal. | said:
“How pretentious [are those who talk aboutthe art of becoming



immortal]! The less one is concerned with it [the better]. The
Sage does not study it. This is not because he despises life. [It is
because] the beginning and the end [ofall things] are [the result
of] cosmic cycles. Long or short life is determined by fate. The
workings of nature and fate are not affected by human effort.”-
Someone said: “Is it true that there are some human beings
who [are able to] transform themselves and become immortal?”
| said: “I have never heard ofthis before. Even if [such a meta-
morphosis] did occur, [the result would be] a monster, not an
immortal. There have been cases of aman being changed into a
woman, and a dead person regaining his life. Butis this the nature
of human beings? It has nothing to do with the cosmic numbers
[common fate].”®

On the whole critics of excessive cults and popular beliefs accepted
the fundamental ideas of Chinese religions, but opposed cult abuses
for the harm they caused. In a similar vein, some Han intellectuals
criticized contemporary excesses in funerals and burials. Some oftheir*"
criticism was based on a naturalistic view of life and death. By deny-
ing the afterlife, they also denied the meaning offunerary equipment.
Most, however, did not refute the idea of souls and spirits. Criticism
of lavish burial was mainly based on a utilitarian point of view: that
extravagance, whether in burials or for such occasions as marriage
and cult worship, induced moral corruption and thus should be
curbed.6l

Jnteliectwals as "Refome”s of "Popular Religion

Wang Ch’ung’s essays contain awealth ofinformation aboutthe world
of popular religion in the Han period. It is doubtful, however, that
men like him everbrought about changesin the contemporary society;
in fact as mentioned before, Lun Heng remained unknown during
Wang's lifetime.&@Some other writers, however, did setout to reform
the practices ofpopular cults when they were in the position to do so.

One ofthe more famous stories about the confrontations between
scholar-officials and excessive cults features Hsi-men Pao and
the River Lord {Ho-po )* In the prefecture ofYeh where Hsi-men
Pao was appointed magistrate, a young girl was annually sent, by



custom, into the river to be the bride ofthe River Lord. The shamans
and shamanesses who mediated between the River Lord and the people
naturally profited from performing these services. The people, how-
ever, were distressed over the fate of their daughters and the loss of
wealth, but were held back for fear ofthe Lord’sretributions. When
Hsi-men Pao learned of this he pretended to be lenient toward the
shamans and attended the “wedding” ceremony. Before the girl was
to be thrown into the river, Hsi-men Pao claimed that she was not
pretty enough and forced a shamaness into the river to convey an
appropriate message to the River Lord. When, after a while, the
shamaness did not come back to report, he threw her disciples into
the river one after another. This straightforward method crushed the
influence ofthe shamans.&

Hsi-men Pao lived in the Warring States period. His story, however,
may be considered typical oflater confrontations between intellectuals
and cult activities. In the Eastern Han period, for example, shamans
in Chiu-chiang commandery made the local people comply with the
purported directives ofthe gods ofthe mountains of T ang and Chu
concerning annual delivery ofbrides and bridegrooms. They were also
required to supply abundant dowries and gifts. After serving a one-
yearterm, furthermore, the consorts were forbidden to marry for the
restoftheir lives. A governor ofthe region by the name ofSung Chun

ordered that, since the shamans were close to the mountain gods,
it was appropriate to use members oftheir families as consorts ofthe
gods. This made the shamans concede their deceitfulness, and they
were executed.64

As mentioned above, Ti Wu-lun forcefully banned the cult of cattle
slaughtering in Kuei-chi.©However, such actions could not wipe out
tenacious local customs. The cult ofthe king of Ch eng-yang thriving
in eastern areas, was said to have been banned by Ts ao Ts’ao when
he was governor there.8When Ying Shao himself became the magis-
trate ofYing-ling, near Chi-nan, however, he found that the cult was
still practiced. Ying could only persuade the people not to slaughter
cattle, and he had to allow them to provide other offerings for their
cult.er

When acting as reformers of popular cults, scholar-officials often
based their judgment on material or practical aspects of cults that
they considered excessive. In other words, their actions were civic



and secular in nature, with little theoretical discussion.8This is shown
in the following stories. A certain Chao Ping famous for magical
arts, developed a host of followers. He was executed by the local mag-
istrate under the charge of “deluding the people. ®0One Liu Ken

was accused of practicing witchcraft and misleading the people.@In
both cases the concern was about deluding and misleading the people,
thus potentially creating a situation ofunrest. Officeholders were much
concerned with keeping a peaceful social atmosphere. The kind of
large-scale social movements such as the one associated with the wor-
ship ofthe Queen Mother ofthe West, mentioned in Chapter 6 must
have caused tremendous uneasiness for local officials.

Thus, the demarcation between official and popular, between “nor-
mal” and “excessive” cults, often accorded less with theory than with
circumstantial conditions, such as political positions and personal
judgments. The criticisms expressed by those Han intellectuals against
popular cults, as presented above, were unsystematic and piecemeal.
In any case, their voices could not have reached the wide populace,
given the condition ofcommucations and their own social positions at
the time. Many intellectuals themselves, moreover, often participated
in popular cults.

Jnfellectuals as Pa~ficipanfs in Popular *Religion

Hsi-men Pao and Sung Chun provide us with examples ofintellectuals
efforts to reform popular religion. We are not told, however, about the
attitudes of such intellectuals toward the spiritual. Their edicts to
destroy cults did not necessarily imply that they were agnostics. It is
more likely that they believed in the existence of gods, ghosts, and
spiritual beings.

Luan Pa offers an example ofthis. He was alearned official at the
courtof Emperor Shun, and was later promoted to be governor ofYu-
chang, adistrictbrimming with demons and goblins ofthe mountains
and rivers. People often spent fortunes to propitiate them. It is said
that Luan Pa possessed exorcistic arts (tao-shu ) and was able to
control ghosts and spirits. So he destroyed the shrines and removed
the treacherous ii M-shamans. Then the demons and monsters dis-
appeared on their own accord.7L Thus, although Luan Pa acted as a
reformer oflocal “excessive cults " he himselfstill relied upon the art



ofexorcism, which presupposed the existence ofghosts and spirits. In
this sense, therefore, he should be seen as an active participant in
popular religion.

Chia | as we recall, expressed doubts on the efficacy of divination
when he met Ssu-ma Chi-chu. In other writing, however, he once com-
mented:

People think that ghosts and gods can bestow fortune and bring
disaster therefore they prepare sacrifice and sacrificial vessels,
fast and make offerings to the ghosts and spirits to gain happi-
ness. Thus it is said: It is for this blessing that sacrifices are
offered to the ghosts and spirits.2

Was he contradicting himself? Because we cannot be sure about the
veracity of such speeches, there is no way to tell for sure. Neverthe-
less, we are reminded that the attitude ofintellectuals toward popular
religion was complex: some criticized popular cults; some were partici-
pants; still others held seemingly contradictory ideas.

The participation of intellectuals in popular religion thus should
be considered from two different angles. On the one hand were fol-
lowers of common practice who were unaware or uncritical. On the
other were those who participated actively in popular cults. Tung
Chung-shu s scholarly stature would ordinarily lead us to assume that
he had had no relations with popular beliefs and practices. His rain
prayer, however, shows that he had adopted certain popular cultic
practices such asburying human bones and burning pigs tails.@3Thus,
he accepted, at least partially, such beliefs. “Treatise on Literature
in History ofHan lists awork called “Praying for Rain and for Cessa-

on of Rain” in twenty-six chilan; it must have contained magical
methods used in rain prayers. Besides, Huan T an also mentioned in
his work that the great scholar Liu Hsin employed clay dragons and
various exorcistic methods in praying for rain. 4 Thus, Tung Chung-
shu’s methods were not unusual.

Ts ui Shih provides another type of intellectual. As we have
seenin Chapter 6 Ts'ui was from aprominent official family and had
received athorough training in the classics.®M onthly Ordinancesfor
the Four Classes o fPeople, arecord ofhis own estate, describes seasonal
religious activities reflecting the general situation oflocal society. Thus,
we may infer that his own participation in religious activities is also



beyond reasonable doubt. According to his biography, Ts’ui followed
the contemporary custom of “lavish burial” when his father died.®{n
his famous work “Cheng-lun " or “On Statecraft,” however, he
is an enthusiastic reformer of contemporary vices, including lavish
burials.77How should one explain this contradiction? | would argue
that, as a member of the scholar-official community his more self-
conscious work, “On Statecraft expressed aview that fulfilled the
expectation ofthat community, while his private work {Monthly O rdi-
nances for the Four Classes ofPeople) and his family activities (such
as the lavish burial of his father) uncritically followed contemporary
customs.

The examples of Tung Chung-shu and Ts u iShih showthat popular
culture andreligion penetrated the lives ofindividuals in an impercep-
tible way, affecting even the elite. A more complicated case is found in
the life and views of Chang Huan who flourished in the time of
Emperor Huan ofthe Eastern Han (2nd c_A.D)).

In Wu-wei Commandery on the western frontier, where Chang:
Huan once served as governor, people by custom killed children born
in the second and fifth months, or in the same month asthe parents’
birthdays. Chang Huan forcefully prohibited this custom, and the
people established a shrine for him in his lifetime. It is interesting
that, on the one hand he was a reformer of certain improper prac-
tices, while on the other hand he accepted such practices as a “living
shrine” (sheng-ssu that gave him the status oflocal demigod.
In a sense, therefore, he was aparticipant in popular religion. Chang
Huan s will, however, seems to imply disbeliefin the hereafter:

It isjust darkness below ground, and time there islong and with-
outamoment oflight. It is not pleasant, then, to be re-wrapped
in fine cloth and sealed tightly in the coffin with nails. Should |
be fortunate enough to have a grave, if | die in the morning, you
should bury me the same afternoon. Put my body on the bier;
use only one piece of cloth. | would not follow the extravagant
example ofthe Duke of Chin, neither would | be so stringent as
Yang Wang-sun.®

Considering Chang s active military and civilian life, it is difficult to
understand his rejection ofworldly success and glory. His instructions,
therefore, may be sober reflections on worldly vanity atthe approach



ofdeath. Thus, for many, ideas concerning what constituted a proper
worship were probably not fixed, just as their ideas concerning life
and death did not necessarily conform to the spirit of their actual
deeds.

There were, of course, intellectuals actively involved in religious
activities. Yen Chiin-p’ing was afamous scholar known for his
explanations of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu. Yet he made his living by
divination in the market place of Ch eng-tu. When asked, he explained
his philosophy:

Divination is a lowly profession. Yet it can benefit the people.
When people ask about goodness and evil, | then explain the
distinction between good and bad by means of the yarrows and
turtle shells. When speaking to a son, | explain according to the
way offilial piety (hsiao )*When speakingto abrother, | explain
according to obedience (shun ) When speaking to a subject, |
explain according to the way ofloyalty (chung ) Eachis guided
toward goodness according to his situation.&

Thus, his participation in popular religion might have been based on
educating people toward social harmony. In his view the object ofedu-
cation, it is particularly worth noticing, was to propagate teachings
such asfilial piety and loyalty instead ofhis favorite Taoist philosophy.
We again confirm the “syncretic” and “political”’ nature ofHan intellec-
tuals. For many ofthem, whether Taoist or not, maintaining a peaceful
society was the main goal.

The magicians ifang-shih) present another aspect of the intellec-
tual s participation in religions. The term fang-shih literally means
“scholar (shih with arts and recipes (fang ).”8 They were often
learned in such subjects as Yin-yang and Five-Phases theory, divina-
tion, and exorcistic methods. Some of the early fang-shih were also
called sheng which usually refersto alearned scholar.Many were
familiar with the classics, in addition to exorcistic methods. Thus,
they can be considered intellectuals.

Kung-sha Mu is a typical case. He lived in the first half of
the second century AD., and came from a humble background. He
studied the Han Commentary ofBook o fPoetry (Han-shih and

Kung-yang Commentary ofthe Spring and Autumn Annals (Kung-
yang Ch/un-ch iu ) in addition to the numerology of River



Chart (Ho-tu and Lo Writing (Lo-shu ).He eventually be-
came a member of the scholar-official class:

Mu was transferred, becoming prefect of Hung-nung. In the
outlying districts crops were being devoured by moths and the
local populace was alarmed. Mu thereupon built an altar and
appealed to heaven: “The people have transgressed, but their
crimes originate with me! | myself am the offering for this
prayer.” Immediately there was aviolent cloudburst, and as soon
asthe clouds cleared, the pests vanished oftheir own accord. All
the people called Mu a god (shen).8

This act ofpraying for rain by symbolic human sacrifice was ofcourse
based on ancient tradition. The example of King T ang offering
himself as sacrifice for rain no doubt resonated in the back of Kung-
sha MuJXk mind.8 At this time, such practices were obviously still
accepted as effective ritual.& Once again, scholar-officials were par-
ticipants in religious activities. Forthem there were probably no clear
distinctions between civil and religious responsibilities.

Kung-sha Mu was one ofmanyfang-shih presented in the “Biogra-
phies of Magicians” in History ofLater Han. His other art, shared by
many other magicians, was calendric divination. When we examine
the background ofthose mentioned in the “Biographies ofMagicians ”
clearly most may be considered learned, whether in the Confucian
classics or other divinational, astrological, calendric, exorcist, or medic-
inal arts.& In other words, these magicians had a wide range of
interests. For example, Li Ho was not only versed in the Five
Classics, but also in River Chartand Lo W riting arts.8&Tang T'an

once studied in the imperial academy and was versed in the Book
of Change (lI-ching), Book of Poetry, and The Spring and Autumn
Annals. His main interest however, was divination involving portents
and astrology.8Even some of those who were not listed literally as
“fang-shih” had a similar learning background.®This syncretism was
part ofalLater Han trend among intellectuals.®

When we examine the ideological background ofpopular religious
concepts, we see that intellectuals were involved. For example, it is
improbable that the ideaofan underworld with abureaucratic organi-
zation similar to that ofthe living world could have emerged without



the involvement ofat leastliterate subofficials. The producing ofspells
and talisinans furtherniore, 3lso betrays the hand of some learned
persons.

The Treatise on Literature” in the History ofHan, moreover, lists
arather large number of contemporary works devoted to divination,
geomancy, and exorcist methods that were also the concerns ofpopular
religion. Works such as Huang-tVs Divination of Dreams by Long
Willows (Huang-ti chfang-liu ) Various Divi-
nations on Sneezes and Ear-Buzzings (Tfi erh-ming tsa-chan

) mivVbzisfrons ofMcm and Ajiiuzcils (elen-kuei chijig-wu
liu-ch u pien-kuai ) Seizing the Inauspicious
Demons and Indicting the Ghosts and Goblins (Chih-pu-hsiang he-
kuei-wu ) Imploring (Celestial) Officials to Expel the
Monstrous and Portentous (Ch’ing-kuan ch/u-yao-hsiang

) gtPraying for Rain and Stopping Rain (Ch3ng-yu chih-yu

) to cite but a few examples, were all closely related to people’s
daily life. A comparable listing in the History ofSui (Sui-shu )
halfa millennium after the History ofHan, has similar works.9Al-
though most of them are now lost, we can assume that they were
produced by intellectuals, for only intellectuals could write and orga-
nize the originally disparate source materials into awhole. The various
versions ofdaybooks ofthe Ch n and Han period are also examples of
such works.

As participants in popular religion, most of these literate persons
followed contemporary customs or contributed to the literature in a
tradtional manner. However, a few ofthem participated actively and
even creatively. The mostfamous case involved the rise of Taoist move-
ments at the end of Eastern Han. | cite the paragraph in the History
ofthe Three Kingdoms (San-kuo-chih concerning the Five
Pecks of Rice Taoists under Chang Ling

(Chang Ling) studied Tao in the mountain of Ku-ming. He pro-
duced Taoist books to deceive the people. Those who accepted
his teaching were obliged to contribute five pecks ofrice. Thus
they were called “the rice bandits.* When Ling died, his son Heng
continued his teaching. When Heng died, Lu again continued
histeaching... *Lu thus occupied Han-chung, and taught people
the demon’s art (kuei-tao ) calling himself “Master Lord



(shih-chun ). Those who came to learn the art were first

called “demon soldiers (kuei-tsu ).” When they had accepted,
the art and become adepts, they were called “Libationers (chi-
chiu ). Each Libationer led his own congregation. Those

whose congregations were large were called “Great Libationers.3
All taught honesty and trustworthiness, and to refrain from
cheating. The sick were made to repent their misdeeds, mostly
similar to that ofthe Yellow Turbans. Each Libationer built free
roadside inns (i-she ) similar to the station (ting and
post stop (ch uan of nowadays. Then they provided free rice
and meat, hanging in the inns. The travellers were to take only
whatthey needed. If they took more than that, the demon’sway
would make them sick. Those who committed a crime were par-
doned three times before they were punished. There were no
officials, and the Libationers were the administrators. The people
and the barbarians alike were happyto comply. The government
could not defeatthem, so Lu was made the Commander ofPalace r
Gentlemen (chung-lang chiang .2

This passage shows the degree to which the rise of Taoistreligion was
a mixture of intellectuals and commoners. According to Ko Hung’s
Biographies ofthe Immortals Chang Ling was once a studentin the
Imperial Academy and was learned in the classics.

When he became old, he sighed and said: “This (classical learning)
has no use for prolonging life.” He then began to learn the way
ofimmortality. ... and acquired secret books and cryptic litera-
ture and the art ofcontrolling the myriad spirits of mountains.3

It is uncertain if he was indeed a student in the Imperial Academy.
Nevertheless, there was a strong idealistic sense in his rules that the
adepts were supposedly to follow. The moralistic way ofteaching the
followers, the manufacturing of talismans, and the organization of
the followers all suggestthat Chang Ling, Chang Lu, and the nuclear
group around them were literate men familiar with government and
scholarship.

According to another source, Chang Lu adopted various methods
ofacertain Chang Hsiu (not arelative) who also practiced the Way of
Five Pecks of Rice in Han-chung. Hsiu’s method of curing the sick



was to put them in a quiet room and have them repent their faults.
He further required the Libationers to learn the text ofLao-tzu, There
were also the demon-officials (kuei~li whose work was to pray
for the sick. The manner of praying was to write down the name of
the sick persons, and state that they had admitted their wrongdoings.
Then, three communications were issued: one for heaven, which was
placed on high mountains; one buried underground; and one sunk in
the river.31Chang Lu smother, for example, served as shamanic priest-
ess for the household ofLiu Yen, then governor ofYi-chou (Szechwan)
province.®All these were impossible without the involvement ofpeople
with skills in writing and organization. It is no surprise, therefore,
that many families of officials in the Chin Dynasty were followers of
the Five Pecks of Rice Taoists.%

Just prior to Chang Lu s ascendancy in Szechwan, a much larger
religious rebellion broke out in the eastern part of the empire. This
was the Yellow Turban movement led by Chang Chueh Lt is
generally assumed that Chang Chiieh based his religious teachings
on T ai-p ing ch/ing-ling-shu or The Book of Supreme Peace with
Black Margins, the exact content ofwhich is still the subject of schol-
arly debate.97According to the History ofLater Han, it “was based on
the theories ofyin-yang and Five Phases, and was mixed with various
unorthodox sayings of ww-shamanism. B This work was attributed
to a certain Kan Chi or ) who was versed in Five Phases
theory, i“u-shamanism and medicine. Kan’s disciple presented it to
the court of Emperor Shun and claimed that it was meant for the
sovereign to save the world. Thus, the original audience was not that
of the non-elite, local people, but court officials, who rejected it as
fraudulentand unorthodox." The point here is that the Yellow Turban
movement was oriented towards textual revelation and textual exe-
gesis. Earlier, Chang Chueh had sent out missionaries to central and
east China to spread his message.1MHis teachings included worship
of Huang-ti and Lao-tzu, and healing through spells and talismans,
much like the Five Pecks ofRice Taoists in the west.10lAfter the upris-
ing he divided his followers into thirty-six divisions, requiring educated
advisers. Finally, there is some evidence that the Yellow Turbans were
supported by local elites. According to Ch en Chi-yun the Eastern
Han gentry, including their political networks, were primary co-
conspirators of the Yellow Turbans. When the gentry withdrew, the



insurrection folded.1®This sort of scenario would be basically repeated
by the Five Pecks of Rice Taoists a generation later.

From the Early Han period onward, intellectuals had acted amBi-
valently concerning local and personal religion. Some tried to influence
and reform unorthodox and so-called excessive cults. But most actually
participated in such religious practices. Through contact with the
everyday world ofwork and trade, Han intellectuals, especially those
known asfang-shih exerted their influence. As aresult, popular reli-
gion was permanently imprinted with divine courts and postmortem
imperial bureaucracies. The aim ofreligious activities paralleled that
ofthe secular government: the achievement of social peace and pros-
perity. This is why some intellectuals endorsed popular cults. Forthem,
religious activities, private or public, popular or official, were part of
the political process.

The influence ofpopular religion in the other direction is also appar-
ent. From the beginning ofthe Ch’in and Han empires, as has been
pointed out, the court elites are known to have participated in popular
cults. Even the performance ofwitchcraft, sopopular amongthe people
that Wu-ti forbade it, B enjoyed popularity amongst grievance-filled
courtiers. 104

That the elite were influenced by religious concepts can also be
shown in their funerary equipment. The famous silk painting from
Ma-wang-tui shows religious motifs from both official and popular
religion.1®b Tomb reliefs and paintings juxtaposed scenes depicting
Confucian ethics and official life, on the one hand, and images ofphan-
tasms not mentioned in the official religion—like the images of the
Queen Mother ofthe West (Fig. 8.2)~on the other. Suchjuxtaposition
revealed not only “a thoroughly Confucianized paradise.” 16 It can
also be seen as a sign ofthe acceptance of popular beliefs by the Con-
fucian elites.

A Penetrating Account contains an anecdote in which Emperor Wu
expresses beliefin the efficacy of wu-shamans from Yiieh and Tung
Chung-shu then remonstrates. Emperor Wu subsequently wanted to
test Tung’'s own theories and ordered a wu-shaman to curse him.
During the duel, the shaman cast spells on Tung, while the latter sat
calmly and recited the Confucian classics. The result was that the
shaman died suddenly.107At the least, this shows that during the East-
ern Han some intellectuals perceived the Confucian classics, or their



Fig. 8.2 The Queen Mother ofthe West. Eastern Han.

main advocate Tung Chung-shu, as maintaining magical power on a
par with that of witchcraft and shamans. In fact, in other anecdotes
of this period, such classics such as “Hsiao-ching " (Classic of
Filial Piety) were considered powerful enough to fend offevil spirits. 1B

These stories, and the ones given above, can be thought ofas indi-
cations ofa competition between the official religion and non-official,
local religions. The actions by scholar-officials to close “excessive”
cults and expel u M-shamans, in a sense, can be considered as apattern
of religious persecution—the orthodox religion, represented by offi-
cials persecuted the unorthodox local cults, represented by «m-sha-
mans. The motivation was mainly political and ethical, rather than
religious.1®A similar situation pertained in the Roman Empire. For



example, the Roman government often prohibited the cult of Isis,
which began to gain popularity during the first century B.c.110 Chm-"es
againstit mainly concerned the secretrituals ofthe cult and the fanatic
behavior of worshippers, including “loose morality” a term quite
similarto Han scholar-officials use ofyin-ssu. Moreover, the gathering
of worshippers in secret, in such frantic emotional conditions; was
potentially threateningto public security.111The early Christians were
charged with similar crimes. In fact, of course, official prohibitions
could notreally expunge them. When Christianity became the official
religion of Rome, however, it turned its attentions toward the perse-
cution of the pagans.112In the fourth and fifth centuries A.0., when
Taoist cults and Buddhist orders began to vie for official status, we
perceive again patterns similar to those of early Europe. In both civili-
zations, we see a need on the part of the official religion to curb the
non-official, although what was official might have originated from
non-official sources.



Chapter 9

(“oncJuslon

The gods have not revealed all things to men from the beginning,
but by seeking they (men) find in time what is worthwhile.1

This book tries to fill a gap in the history of Chinese religions. Its
purported task is that of describing the main features of an ancient
religious mentality at apersonal and local level. | have not offered the
reader acomprehensive account ofall religious phenomenain ancient
China. Instead, | have chosen to discuss salient aspects of beliefthat
I think are indispensable for our understanding ofthe religious life of
the ancient Chinese people. At the same time, the reader has had the
chance to ponder the main problems involved in such an endeavor.

I have defined the scope of this study as the religious expressions
of both the common people (non-ruling, toiling people with varying
degrees of literacy and various relations with and means of access to
ruling officialdom) and ruling types (hereditary nobles and government
officials). | have also tried to define religion as man’s understanding
and expressions ofhis relationship with the extra-human powers. My
investigation has suggested that three different levels of religious
expression unfolded in ancient China. Beginning from perhaps the
late Neolithic period, and definitely by the Shang, religious expressions
become divided based on the richness ofritual acts and paraphernalia,
a distinction that developed as the result of a stratified society. The
religious expression ofthe ruling class was to develop into the tradi-
tional official religion, with ancestor and nature worship as its main



features. These were, however, also the basic constituents of local,
non-elite cults and practices.

With the establishment of the Chou dynasty, the idea of a moral
heaven developed, first amongthe ruling elite, then the intellectuals,
who formed a third line ofreligious expression. Toward the Eastern
Chou and the Warring States period, these three lines of religious
expression, i.e., the official, the intellectual, and the popular, each
developed distinctive features. The chief difference among the three,
besides the outward ritual paraphernalia, was in their different expec-
tations. As evidence from Chou and later eras shows, the purpose of
official religion was mainly to benefitthe ruler and, by extension, the
entire state. The ruler’s subjects—farmers, artisans, soldiers, mer-
chants, even officials—on the other hand, expected to gain personal
or familial well-being from their worship of extra-human powers and
ancestors. Intellectuals, though not necessarily opposing the official
line of thinking, placed their emphasis on personal piety toward a
supreme being, with less stress on gaining material welfare.

| have also tried to show that, despite these threefold developments,
there was a basal religious mentality that reached from the court to
all local levels. It was typified by its emphasis on personal protection
from demons and evil spirits and establishing liaison with benevolent
deities. Suppliants were individuals and families acting on their own
behalf or that of their ancestors. They employed magic (spells and
talismans), mantic techniques, shamanic rituals’ or simply prayers to
effecttheir wish. It was, thus, areligion ofpersonal welfare and sought
control of extra-human powers. My discussion, of necessity, has con-
centrated on the beliefs ofthe peasants or common people.

To sum up, | shall concentrate on the following points: the nature
of extra-human powers; man’s relationship with these powers, and
the correlative cosmic order; the concept ofthe netherworld; apothe-
osis; and the relationship between piety and happiness. Finally, I intro-
duce some materials from early Buddhism and religious Taoism, to
show the continuity ofthe religious mentality in the post-Han era.

XKe TMafu®e of Powers

The responsibility of a historian ofreligion, no doubt, is to reveal the
world view of the people he studies. This must of necessity apply to



their gods and spirits, a major segment ofthe extra-human powers to
which they subscribed. Extra-human powers varied in type; not every
one of the powers can be said to have had exactly the same nature,
and not everyone in ancient China had the same conception aboutthe
nature ofthe powers. My study has mentioned beliefs in the neolithic
and Shang eras regarding anthropomorphic gods, or powers. This is
only to say that their particular actions were conceived in terms of
human activities, not that they possessed a personality. For people
outside the ruling court, however, it was only the practical abilities of
the extra-human powers that were noticed and appreciated. Their
understanding of gods and spirits concentrated on things that con-
cerned people’s welfare, injury, or peril. In other words, the central
concern of a cult was whether a given deity was efficacious.2 People
rarely troubled themselves with the raison d'etre of extra-human
powers. The important matter was propitiation, notwhere or how the
powers came from, or why the powers existed at all.

Thus, while the official religion postulated a supreme Heaven as
the guarantor ofuniversaljustice, the deities worshipped in households
and cults throughout the empire were mainly responsible for the imme-
diate welfare ofthe worshippers. On the moral level, people were bound
to think on various occasions that the powers could equally choose to
do harm or effect justice. The choice made furthermore, depended
less on the personal behavior of supplicants than on their propitiation
or apotropaic arts. In other words, people regarded spiritual beings in
the context oftechniques. As exemplified by the daybooks, what mat-
tered was external ritual conduct, notthe propriety ofmoral behavior.
Further, when the extra-human world was conceived with a point of
view typical of secular government, such as occurred during the Han
dynasty, the relationship between men and spirits tended to conform
to aformalistic, bureaucratic style. It was only in the teaching ofthe
early-Taoist Five Pecks of Rice movement that moral behavior was
explicitly raised to the level of a prerequisite forjoining the sect. Un-
ethical acts brought down demonic illness, according to the teaching
of Chang Lu. However, as | have suggested elsewhere, there was a
sense of utilitarianism in the moral teachings of early Taoism, and
goodness was literally to be calculated in numbers.3

An intriguing aspect ofthe nature of ghosts and spirits, however,
deserves to be discussed. This as | have already pointed out but did



not elaborate in Chapter 4, is the idea that a ghost or spirit can be
“killed.” If the basic rationale ofwitchcraft is that man can actively
control or threaten ghosts and spirits, then the idea of “killing the
spirits and ghosts” could be seen as one step further in this direction.
Yetwhat kind of ghost or spirit was it if it could be “killed?” It seems
that such an idea implies that ghosts and spirits are limited beings.
They are limited by their existence and forms, and they have begin-
nings and ends. Their power may be stronger than that of ordinary
human beings, but man can still control them through magical or
ritual acts. This is to say, there existin the world other powers that
can be utilized by man against ghosts and spirits. Moreover, this also
reveals that man’s conception ofthe nature ofghosts and spirits was
based on his own existence. This concept considerably differs from
the idea expressed in the Book ofRites that gods and ghosts lead a
spiritual or transcendental existence. In ancient Greece, the gods were
also conceived as having physical bodies and such human needs as
appetite and thirst. Yet since gods were immortals, why did they have—
such needs? According to the interpretation of Vernant the Greek
vocabulary of the corporeal, the descriptions and concepts concern-
ing body and its ability, desire, and character, did not acknowledge a
distinction between body and soul, nor did it establish aradical break
between the natural and the supernatural. The human body was com-
posed of imperfect qualities, while the god’s body was the flawless
combination of those elements in their perfect condition. It was not
that man created god according to his own image; on the contrary, “in
all its active aspects, in all the components ofits physical and psycho-
logical dynamism, the human body reflects the divine model as the
inexhaustible source ofavital energy when, for instance, the brilliance
ofdivinity happensto fall on amortal creature.”4Thus, the seemingly
contradictory situation that gods also needed food and drink has its
deep semantic and psychological background. The Greek example, as
explained by Vernant, urges us to be cautious: there might have been
some unexplored background to seemingly illogical beliefs. The idea
that ghosts and spirits are “mortal” suggests that, although man imag-
ines that ghosts and spirits existed in a purely spiritual state that
could break all the material and physicalrestraints imposed on human
beings by nature, he could not but use his own state of existence as a
reference to constructthe world ofghosts and spirits. Because human



beings are mortal, ghosts and spirits can be killed. The various
apotropaic methods described in the daybooks show that people be-
lieved that ghosts and spirits would respond to the physical acts of
man. Thus, the world of man is accessible to the “divine beings ” and
vice versa.

Beliefin a Co>*i<*elative Cosmological CVdet*

A special feature of Chinese religion was a deep-rooted beliefin a
mechanical, correlative, cosmic order. This belief was much earlier
than the theory ofyin-yang and Five Phases. In fact,yin-yang theory
as very early professed by Tsou Yen was probably a distillation of
beliefs that had long been developed and transmitted amongst people
|[n eastern China during the Warring States period, and with roots
into deep antiquity.5

The central theme of this correlative cosmology, as explored in
Chapter 4, was that man,s fate has a one-to-one correspondence with
such natural systems as time and direction. This reflects an under-
standing that time and space constituted the frame of reference for
ma+n’'s life and activities; and the same factors were also the axis of
the progression of the world. The correspondence between man's
actions and natural systems was built on this basic correlation. Exactly
which systems of nature corresponded to human life, however, may
not be constant, or consistent. Thus, new systems may be created
and mutually contradictory systems existed side by side, as we see in
the daybooks. Time and direction, withyin-yang and the Five Phases
added later, therefore constituted the basic ingredients in almost all
the divinatory methods as well as cult rituals in Chinese religion.

What then, was the relationship between the actions ofthe spirits
and gods and the cosmic order? As there was no concept of divine
creation,6the spirits and gods were conceived as existing within, not
outside, the cosmos. Did the gods have to conform to the cosmic order?
In the intellectualized version of cosmology, such as that in Monthly
Ordinance, the gods of every direction and time seem to have been
bound to specific positions and were assigned specific functions. There
was no sign oftheir having any initiative. They were like everything
else in the universe, part of the order.7In personal and household
practices, as well as in cults, however, many gods and spirits were



more freely involved in people’s lives. Benjamin Schwartz has sug-
gested that in the popular religious consciousness there was “asgnse
ofthe divine world as aworld ofunaccountable forces and spirits'not
easily contained by any prescribed system of order, either divine or
human.”8Indeed, the forces and spirits were not easily contained, yet
the situation was not hopeless. People employed all sorts ofdivinatory
and exorcistic methods to deal with them.

Unlike the religions of the Greeks and Romans, therefore, one
hardly finds a sense of mystery in the everyday religion of personal
welfare in ancient China.9Neither was there divine revelation concern-
ing the fate of man such as that found in Judeo-Christian traditions.
In addition, there was also the idea that, although the cosmic order
was impersonal, a man’s fated events corresponding to that order
were changeable. Since the cosmic events operated through dates and
directions, as revealed in various daybook-type systems, and since
these systems were known, a person could change his fate either by
choosing to follow systems favorable to his particular needs, or by
propitiating the spirits and employing mantic tools to ward off the
evil ghosts. Such an idea was fundamentally based on a belief in
magic.01In its developed form, such as Tung Chung-shu s theory of
cosmicresonance, however, literary language often obscured this aspect.
The act of “changing one’s fate one might add, is still a popular
subjectin the fortune-telling businessin contemporary China. In other
words, there was seldom total despair. Every problem elicited a solu-
tion: prayer, offering, divination, or exorcistic ritual. This reflected a
confidence in the ability of man to deal with the powers successfully,
that is to say, before one’s death. It also reflected man’s conception of
his own position as opposed to that of the spirits and gods: he was
inferior only in respectto his power to battle demons or to affect the
cosmos. But he could choose to employ whatever forces he could muster
to suppress, to overcome, or to evade the powers of the ghosts and
spirits. His inferiority with respects to the gods was not amoral prob-
lem but a physical one.

Dea+K and tKe /\)etKe*wov*Id

In ancient China, through the Han, the living propitiated the spirits
or gods, hoping to continue their living world, or even do better, at



death. My discussion in Chapter 7 indicates that the dead faced simi-
lar issues in the netherworld as on earth. What they could hope for in
the afterlife was to solve such practical problems as paying taxes,
serving corvee conscriptions, facing criminal charges, etc. What the
messenger ofthe heavenly emperor could do was to solve these prob-
lems for man. No deity however, was the recipientofaliving person’s
prayer for ablessed afterlife. The living always aspired to a happy life
in this world, rather than in the afterlife. Can this mean that people
did not aspire to a blessed afterlife? 1f so, how shall we explain the
bronze mirror inscriptions that abound with ideas ofimmortality? Is
the existence ofthe immortals a form of afterlife? A common under-
standing is that immortality was realized in a deathless life. Thus,
one cannot say that immortality came after death. Yet it is also a
common idea that one could become an immortal after death. In
people’s minds, therefore, the meaning ofthe word “immortal-Asie/i”
was rather hazy. Were the immortals merely “deathless?” Or were
they “resurrected” after death?lThese two possibilities oscillated in
people’s minds, sothat the world ofthe immortals could exist simul-
taneously out ofthis world aswell asin it, e.g., in aremote mountain.

In any case, our evidence indicates that the dead were supposed to
have gone to apermanent home in the netherworld, never to return.
When a person died his family members provided him with an envi-
ronment, not identical, but similar, to his living one. The dead be-
came hurt and p o, which were “souls” without bodily substance yet
which could appear to the living under certain conditions. The concep-
tion ofthe netherworld, when it became recognizable, was modelled
on the structure of Han imperial society. This is not unique among
ancient cultures, although one cannot say that it was a prevailing
phenomenon. The ancient Egyptians also had a clear idea of the
netherworld, aworld with earthly hardships and the notion ofunder-
going taxes and conscription labor, ruled by the just king Osiris and
his entourage. Yet this court was not exclusively a netherworld phe-
nomenon, since Osiris was not only the sovereign of the dead, but
also the guarantor of agricultural abundance.2

It is important to note that we cannot assume a uniform concep-
tion and attitude toward death, butmust admitthat it was possible to
have varieties of expressions. As pointed out in Chapter 7 we may
overlook a subtle side of Chinese death and afterlife if we think that it



was either optimistic or pessimistic about a human being’s ability to
achieve a blessed afterlife. Even in the seemingly universal Egyptian
conception ofahappy land ofthe dead, there is evidence showing that
death was not welcome and that the netherworld was a gloomy and
uncertain place.13

;Apo keosis

A prominent feature of Chinese religion was that humans could be
apotheosized. The royal ancestors of the Shang, seen as abiding by
the side of Ti and dispensing fortune or misfortune to descendants,
can be considered as a form of apotheosis. More important, a person
could be apotheosized not only after death, but sometimes even when
alive. The existence ofliving shrines is aclearindication ofthis feature,
as witnessed through the cult of Chang Huan.#4

Thus, it was believed that certain people possessed extra-human
powers both when alive and dead. Yet where did the powers come
from? There is little evidence about this. The Greek hero-cults also
assumed that the soul of a prominent dead person could somehow
protect his relatives or countrymen. The heroes' power basically had
to do with their might as warriors when alive, and their efficacy was
shown by their appearing with the rank and file to fight together with
their people.5In China, certain individuals were considered to have
possessed divine power because of an extraordinary act. The aveng-
ing spirit of Tu-po is an example. However, the power was not always
clearly defined, nor did it have any direct relationship with the nature
of the act. Moreover, unlike the official apotheosis of the founding
heroes ofthe Greek cities or the Roman emperors, in China apotheosis
could be initiated by people outside of the official court.

It is alsoworth mentioning that there was no guarantee that deified
persons would be benevolent. The cult of Chiang Tzu-wen can
be singled out as an example. He was a military commander at the
end ofthe Eastern Han dynasty, and was killed by local bandits in an
action. People later believed that his ghost had great power. Before he
was officially canonized by the Chin government, people already
regarded him as a de facto god and worshipped him at various cult
places.l6From the stories collected in Kan Pao’sRecords ofan Inquest



i“to the Spirit-RealiTi [Sou-slwti chi), we see that his power was not
connected with his role as a military commander. In fact the stories
reveal that he was not really an upright person. He was said to have
inflicted plague and calamities on the people for not worshipping him
soon enough. He also killed people irrationally, or for very petty mat-
ters, while he himself seduced young girls. Kan Pao described him as
“alcoholic and lascivious, acting irreverently and with no discretion
when he was alive. 171t seems that his cult arose out of people’sfear of
his wrath and malice rather than benevolence. When he was officially
apotheosized and worshipped by the rulers ofthe southern dynasties,
however, his role as a helpful warrior god became more prominent.18
This is also an example that shows that the origin of a cult does not
have to be consistent with its later significance, and the meaning and
function of a cult could change over time.19

If our observations on the confidence ofman to deal with the spirits
and ghosts is not far from the truth, there was really little obstacle to
aperson’staking the further step of becoming transcendent. Indeed,
according to the Taoist theory, one could gain spiritual powers by
proper training and eventually became an immortal. Judging from
the existence ofanumber ofshrines ofthe immortals, they were some-
how worshipped by the people as divine figures. Thus, in a sense, the
immortals were also apotheosized human beings.2 The differences
among a man with supernatural power an immortal, and an
apotheosized person were probably notvery clear in the popular con-
ception.

Pie+y and Happiness -

As the title ofthis book suggests, the central theme ofthe religious
beliefs ofthe ancient Chinese was the search for personal welfare, or,
to use acommon saying, to seek for happiness and to avoid misfortune.
The previous chapters have shown how this happiness was found.
The remaining questions are, what was happiness and what was
misfortune? It seems clearthat ordinary people had similar ideas about
what constituted a happy life: to keep away from sickness, fear, and
hunger. This is reflected in the common saying: “Happiness is to have
no misfortunes and ilinesses, (wu-tsai wu-pingpien-shih fu



f ) Happiness was the condition of life that one finds accept-
able, while misfortune was the unacceptable. In this sense, to seek
for happiness is to avoid misfortune. There is of course more to Hap-
piness than merely avoiding misfortune: for the dead in the nether
world, happiness meant alife abundantwith all the necessities oflife;
for the living descendants, longevity, wealth, and high social positions.

All these considerations, it should be clear, are centered around
the human self. There was no divine commandment for the people to
follow, but they put forth hopes of happiness and expected the deities
to help them. Except for perhaps a few happiness was expected to be
found notin heaven but on earth. As we have seen in Chapter 7 life
after death was not really an ideal option; people held proper burials
for their dead not only for the welfare ofthe dead, but even more for
the benefit ofthe living. Here we recall for the reader amostrevealing
paragraph from atomb-quelling text quoted before: “May the deceased
in the tomb not be disturbed or have fear and stay tranquil as before.
It is decreed that the descendants shallincrease in wealth and number?
without misfortunes for thousands ofyears.”

We have not dealt with the view of the elite, since our attention
was on the religious mentality ofthe wider populace. However, some
observations can be offered to compliment the impression conveyed
above. As expected, the intellectuals, especially those with Confucian
inclination, proclaimed that one’s happiness or misfortune rested on
one’svirtue, behavior, and fate, but not on material offerings toward
the supernatural beings. Thus says the Eastern Han scholar Wang Fu:

Concerning one’s happiness or misfortune, it mainly depends on
his conduct, but eventually decided by fate. Behavior is the mani-
festation of one’s own character, fate is what heaven controls.
One can certainly improve on what lies in himself, he can not
know what lies in heaven. The prayers ofu;u-shamans could also
help a person, yet not without his having virtue... . Thus only
when one’s virtue and justice are installed, would ghosts and
gods accept his offering. When ghosts and gods accept the offer-
ing, one’shappiness and fortune would then become abundant.2L

Similar opinions could be multiplied easily.2Even the Eastern Chin
scholar Ko Hung, who propagated the art ofimmortality in Pao-p'u-



tzu, expressed a disdain toward the “superstitious” worship ofdemons
and insisted that virtue was as important as physical nurturing

As for those commoners, deficient in virtue, and unnurtured in
body wished to seek a prolongation ofyears through the sacri-
fice of three animals and wine and food, and imprecations di-
rected toward the ghosts and gods, what misconception could be
greater than this!23

Thus, we seethat the means propagated by the elite to achieve happi-
ness differs from thatupheld by the common populace. Yetthe nature
of hope itself seems to have been the same in both cases. Excepting
hopes related to the grandiose idea of promoting the welfare of soci-
ety and state, the personal benefit that an intellectual hoped to gain
from religious activities differed little from the common people. The
Eastern Han scholar Ts u iShih was a good example. In his Ssu-ming
yiieh-ling, the Monthly Ordinance for the Four Classes ofPeople, he
listed various religious activities around the seasons, to be partici-
pated by elite and farmers alike.24

From texts such as these, it seems that the hopes of the ancient
Chinese in religious activities were fundamentally this-world oriented.
The question is, was there unconditional devotion in such beliefs? By
th 8 | mean did the devotee have complete trustin the divine efficacy
and benevolence of his/her god, and as a believer was he/she notin a
state of mind to bargain for personal welfare? This involves .the
devotee’s conceptions about the relationship between religious piety
and happiness. It is clear that not everyone who made sacrifices and
offered prayers could be blessed by the deities. How did they explain
the “injustice” they suffered, given the fAct that they had performed
the proper rituals and maintained honorable conduct? Before the in-
troduction ofthe Buddhistidea ofkarma, or the peculiaridea ofch eng-
v ( inherited evil) in the Scripture of Supreme Peace,5various
ideas relating to theodicy might have solved some of the problems,
but perhaps not entirely.®%In sum, complete devotion may not have
been difficult to achieve, but devotion without underlying do ut des
relationship between the human and the divine was something that
has yet to be discovered.
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epilogue
In the sixth century, the monk Hui-chiao a.d. 496-554) compiled
the biographies of eminent monks who lived before his time.ZWhen
describing the deeds of An Shih-kao a Parthian monk who

made his careerin China as atranslator of Buddhist texts, he stated:

He was known for his filial piety when he was young, and was
diligent and intelligent in learning. He was versed not only in for-
eign texts, but also in the “Seven Stars,” the “Five Phases,” medi-
cal recipes, exotic magic, as well as the languages of birds and
beasts. Once when walking he saw aflock of swallows, he suddenly
told his companions: “The swallows say: Someone shall send food
(tous). A ferawhile itindeed happened. Everyone was amazed.B

It may seem somewhat surprising that Hui-chiao should have attrib-
uted to An Shih-kao those mantic abilities that were not directly related
to his career as a Buddhist scholar. When we look at the Biographies
of the Eminent Monks, however, many are said to have possessed
various supernatural abilities: flying, transforming themselves into
multiple persons taming wild beasts, moving hundreds of miles in an
instant, crossing a river without a boat, prophecy, magical healing,
and controlling ghosts and spirits. In fact Hui-chiao established a
special category titled shen-i ® or thaumaturgy, although many
monks in the other categories possessed similar abilities.®
Why Hui-chiao included such information in a biography of an
eminentmonkis related to another more extensive problem: the origin
and function of supernatural abilities of monks notjustin the Biogra-
phies ofthe EminentMonks but throughout early Chinese Buddhist
literature. As has been pointed out, many supernatural abilities can
also be found in the Indian Buddhisttradition, and themes ofimmor-
tality may have been due to the influence of the Taoist religion.3
However, even though some ofthese supernatural abilities may have
come from the Indian tradition, their function in the biographies
should be explained in terms of the Chinese people who were the
audience and target of Buddhist proselytization.
Ko Hung's Biographies ofthe Immortals reveals, however, that
the supernatural powers ofeminent monks were essentially the same



as those possessed by immortals.3L This reflects not only how such
monks and Taoist seekers presented themselves, or how the compilers
presented them, but, more important, what their images were in the
eyes of the people. Undoubtedly, both Biographies ofthe Immortals
and Biographies of the Eminent Monks were written for a literary
audience. They not only preserved fantastic stories, but also propa-
gated respective religious tenets through the help of literary adepts.
In this regard, they are similar to the Western hagiographies of the
Middle Ages.2In the European case, it has been pointed out that the
works of the clergy, since they were produced in order to persuade,
were made attractive by design and can be studied as sources of popu-
lar mentality.3In the same way, one may assume that the biographies
ofimmortals and eminent monks could reflect the religious mentality
ofthe non-elite to a certain extent.

After relating the stories oftheurgists, Hui-chiao defended super-
natural powers: “The use ofdivine methods was to subdue the power-
ful, to destroy the uncouth, to curb the fierce, and to solve dsputs. 31
He did not deny the existence ofghosts and spirits,3%nor the magical
powers of Taoists, but only refuted the appropriateness oftheir art.3%
Such arebuke of Taoist magic only strengthens the view that descrip-
tions of eminent monks and immortals were products of their time
and reflections ofacommon religious mentality. This mentality could
be detected in many other contemporary documents.3 The situation
ofearly Christianity was similar. Pagans and Christians both believed
in the effectiveness of miracles and prophecies. The problem then
was not which was false, but which group, or system, had greater
power. Thus, Porphyry, apagan philosopher and student ofreligion of
the third century, says in the same spirit as Hui-chiao, that Chris-
tians “have performed some wonders by their magic ars ” but adds
that “to perform wonders is no great thing,” for Apollonius and
Apuleius and many others have done as much.38

If wereturn to An Shih-kao, we see that, besides possessing super-
natural abilities, he was also afilial son and was diligentin learning,
which is atypical description of a good Confucian scholar. His know|-
edge ofthe “Seven Stars” and “Five Phases,” on the other hand, places
him in the category offang-shih magicians. Thus, what is presented
is a composite image: a monk with some ofthe admirable Confucian
and Taoist attributes, as well as traces from the ancient everyday,



personal beliefs. This could not have been accidental. It reflects how
traditions from different sources were blended in the mind ofrthe
author, or in the conception ofthe contemporary Buddhist circle, this
composite image foreshadows the syncretistic development of Bud-
dhist, Taoist and Confucian teachings in the later era.®

In ancient Greece, it has been argued, common people, or peasants,
did not really believe in the truth oftheir myths, but kept faith in the
numerous local cults ofheroes and nymphs even after the collapse of
the classical city-states. These local cults were the true religious life
ofthe common people. Christianity changed the upper stratum ofthe
official religion by replacing the pagan gods with a monotheistic God
yet the substratum, the ubiquitous mode of religious expression,
changed only very slowly.DFor religion has always been the most
conservative social force binding society across political and social
disruptions. In the centuries after the Han, Buddhism and Taoism
formed the new religious horizon of China. However, the soil on which
they grew was something that scholars of Chinese religion had rarely
described in its own right. T his soil was the religious mentality ofthe
people, the basis on which Buddhist and Taoist institutions thrived.
The recognition and articulation ofthis basal religious mentality, which
| have attempted in this book, is vital in our understanding of the
development of Chinese religions in subsequent eras. The develop-
mentofBuddhism and Taoism should be seen not only as the triumph
of doctrines, but also in the light of the continuous development of
this religious base.

I did not engage in a comprehensive comparison between Chinese
popular religion and Greek or Near Eastern religions. It is not my
intention, nor is it compatible with the scope of the present study: |
have, however, included in my discussions some comparative material,
in the hope that they might provoke further discussions by scholars
interested in the wider significance ofthe phenomenon ofreligion. |
submitthat the similarities between some aspects of Chinese religion
and the non-Chinese demonstrate that human religiosity prescribes
elements that are fundamental to every society. The differences, on
the other hand, clearly delineate the peculiar environment and prob-
lems of each society. This study is only a small contribution toward

understanding. If it arouses the attention ofthe scholarly commu-
n~y”s® that more work is undertaken, it will have served its purpose.
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tsu 1981. The slip numbers quoted are from this
work, henceforth abbreviated as SHT. A new transcription of all the texts
with commentaiy is Shui-hu-ti ch’in-mu chu-chien cheng-li hsiao-tsu 1990.
For bibliography, see Hori Tsuyoshi 1988: 438-442; Kan-su wen-wu
k’ao-ku yen-chiu-so ed. 1989: 314-330.

3. For arecent study, with bibliography and corrections of published
transcriptions, see Poo Mu-chou 1992. See also Li Ling 1993: 186-217; Liu
Lo-hsien 1994. The material presented in this chapter is based on Poo 1992
1993.

4. M. Loewe 1988; Li Ling 1992: 39-43.

5. For general introductions to the structure of these divinational
methods, see Kudo Motoo 1986; M. Kalinowski 1986; and Loewe
1988. Also an introduction to divination in ancient China, in M. Loewe and
C. Blacker eds. 1981: 38-62.

6. SOT, no. 731.

7. SHT, nos. 884, 895 ver.

8. SHT, nos. 803, 809, 797, 801.

9. SHT}nos. 807 823 894 ver., 891 ver., 893 ver., 895 ver., 836 ver.
10. SHTfno. 818.

11. SHT, no. 887 ver.

12. SHTtnos. 799,993.

13. SHTsno. 894 ver.

14. SHT, no. 892 ver.

15. SHT, nos. 806=1000,817=983,820=986 822=988.
16. SHTyno. 811.

17. SHT, nos 812=978.

18. SHTtno. 890 ver.

19. SOT, nos. 869-878.



20. SHT, nos. 800, 870, 876 802 874.

21. SHTtnos.870,871.

22. SHT, nos. 797,811,991.

23. SHTtnos. 805,809.

24, SHTtno. 813.

25. SH” nos. 798,992.

26. SHT, no. 873.

27. SHT, nos. 791 869,874. -

28. SHTtnos. 743, 745, 763, 765, 771, 752 ver. The tomb owner ofthe
Shui-hu-ti daybook had held some low-level local offices.

29. SHT, nos. 869, 870 871, 877.

30. SHT, nos. 872,873 875.

31. SHT nos. 741 744,761 767, 771 773, 856 1027.
32. SHT, nos. 814,815, 820 829, 980.

33. SHTtnos. 733 745 753-754,762 767 809,813,821 826-838,1005-
1009.

34. SHT, nos. 856-68.

35. SHT, nos. 742 755 761, 824 783 ver.-774 ver.

36. SHT, nos. 737, 741, 744, 756 761 767, 769 771, 773, 820.
37. For details, see Poo 1992.

38. SHT, no. 781 ver. Similarly, no. 755.

39. Wang Ch’ung attests a “Book for Making Garments” in his time;
Liu P’an-sui 1957: 477.

40. SHTtno. 829.
41. SHT nos. 882 ver.-873 ver. Poo 1992.

42. Forthe origin ofgeomancyin China, seeYin Hung-chi 1989;
Stephan Feuchtwang 1974; Richard J. Smith 1991: 131-171.

43. SHT nos. 808 ver.-804 ver.

44. SHT, nos. 1039-1041.



45. SHTtno. 785 ver.
46. Ma-wang-tui Han-mu po-shu cheng-li-hsiao-tsu
1985 vol. 4:49, “Wu-shih-erhping-fang /’SHTno. 210.

47. See Jao Tsung-i and Tseng Hsien-t'ung 1982: 20-23; Kudo Motoo
1990.

48. See Chapter 3.

49. SHT, nos. 741 744,767.

50. SHTtno. 797-798. |

51. Tso-chuan 41/26.

52. Huang-ti nei-ching dated perhaps to the Warring States
period or alittle later, is the earliest extent medical treatise. The ideas in it,
however, may be even older. See Chao P u-shan 1983: 31-34; Fan
Hsing-chun 1989: 273-274; Unschuld 1985: 56 106-108.

53. SHT, nos. 761 938 773, 804, 769. .

54. SHT, nos. 762-775; 949-958.

55. Forthe military system ofthe Warring States period, see Li Chiin-
ming and Yii Hao-liang 1981; Tu Cheng-sheng 1990:
49-96. A study of war in this period is Mark E. Lewis 1990.

56. See Yang K’uan 1980 appen. “Chan-kuo ta-shih nien-piao

57. SHTtno. 738.

58. SHT, nos. 827 ver.-814 ver.; 1148-1154 ver.

59. SOT, nos. 371-420.

60. SHTtnos. 380, 383, 395.

61. SHT, nos. 737 744 765 7609.

62. SHT, nos. 1044-1047.

63. Sun l-jang 1974: 17/316; W. K. Liao 1959 vol. 2: 233, with minor
changes.

64. The full implication of this phenomenon must be considered in

light of the socio-political situation of the late Warring States period, which
warrants a sparate study. See Wu Shu-ping 1981.



65.

Li Hsiieh-ch’in 1985.

66. Donald Harper 1985. Some of the exorcistic methods mentioned
in daybooks are rather similar to those found in the European demonology.
See loan P Couliano 1987:144-173.

67.

SHTynos. 848 ver.-847 ver.

68 SHTtno. 862 ver.

69.

70.

SHTynos. 859 ver-858 ver.

For example, the Tso-chuan (Chao 4) states that “a bow of peach

wood and arrows ofthorn were employed to put away calamitous influences.”
Legge 1985 V: 596. Even in the chieh section itself, we can find the use of
peach wood (nos. 872 ver” 869 ver.), mulberry wood (nos. 864-863 ver., 848
ver.) aswell as mu-chi (a kind of wood) (nos. 871 ver., 888 ver., 845 ver., 830
ver.) as materials for making exorcist weapons. See Bodde 1975 127-138.

71.

72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
7.
78.

79.

SHT, no. 885 ver.

SHTYy nos. 854 ver., 852 ver., 838 ver., 839 ver.
SHT, no. 834 ver.

SHTj no. 846 ver.

SHTfno. 862 ver.

SHT, nos. 819, 732.

SHTynos. 869 ver.-868 ver.

SHTYy nos. 865 ver.-863 ver.

Harper 1985; also see Chu T ien-shun 1982. The reader,

however, should take note ofthe author’s lack of historical perspectives.

80.

81
185-186.

82.
83.

8

85.
86.

Li-chi 46/4; Legge 1885 vol. 2: 203.

Sun I-jang 1974:6/104-105, translation mine. See Liao 1959 vol. 1

Chou-li 37/7.

Kuo-vyii 18/la-2a. See K. C. Chang 1983a; 1976a: 162-163.
SHT, nos. 869 ver., 864 ver., 862 ver., 848 ver.

SHT, nos. 833 ver., 842 ver., 840 ver., 852 ver.

SHT nos. 859 ver., 856 ver., 852 ver.
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87. SHTtno. 764 ver.
88 See Tou Lien-jung and Wang Kuei-jiin 1989. ~

89. Shih-chi, 28. For the worshipping of the White Emperor, p. 1358,
the Azure Emperor, p.1360 the Yellow Emperor, p.1364. In Han times, ihe
“Black” Emperor was added to the list. For ashortintroduction, see M. Granet
1975: 110 ff. Also see M. Loewe 1974: 166-168.

90. SHT no. 734.
91. SHT, nos. 869 ver.-868 ver.

92. Li-chi 14; originally contained in the Lii-shih ch/un-ch/iu 1-12;
another version is found in Huai-nan-tzu 4. See Loewe 1988.

93. For the employment ofthe Five-Phases theory in the Jih~shu, see
nos. 974-978; 813 rev.-804 rev. See Liu Lo-hsien 1994: 431-440.

94. Schwartz 1985: 412, observes that uYinfyang and the five ele-
ments ... provided the ‘theory* ofmany shared elite and popular beliefs. Yet
they never seem to have totally displaced the role of spirits which resist
incorporation into abstract schemes ... one can thus find themes of corre-
lative cosmology intricately interwoven with the active intervention of
spirits ... ” | would suggestthat, in the JS at least, the active intervention of
spirits was still controllable and controlled.

95. Ho Shuang-ch’iian 1989a. For some “Daybooks” ofthe Han
period, see Kan-su-sheng po-wu-kuan and Chung-kuo K*o-hsueh-yuan k’ao-
ku yen-chiu-so and 1964: 136-139;

Kuo-chia wen-wu-chii ku-wen-hsien yen-chiu-shih, Ho-pei sheng po-wu-kuan
and Ho-pei-sheng wen-wu yen-chiu-so Ting-hsien Han-mu chu-chien cheng-
li-tsu
.1981:11-19; Ho-nan-sheng wen-wu yen-chiu-so Chou-k'ou
ti-ch’ii wen-hua-chii wen-wu-k’o
. 1983: 21; Chang-chia-shan Han-mu chu-chien cheng-Ili hsiao-tsu
. 1985.

96. For discussion, see Poo Mu-chou 1992: 259.

97. For example, ChangMing-ch’ia 1988, identified sources that
came from six different schools of divination in the various sections of the
jih-shu.

98. Shih-chi 127/3222. Among these divination systems, the Chien-
ch m Tsung-ch,en andLi are found in the Shui-hu-ti daybooks, while others



are not explicitly mentioned. This may indicate that a number of the divina-
tion systems contained in the daybook later became independent, if they
were not so from the beginning.

99. SHTtnos. 858-859.

100. H. Frankfort 1961: 1-29; Th. Jacobsen 1976: 11-17; J. Bottero
1992: 211-231.

101. See Chapter 2 above.

102. For adiscussion ofthis organismic cosmology, see F.W. Mote 1970.
17 ff.

103. Han-shu 30.

104. A convenient subject index ofthe contents ofthe Shui-hu-ti day-
book is provided in Jao Tzung-i and Tseng Hsien-tung 1982. Most of the
scholars agree that the daybook represents the lifestyle ofthe common people.
A different view, however, is expressed by Okushi Atsuhiro 1986
in which he maintains that the daybook reflects the daily life ofthe manorial
aristocracy. For discussion, see Poo 1992.

105. SHT, no. 735.

106. SHT, no. 736.

107. SHT}nos. 761-762.

108. Kudo Motoo 1990. Also see Chang Wen-vyii 1987.

109. See a detailed study and useful bibilography of this manuscript
by Jao Tzung-i and Tseng Hsien-t'ung 1985: 71-85 for this brief section. See
also Li Ling 1993: 167-185.

110. Jao and Tseng 1982: 97.

111. Lin Chien-ming 1987: 71; Wang Kuei-chun 1988:
66; Li Hsaio-tung and Huang Hsiao-fen 1987. See the famous
essay by Chial Kuo Chin Lun in Shih-chi 6/276 ff. Although it

is not easy to discredit all the accounts, one may suspect that the formation
of this negative image of Ch*in culture may have been, due to the animosity
ofthe people of the Central Plain states, who were proud of their own cultural
traditions, but who, ever since the Eastern Chou period, had been unable to
curb the rapid growth ofthe “barbarian” Ch'’in influence. For areevaluation
ofthe traditional conception of the Legalist tradition in the Ch’in state and
empire, see L. B. Fields 1983.



112. Ho 1989; Kan-su-sheng wen-wu k’ao-ku yen-chiu-so ed.
1989: 7-28. ?

|
113. Representingthis view is Lin Chien-ming 1993. It will be interest-
ing to see, when the “I version of T’ien-shui Daybook is published, whether
more gods and spirits are to be found.

114. Li Hsiao-tung and Huang Hsiao-fen 1987.
115. SHT, no. 858.
116. SHTsno. 808.
117. SHT, no. 932.

118. SHT, no. 1039. See Kudo Motoo 1988. An earlier study is Chiang
Shao-yiian 1937.

119. Sun I-jang 1974 12/270.
120. Shih-chi 127/3318.
121. See Yoshinami Takashi 1988. Also see Loewe 1988.

122 Hsieh-chipien-fang shu 811.

123. One such “Daybook” published in 1991 in Taiwan, for example,
still lists under each day various activities and their auspiciousness in alan-
guage almost the same as that found in thejih-shu. Its utilitarian nature,
albeit modernized, is amply illustrated by a section that “predicts” the rise
and fall ofthe stock marketin a sexagenary cycle. (Chung-kuo rnin-li, distrib-
uted by the Farmers Association of Taipei County) For a study of divination
in the late-impreial period, see R. J_ Smith 1991.

124. Lin Chien-ming 1991.
125. See Kao Min 1979; also see Yti Ying-shih 1987b: 212-215.

126. This raises the question of why the tomb owner Hsi possessed
such a text. Some scholars suggest that the purpose of his collecting the
Daybooks (since there are two versions ofjih-shu in his tomb) was to help
him better understand and therefore control the local population. (See Kudo
Motoo 1988; Lin Chien-ming 1991.) This is possible since, as a local official,
he bore the responsibility to “teach the people, as was made clear by the
text Weidi chih-tao.

127. SHC is probably the most controversial documentin the study of
ancient Chinese history and religion. Not only the date and the authorship



are uncertain; the unity and nature of the text itself is also problematic.
From the Han-shu I-wen-chih onward until the Ssu-k’u chf/iian-
shu it has been categorized by traditional scholars as a book about
divination, ancient geography, or one ofthe earliest “novels.” Modem scholars
give it fashionable names such as “encyclopedia ” “ethnography,” or even
“history of sciences.” See Chung-kuo Shan-hai-ching hsiieh-shu fao-lun-hui

ed. 1986: 7 156 241. It is generally assumed, how-
ever, that the earliest possible date of the composition ofthe text itself, or at
least part ofit (which is still in debate), cannot go beyond the Warring States
period. See a recent review by Kominami Ichiro 1986.

128. Yiian K’0 1988:17-20; for abibliography and auseful introduction
to the problems concerning the date ofthe text, see Riccardo Fracasso 1983.
A translation and study ofthis text is R. Mathieu 1983.

129. For a series of studies on the forms ofthe monsters or demons in
the Shan-hai-ching, see Ito Seiji 1968-1969. A collection of the
monsters and spiritual beings is found in John Wm. Schiffeler 1978.

130. Yuan K’o 1980: 8 15 38 47 58 136.

131. For a recent discussion of the changing images of Hsi Wang-mu,
see Riccardo Fracasso 1988.

132. Yuan K*o 1980: 8,

133. Yiian K’0 1980: 82.

134. Yiian K’0 1980: 89.

135. Yiian K’o 1980: 227.

136. Sun I-jang 1974 1/141-142.

137. See Jao Tsung-i and Tseng Hsien-tung 1985: 152-210. For the
images of the twelve gods, which Jao identifies with the gods of the twelve
months, see pp. 204-210. Hayashi Minao 1971 thinks that the twelve “gods”
are actually the gods of twelve shaman groups of Ch u which have nothing
to do with the spirits in Shan-hai-ching. His view ofthe identity ofthe twelve
gods is untenable given the argument provided by Jao and Tseng, but the
identification ofthese gods with any ofthe spirits in Shan-hai-ching is by no
means certain. Hayashi s idea that the images of the twelve gods on the
Ghusilk, instead of representing only the idea ofthe Ch'u artist, reflect the
iconographical ideas of awider area, seems to be a sound one. See also Hayashi
Minao 1972.



138. Hu-pei-sheng po-wu-kuan 1988 vol. 1:28-45. The tomb-protecting
spirit/monster, as represented by a kind of statue found in anumber of Ch*u
tombs of the Warring States, is also shown as a kind of hybrid monster.;See
Ch’iu Tung-lien 1994; C. Mackenzie 1992.

139. See Hawkes 1959. For the image ofHo-po in particular, seeW. Lai
1990.

140. Hu-nan-sheng po-wu-kuan and Chung-kuo k o-hsiieh-yiian k’ao-

ku yen-chiu-so ed. 1973.
141. Chou Shih-jung 1990: 10,
142. Tseng Chao-vii 1956. For discussion, see Hayashi Minao

1989: 127-218; esp. 129-131.

143. For a discussion of the iconographic evidence for this argument,
see A. Thote 1992.

144. For example, see Cheng Te-k'un 1959:237 ff.; K. C. Chang 1983d:

*

56 ff.
145. Yiian K o0 1980: 47 77,85,110,124.
146. Hsiao Ping 1986 esp. 127.

147. Thetwo occurrences are “ghostgrass kuei-ts'ao and “ghost coun-
try” kuei-kuo.

148. Yiian K’0 1988:17-55.
149. Yiian K’o 1980: 256.
150. Yiian K’o 1980: 329.
151. Yuan K’o 1980: 45.
152. Yiian K’0 1980:43.
153. Yiian K’o 1980: 113.

154. See Hsii Chung-shu and T ang Chia-hung 1986:
93-101.

155. Yiian K’o 1980: 456.
156. See Fracasso 1983.
157. Yiian K’o 1980: 42.

158. In the stories about ghosts and monstrous beings of the Six



Dynasties period, ghosts and “gods” are often “Killed” by people in various
ways. This might be a continuation of the mentality shown in jih-shu and
Shan-hai-ching. See Lu Hsiin 1990: 200 265, 293, 300.

159. See an early study on this point by Chiang Shao-yiian 1937. Also
see the summaiy of different views on the original purpose of the text in
Fracasso 1983: 659-669.

160. The original stoiy is in Tso-chuan, year 3 of Duke Hsiian. See
Legge 1985 V: 293. The meaning of this passage is somewhat controversial,
mainly because of the interpretation of the character wu . K. C. Chang
1983d: 64 ff., thinks that it should refer to the sacrificial animal or animal
with power that the shamans used in their communications with heaven
and spirits. Powers 1995:226 sees the meaning of wu as allusive designs for
socio-political status, while Wu Hung 1995:5 sees it as *symbols” or Hm-
blems” of different regions. | have taken it to mean “monstrous animal.”
The passage in Tso-chuan refers to the “people (min who went out to
the rivers, marshes, hills, and forests. Unless we can prove with certainty
that the word min should be translated as “the shaman” and not the more
usual meaning of “people ” and that their going to the countryside was an
act of shamanism, a more general reading of wu as monstrous animals or
supernatural beings is preferable.

161. One should keep in mind that there are different styles in the
text of Shan-hai-ching and not all ofthem can be considered as belonging to
a “handbook.” It has also been suggested that Shan-hai-ching was originally
only akind ofexplanation appended to a collection ofdrawings of the various
spirits and monsters, although no conclusion can be reached unless some
new evidence comes to light. See Fracasso 1983.

162. See Kudo Motoo 1988.

"mpe”royy
and tke Development of O icial Cwlfs

1. From a Sumerian hymn to Enlil, the air-god. See S. N. Kramer 1963:
120.

2. On Akhenaten, see D. B. Redford 1984.
3. J. B. Pritchard 1955: 365-368; M. Lichtheim 1976-80 vol. 2 86-89.

4. For a recent discussion on this point as well as on other not-so-



revolutionary aspects of Akhenaten's reforms, see Nicolas Grimal 1988: 274-
275. See also JanAssman 1995, who demonstrates forcefully that the Amarna
period is but one particular aspect of the phenomenon of solar cult in feie
New Kingdom.

5. Shih-chi 28/1355.
6. Li-chi 46/797.
7. Eichhorn 1973: 110-114; Howard J. Wechsler 1985: 170-176.

8. See D_ Twitchett and M. Loewe eds. 1986: 52-64. The origins of
many of the changes, of course, were much earlier.

9. Forthe origin and application oftheyin-yang and Five-Phases theo-
ries, see Needham 1956:232-252; Schwartz 1985: 350-382; Henderson 1984:
1-58, Graham 1986.

10. Shih-chi 28/1366. For a consideration of the problem of the Five
Phases in the context of dynastic legitimacy, see Hok-lam Chan 1984:19-30.

11. Accordingto Shih-chi “During the time ofking Wei and king Hsiian
of Ch’i, the disciples of Tsou-tzu wrote about circular destiny according to
the five powers. When the Ch’in empire was established, people from Chi
presented this theory. That is why the First Emperor adopted it.” (SC 28/
1368-1369.) It has also been argued, based on another passage in Shih-chi
28/1366 which originated fromLii-shih ch’un-ch/iu (13/127), that it was intro-
duced by scholars of the Lii-shih ch’un-ch,iu school. See Hu Shih 1971:
500-502; Hsii Fu-kuan 1976: 5-8. In fact, the two stories could both be true,
since one referred to the circumstance when the theory was first presented
to the emperor, while the other represented the final version as the theory
was put down in writing.

12 Bilsky 1975: vol. 2 240-250; Eichhom 1973: 95-97.
13. Shih-chi 28/1371-1377.

14. Shih-chi 8/1377; Han-shu 25/1209.

15. Shih-chi 28/1375; Han-shu 25/1207.

16. Shih-chi 28/1374; Han-shu 1206.

17. This aspect of the Chinese religion has often been pointed out by
scholars on modern Chinese society. For example, see Wolf 1974; Philip C.
Baity 1977: 75-84; Cohen 1988:180-202. For a structuralist explanation ofthe
religious symbolism ofthe social relations see Sangren 1987: 127-131 esp.
p. 128. For similar phenomenon in Mesopotamia, see Bottero 1992:212-215.



18.

19.

Shih-chi 28/1375; Han-shu 25A/1207.

The story is mentioned as being a well-known one in Kuo-vyii “Chou-

yii” 1A/11-12.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Shih-chi 28/1377.
Shih-chi 6/247 252.
Shih-chi 6/257.

Shih-chi 6/258. This very fact, of course, says something of the

identity of the “scholars” they were certainly not all “Confucian.”

24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

33.

Shih-chi 6/263; 28/1377.

Shih-chi 28/1367.

Shih-chi 28/1377.

Shih-chi 28/1378.

Shih-chi 8/347.

Shih-chi 28/1378.

Shih-chi 28/1378-1379.

Hu Shih 1971: 524.

Shih-chi 28/1380.

Shih-chi 28/1382-1383. For the art of watching for the ether, see

Peng-yoke Ho 1985: 146-149; Derk Bodde 1981: 351-372; Michael Loewe
1988a: 500-520.

34.
35.

36.

Shih-chi 28/1382.
Shih-chi 28/1383.
Shih-chi 12/456; 28/1386. See M. Loewe 1974:169-170; Eichhorn

1973:114-115.

37.

It has been pointed out that the Three Ones might have been the

Three Emperors (Heavenly Emperor, Earthly Emperor, and Grand Emperor)

mentioned in Shih-chi in connection with the First Emperor of Ch in. But

there is no evidence of their being worshipped officially. See Ku Chieh-kang
1952: 24-25; Wang Pao-hsiian 1992.

38.

39.

Shih-chi 12/ 452-453; 28/1384; Han-shu 2/1216.

Shih-chi: 12/478; 28/1399-1400; Han-shu 25/1241.



40. See a classical study by Edouard Chavannes 1910; Wechsler 1985:
170-176; Eichhorn 1973: 110-114.

41. Shih-chi 28/1366-1367.
42. Shih-chi 28/1397.
43. Shih-chi 28/1389.

44, Wu-ti"s various activities in this regard are vividly portrayed in
Shih-chi 28. His credulous attitude toward the supernatural beings was prob-
ably deeply influenced by his maternal grandmother P'ing-jiian-chun. See
Hu Shih 1971: 534-539.

45. Shih-chi 28/1397. For the relationship between feng-shan and im-
mortality, see Fukunaga Mitsuji 1981: 207-264.

46. Han-shu 64B/2828-2830.

47. Han-shu 25/1249—1250.

48. For details, see M. Loewe 1974: 154-192.

49. Han-shu 25/1257-1258. For details, see Loewe 1974: 170 ff.
50. Han-shu 25/1259.

51. Han-shu 25/1263.

52. Han-shu 99B/4106.

53. Han-shu 25/1265-69; 99B/4103-4104.

54. Han-shu 25/1270.

55. Hou-Han-shu 3157-1360.

56. It should be noted that the sacrificial temple ofthe imperial family
of the Eastern Han was arranged differently from that of the Western Han,
mainly as the result of an effort to solve the problem prompted by the fact
that Emperor Kuang-wu, being in the same generation as Emperor Ch eng
was not a legitimate successor of the Former Han dynasty. See Wu Hung
1989: 31-44; esp.31-34. The worship of Lao-tzu by Emperor Huan, in addi-
tion, was no more than a personal act. See Hou-Han-shu 3188; A. Seidel
1978.

57. Han-shu 25/1259.

58. For details ofthe opinions of the Han scholars, see Li-chi 46/6a-b;
Hou-Han-shu 3184-3187.



59. Huai-nan-tzu 3/2b; T ai-hsiian-ching 93.
60. Shih-chi 10/429; Han-shu 25/1212.

61. See an in-depth discussion of Tung Chung-shu’s thought by Hsti
Fu-kuanl976 vol. 2: 295 ff.; Schwartz 1985: 350-382; Henderson 1984: 1-
58; Queen 1991; Arbuckle 1991. The last two recent works cast doubts on
the authorship ofthe work (Ch un-ch,iufan-Ilu ) traditionally attrib-
uted to Tung.

62. Schwartz 1985: 374-375.

63. For examples, Han-shu 8/245, 249. Two important studies on Han
portents are H. Bielenstein 1950; W. Eberhard 1957: 33-70. An explanation
from the iconographical point of view is Martin Powers 1983.

64. For examples, Han-shu 8/253, 258; 9/262 263.
65. Han-shu 25/1260.
66. Han-shu 73/3116.

67. See Huang Min-chih 1971; Ho Tzu-ch’iian 1986;
Hsieh Ch ung-kuang 1990. Jacques Gernet 1956. For an example of
the modern period, see Sung Kuang-yii 1995: 103-163.

68. Granet 1975: 111.
69. Ch/un-chiu fan-lu 16/2a-7a.
70. Ch un-chiu fan-Ilu 16/7a-8b.
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16. For a general introduction, see DeWoskin 1983; also see Ngo, Van
Xuyet 1976; Ch’en P’an 1948 has given a comprehensive treatment of
the origin offang-shih and their various careers and functions in the Ch’in-
Han period. See also Ku Chieh-kang 1955.

17. Shih-chi 28/1369 (king Wei, Hsuan of Ch’i and king Chao ofYen);
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A View of Ancient Chinese Religion
Mu-chou Poo

"In many ways, this is a revolutionary book—in terms of its focus on the ‘com-

religion of everyday life and its discussion of the overlap and interaction
between the ‘elite’ and ‘common’ levels of religion in early imperial China—and
will be controversial in the best sense of the expression. There is nothing on
ancient Chinese religion (in any language) that is quite like Poo's book. It is truly
pioneering in this respect, n. J. Qirardot, Lehigh University

This book is the first major reassessment of ancient Chinese religion to appear
in recent years. It provides a historical investigation of broadly shared religious
beliefs and goals in ancient China from the earliest period to the end of the Han
Dynasty. The author makes use of recently acquired archeological data, tradi-
tional texts, and modern scholarly work from China, Japan, and the West. The
overall concern of this book is to try to reach the religious mentality of the
ancient Chinese in the context of personal and daily experiences. Poo deals
with such problems as the definition of religion, the popular/elite controversy in
methodology, and the use of "elite” documents in the study of ordinary life.

"One of the most illuminating studies on early Chinese religion | have read in a
long time, it is well written, cogently argued, and based upon impeccable re-
search. Poo has been able to make use of the great mass of new archaeological
material that has been accumulating through the last two or three decades in
China and Japan, and he has also mastered the best Western scholarship on
Chinese religion. His grasp of both sets of materials is pertinent, accurate, and
fascinating. | frankly think that anyone interested in Chinese religion would want
to buy this book. | believe it will become something of a standard reference."
— John Berthrong, author of All Under heaven Transforming Paradigms in
Confucian-Christian Dialogue
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