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CHAPTER 5

Shifting Modes of Religiosity

‘Remapping Early Chinese Religion in Light
of Recently Excavated Manuscripts

ORI TAv0R

ECENT YEARS HAVE WITNESSED a surge in publications concern

—< ing newly discovered manuscripts from the Warring States period

L ‘%... (453—211 BCE). The discovery of such excavated materials, which

offer us fresh and unmediated access to previously unseen sources, has

prompted a call for a reassessment of previously held convictions regarding

the intellectual world of this constitutive era in Chinese history. In this es—

say, I will draw on two texts from the Shanghai Museum manuscript corpus

in an attempt to reassess the world of religious discourse in early China and

reconstruct the evolution of two competing modes of religiosity accompa

nied by distinct theories of ritual efficacy.

The Shanghai Museum corpus includes more than 1,200 inscribed bam

boo strips purchased in 1994 by the Shanghai Museum on the Hong Kong

antiquities market.’ So far, nine transcribed volumes have been published

by the Shanghai Museum Press between 2001 and 2012. Written in archaic

script that was identified as originating in Chu [], an ancient southern

state located in the area of modern—day Hunan and Hubei provinces, these

manuscripts, which include alternative versions of texts that were preserved

in the received tradition, such as the Classic of Changes [Y(jing, also

known as the Zhouyi,

Jj]

and many previously unknown texts, were as

igned the approximate date of 300 BCE. The strips, which are uniform in

width but range in length from 24 to 27 centimeters, were originally bound

together through pared notches. Given that the cords themselves did not

survive, and since unlike earlier Warring States manuscripts from the Chu
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region, such as the Guodian [t1] corpus, the Shanghai Museum texts

were not archaeologically excavated, organizing the strips into coherent tex

tual units proved to be a long and highly problematic process.2

Following an initial surge of enthusiasm among the sinological com

munity, a growing number of scholars have begun raising some questions

regarding the value of studying such unprovenanced manuscripts. In this

article, I will argue that despite the difficulty in reading these sources as co

herent textual units, when read against the backdrop of the received sourc

es, the ideas articulated in them can help us obtain a more nuanced picture

of early Chinese intellectual discourse. In this particular case, when read

alongside the writings of the Confucian philosopher Xunzi, the Shanghai

manuscripts reveal a lively debate between two modes of religiosity: a prac

tical theology associated with a mechanical approach to ritual and a new

elite mode of religiosity that traced the power of ritual to a moral theology

accompanied by a fixed body of ritual practices. Studying these excavated

materials is thus crucial in understanding the intricate changes that took

place in the religious world of pre-imperial China and also reveals new av

enues of continuity regarding the role of early Chinese religious discourse

in the formation of organized religion.

Early Chinese Religiosity and
the Spring and Autumn Ritual ReorientatIoit

Recent archaeological excavations suggest that one of the main forms of

ritual activity in early Chinese religion involved interaction with ances

tral spirits and other divine powers through the mediums of sacrifice and

divination. Excavations in sites associated with the Bronze Age cultures of

Erlitou [ first half of the second millennium BCE] and Erligang [A

lIii1, mid-second millennium BCE] point to the existence of standardized

ritual practices concerned with the proper disposal of the dead. In the Any

ang site the location of the capital of the late Shang Dynasty [i, ca.

1200 BCE], archaeologists have unearthed large caches of turtle plastrons

and bovine scapulae that were used in divination rituals. The inscriptions
carved on these oracle bones reveal the existence of a complex ritual system
accompanied by a specialized vocabulary and strict schedules.

While oracle bone inscriptions contain much information about the rit
uals of Shang religion, they lack any overt theoretical discussions on the na
ture, origin, and function of these practices. This, however, does not mean
that Shang religion was a religion devoid of any theological framework.
Tt merely indicates that the religion lacked an explicit theology. In fact,
the divinatory and sacrificial practices described in the oracle bones cor
respond to what Jan Assmann refers to as an embedded implicit theology.
As opposed to an explicit theology, which operates on a reflective distance
from religious practice, explaining it on a theoretical level, in an implicit
theology, the ritual acts themselves gave meaning to action by categorizing,
constellating, and differentiating among various aspects of reality.5

Shang religion thus poses a challenge to scholars who wish to unravel
the implicit theology embedded in its rituals and present it to the modern
reader. In order to facilitate this process, they often resort to modern theo
ries of ritual and sacrifice. Two such influential interpretations of Shang
religious practices, David Keightley’s depiction of Shang religion as the
making of ancestors” and Michael Puett’s notion of the “give-and-take” [do

ut desl mentality, are heavily influenced by the commerce model of sacrifice
first introduced by French sociologist Marcel Mauss. According to Mauss,
acrifice follows the same rules as gift exchange and thus can be seen as a
binding contract between man, the gift giver, and deity, the receiver. By of
fering a victim in the form of a sacrifice, the sacrificer purchases the powers
of the deity for a given price.6 While the details of Mauss’s model have been
criticized, the commerce metaphor and the notion of ritual as a negotiation
technique that facilitates communication and exchange between the human
and supernatural realms are still used by scholars of religion.

Keightley draws on this model in arguing that the complex ritual system
of the Shang reflects a conscious attempt to deal with the capricious na
ture of the supernatural world through the construction of a standardized
bureaucratic religious hierarchy that follows fixed patterns of ritual interac
tion. This mode of religiosity, he argues, sees the relationship between the
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human and the divine as negotiable. By addressing the deceased by their

proper name and entering them into the sacrificial schedule, the worshiper

is able to take an unpredictable and potentially dangerous ghost and make

it into a proper ancestor.8
Drawing on Keightley’s scheme, Puett describes the religious system

of the Shang as one of continuous negotiation in which ritual interactions

were used to “influence, molliFy, and determine the will of the divine pow

ers, to persuade them to grant assistance and to prevent them from making

disasters.” Furthermore, this give—and-take mentality was still a fundamen

tal component of Western Zhou Dynasty [Ji, 1045—771 BCE] religiosity.

Western Zhou religious hymns and bronze inscriptions, for instance, were

designed to build a proper ancestral pantheon that would work on behalf

of the Zhou royal house, while the rituals that accompanied them present

an attempt to convince the ancestors to descend to the human world and

provide the performer with divine blessings.9

During the Spring and Autumn period [770—48 1 BCE], while the nomi

nal sovereignty of the Zhou kings was still generally accepted, the de facto

control over the territories of the Zhou state moved to the hands of local

rulers. These sociopolitical changes were accompanied by a shift in the

religious sphere, which has been described as a “reorientation away from

the ancestors.”° Although the spirits of the ancestors are still mentioned

in Spring and Autumn ritual bronze inscriptions, they are no longer de

picted as the addressees of sacrifice or potential givers of aid. The focus

of ritual action thus shifts from the veneration of ancestral spirits to the

self-panegyrical glorification of the living members of the community, and

ritual efficacy is depicted as a result of the descendant’s own ritually correct

behavior)’
The notion of Spring and Autumn “ritual reorientation” has been de

scribed as an important initial step in the emergence of a new theory of

ritual that found full articulation in the Warring States period. This era is

often referred to as the age of the “Hundred Schools of Thought,” a time in

which new ideas about the self and its relationships with sociopolitical in

stitutions found articulation in a growing corpus ofphilosophical literature.

In the early twentieth century, Western-educated Chinese scholars, influ—
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enced by evolutionary modeLs advocated by Victorian anthropologists James
frazer and Edward Tyler,’2 began characterizing the Warring States period
a an important junction in which magical and religious modes of thinking
gave way to rational philosophical systems such as Confucianism and Mo
hism.° Despite the eventual demise of the evolutionary model in the second

half of the twentieth century, its effects on contemporary interpretations of
intellectual discourse during the Warring States period are still palpable.

Yuri Pines, for example, argues that the reorientation in ritual practice
in the Spring and Autumn period was accompanied by an intellectual re
appraisal of the old Zhou ritual system and the traditional sociopolitical
order it represented. Drawing on a variety of received textual sources, Pines
describes a process of distillation of certain normative aspects of ritual from
a loose set of religious sacrifices to a fully developed idea of a ritual system
[Ii, ], a set of ethical and sociopolitical guidelines that functioned as the
source of political legitimacy and as the means of perpetuating internal
sc cial cohesiveness.’

Pines provides the following account from the Zuo Commentary of the
5ring and Autumn Annals [Chunqiu Zuozhuan, henceforth re
ferred to as the Zuozhuan] in order to substantiate the emerging distinction
between the philosophical notion of ritual as a secular set of ethical and
social principles and the court rituals associated with the old religion of the
Thou. In this account, when Duke Zhao of Lu r. 541—510 BCE] is
‘.cited by Duke Ping of Jin r. 557—532 BCE], the latter was thor
oughly impressed by Zhao’s performance of the proper court ceremonies.
\ hen he professed his admiration to his advisor Nü Shuqi Nfl
replied that Duke Zhao’s behavior did not reflect his proficiency in ritual [Ii]
but only his knowledge of ceremony [yi, frn], claiming that:

Ritual is that by which [a ruler] protects his State, carries out his
governmental decrees and does not lose his people. Now the com
mand over the government [of Lu] is at the hands of the clans, and
he [Duke Zhao] cannot take it [from them]. . . . His [royal] house
is divided into four parts, and his people get their food from others,
not thinking of him or taking any consideration for his future. He

I

I
A
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is a ruler whom calamity visits personally, and yet he has no regard

to what is proper for him to do. The root and branches of ritual lie

in these sorts of things, yet [the duke] fusses over trivial ceremonies

as if they were of utter importance. Is it not far from the truth to say

that he is good in ritual?15

According to Pines, this passage clearly indicates that the meaning of ii

as a pattern of governance has overshadowed its religious origins. Moreover,

drawing on received sources such as the Analects [Lunyu, the IViencius

[Jvlengzi, and the IVfozi [T], Pines argues that the transformation

of the semantic field of ii culminated in the work of the late Warring States

thinker Xunzi [T, ca. 310—218 BCE], who was able to distill its “pure

essence” and finally disassociate Ii from its ties to the Zhou ritual system.16

Pines’s characterization of this process as a departure from the Zhou

religious framework derives from the nature of the primary texts he uses,

which are all received sources.7 Archaeological excavations conducted in

the second half of the twentieth century, however, have unearthed a sig

nificant number of texts that were never transmitted into the received liter

ary corpus. for scholars of early Chinese religion, the discovery of manu

scripts in sites such as Mawangdui [-Ei], Zhangjiashan [Jj], and

Shuihudi [lhJ] revealed the existence of a flourishing literary tradition

composed of technical manuals that offer us a glimpse into the realm of

popular religiosity. These texts cover a wide range of topics ranging from

self-cultivation manuals to divination and exorcism handbooks. Analysis of

these manuscripts suggests that the authors of these texts, namely, astrolo

gers, physicians, diviners, and other ritual specialists who are often grouped

together under the rubric of “natural experts,” were active participants in

the Warring States intellectual scene; their literature functioned as an im

portant vehicle for the transmission of ideas from popular religion to elite

philosophical discourse.’8

The discovery of newly excavated manuscripts has driven leading sinolo

gists to call for a reassessment of early Chinese intellectual history.’9 In the

following pages, I will argue that a close reading of two excavated texts

from the Shanghai Museum corpus, Drought of the Great King ofJian Lfian

Dawang Bohan, Eif] and Great Drought ofLu [Lubang Dahan,

[k%-], reveals the existence of a tension between two types of theology

accompanied by distinct theories of ritual efficacy when compared with the

backdrop of the received literature. These texts suggest that the Warring

States reconceptualization of ritual signaled the emergence ofa new moral

religiosity that eventually became a fundamental component of Chinese

rganized religion.

Competing Modes ofReligiosity:
mwo Examplesfrom the Shanghai Manuscripts

The emergence of philosophical disputation in China is often associated

with the changing sociopolitical reality of the Warring States period and
the rise of a new influential social group known as scholar-officials shi, ±].
This new group viewed civil service as their route to power and influence;

and, in most cases, they served as advisors and even high-level functionar
ies in the governments of the feuding Warring States.2° The emergence of
new players in the political arena resulted in an inevitable power struggle

between the new aspiring elite and the old guard. Anecdotes of disputes
between the two sides, especially criticism directed toward the efficacy of
the rain sacrifices associated with the old Zhou religious framework, are
abundant in the received literature, such as the following passage from the

Zuozhuan: “There was a great drought in [the state of] Zheng. [The king]
sent three of his officials to perform a sacrifice on Mulberry Mountain.

They cut down the trees [for the sacrifice], but it did not rain. Zichan

said: “[the goal of] performing a sacrifice on the mountain is to nourish its

forests. These [men] have cut down the trees and thus their crime is im
mense.” He proceeded to take away their official positions and fiefdoms.”2’

Zichan [zfi, also known as Gongsun Qiao, d. 522 BCE] is men
tioned throughout the Zuozhuan, alongside such figures as Nü Shuqi and

Yan Ying d. 500 BCE], as critics of popular religious ideas.22 Despite

the relative abundance of such anecdotes, it is important to note that the
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king’s instinctive reaction to the drought was to send his ritual specialists

to perform a sacrifice on top of the sacred Mulberry Mountain!3 This sug

gests that despite Zichan’s criticism, the technical give—and—take mentality

identified by Keightley and Puett as the dominant theory of ritual efficacy

in Shang and Western Zhou religion was still the most natural reaction to

a state of crisis in the Warring States period.

The excavated Shanghai manuscript The Great Drought of Lu contains

a similar narrative of this tension between different modes of religiosity.

When a great drought occurred in the state of Lu, Duke Ai r.

494—468 BCE] summoned Confucius and pleaded for his advice. Confu

cius, in return, explained that the drought was caused by the duke’s fail

ure to practice moral government. When asked for a concrete solution to

the problem, Confucius provided the following statement: “The common

people only know of the shuo rainmaking sacrifice24 [directed towards] the

spirits but know nothing of cultivating moral government. Thus, you must

be generous in offering jades and silks to the [Spirits of the] Mountains and

Rivers and also practice moral government.”25 Confucius’s recommendation

to pursue both courses resonates with his famous assertion in the Anatects

regarding the need to venerate ghosts and spirits but to keep them at a

distance.26 The text, however, does not end with that. Upon his return,

Confucius reports the case to his disciple Zigong [-f, 520—446 BCE] and

asks for his opinion. Zigong’s response is quite surprising:

Practicing moral government, thereby serving Heaven above, this

is correct! Lavishly offering jades and silks for the [Spirits of the]

Mountains and Rivers, this I cannot endorse. As for mountains,

stones are their skin and trees are their people. If the sky does not

send down rain, the stones will roast and the trees will die. Their

desire for rain is certainly deeper than ours—how can they rely

solely on our words [of evocation]? As for rivers, water is their skin

and fish are their people. If the sky does not send down rain, the

water will dry up and the fish will die. Their desire for water is cer

tainly greater than ours—how can they rely solely on our words [of

evocation] ?27

T
I
I
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Modern scholars, such as Liu Lexian attempt to resolve this

harsh criticism directed toward Confucius by one of his own disciples by

raising the hypothesis that Confucius only suggests the sacrifices to the

spirits as a public gesture to pacify the common people who are incapable

of understanding the real cause behind the drought: the ruler’s failure to

practice moral government.28 While Liu’s attitude might be dismissed as
contemporary Confucian apologetics, his analysis does raise two important
points. First, the tension between the natural experts, who sought to per

form the rainmaking sacrifices in order to appease the mountain and river
spirits, and their opponents, who believed that serving Heaven can only be
achieved through moral government, was important enough to be recorded
and preserved in this text. Second, this passage confirms that the give-and-
take theory of ritual belonged to the realm of popular religion. The newly
educated elite, represented in this case by Zigong, sought to criticize this
mode of religiosity and replace this implicit practical theology with a new,
explicit moral theology based on a devotion to a standardized set of eth
icoreligious guidelines rooted in cosmic principles.29

So far, based on these passages alone, Zichan’s and Zigong’s criticism can

be understood as representing the process described by Pines as an attempt

to distill a normative secular sociopolitical system from a religious frame

work that had lost its relevance. However, when read against the backdrop

of The Drought of the Great King ofJian, another excavated text from the

Shanghai Museum corpus, an alternative explanation arises. According to

this text, when a severe drought fell upon his kingdom, the ruler ofJian, a

territory inside the larger southern state of Chu [],3o ordered one of his

diviners to figure out which deity was responsible for the drought so that

they might offer a sacrifice to it in the proper place and stop the drought.

The king insisted on participating in the divination process while standing
in the blazing sun, and this caused him to fall ill.’ Taking his illness as

another indicator for the dissatisfaction of the deities, the king was greatly

distraught and attempted to persuade his diviners to look for an alternative

site for the sacrifice. His idea of performing sacrifices to the mountain and

river spirits that resided outside the kingdom of Jian, however, attracted

much criticism in the royal court. In order to solve this dispute, the rival
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sides sought the advice of the Chief minister. After hearing both side of the

argument, he responded:

Please go back and convey these words to the king. Tell him that

from today he will start to recover from his illness. . . . The king
is a good ruler. He did not change the fixed rules of divination for

his own sake. You, diviner, control the [sacrifices] to the ghosts and
spirits in the state of Chu. You also did not dare to change the fixed

rules only for the sake ofyour ruler thereby creating disorder among
the ghosts and spirits. Shang Di, the ghosts, and the spirits are

highly discerning. They will surely recognize this. Thus, from this

day, the king will start to recover from his illness.32

Similarly to The Great Drought of Lu, this passage suggests that the
most natural reaction to a state of drought at the time was to perform a
rainmaking sacrifice directed at natural deities. In addition, it also informs

us of the structure of these rituals, the identity of the ritual specialists who
performed them, and the religious model that underlies them. According

to this practical mode of religiosity, the sacrificial procedure begins with a
divination designed to ascertain the identity of the responsible deity and

locate the appropriate location for the sacrifice. Ritual is thus perceived as a
repertoire of techniques placed at the disposal of the ritual specialist in or

der to create a sacred space in which interaction with the divine is possible.
The ultimate success of the sacrifice depends on the ritualist and his abil
ity to use his repertoire to manipulate the deities into reciprocating. This

type of trial-and-error style of practical theology associated with Shang
and Western Zhou religiosity was still quite pervasive during the Warring
States period.33

As The Drought of the Great King ofJian suggests, however, the practical
model advocated by natural experts and ritual specialists was criticized by
the new, aspiring elite of shi, who offered their own model of ritual efficacy
focused on piety to a fixed ethical system of practice. Much like Nü Shuqi,
Zichan, and Zigong, the chief minister stresses the overall devotion to the
system as a whole over the performance of a specific ritual. His reasoning,
however, makes it hard to read his argument as a philosophical distillation

indicating a process of secularization. The state of Chu, he argues, has fixed
rules about sacrifice. Changing them for the sake of the king’s selfish wish
for divine blessings will not only harm him politically but will also create
chaos in the divine realm. Devotion to this holy fixed system of rituals,
however, will not escape the eyes of the High God Shang Di and other
supernatural powers.34 These deities will repay such religious piety by heal
ing the king and, by extension, his state. This argument thus reveals the
emergence of a moral theology that links the efficacy of sacrifice to a sus
tained adherence to a strict system of rituals. The fullest and most mature
articulation of this model can be found in the writings of Xunzi.

Pafterns of the Way:
Xunzi and the Quetion ofRitual Efficacy

Throughout much of Chinese history, the writings of the Confucian
thinker Xunzi were rejected by the cultural mainstream.35 In the twentieth
century, however, a renewed interest in his writings emerged. The same
Western—educated Chinese scholars who associated the Warring States pe
riod with a shift from religion to philosophy hailed Xunzi as a staunch
critic of religion and the forebear of rationalist thought in China. One
of the best examples for this attitude is the “Discourse on Heaven” [Tian
lun, chapter, which is said to be the fullest systematic version of
the philosophical skepticism and critical attitude toward popular religion
exhibited by Zuozhuan thinkers such as Zichan and Nü Shuqi.37 Consider,
for example, the following passage: “When stars fall and trees cry, all the
people in the state are afraid. They ask: why is this happening? I answer:
for no particular reason. Those things occasionally occur due to the trans
formation of Heaven and Earth and the transformation ofyin and yang. We
may be surprised by them, but we should not fear them. Solar and lunar
eclipses, unseasonable rains and winds, and dubious sightings of strange
stars—these things have been quite common throughout the ages.”38 This
passage and the “Discourse on Heaven” chapter as a whole are often read
as an attack on the practical mode of popular religiosity. Robert Eno, for
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example, argues that Xunzi’s critique is directed toward the magical men

tality exhibited by natural experts such as shamans and other diviners

sorcerers, specifically their claims for transcendental knowledge and ritual

authority.39 Edward Machle, however, depicts Xunzi’s attempt to differenti

ate between the ritual system of Ii and superstitious rituals as religiously

motivated. In an attempt to discredit Xunzi’s image as antireligious, Machle

argues that while the latter represent a result—oriented magical mentality,

the Ii are religious since they entail a lifelong commitment to a particular

way of life and a detailed theology.40
Despite his efforts to contest Xunzi’s image as a rationalist and an an

titheist, Machle’s use of the evolutionary model is problematic. Reading

Xunzi against the backdrop of the excavated Shanghai drought texts, how

ever, offers us an opportunity to contextualize his theory of ritual within

the Warring States religious discourse. According to this reading, Xunzi’s

attitude represents a mature articulation of an emerging moral theology ac

companied by a fixed body of religious practices known as the system of Ii.

Set against the practical theology of the natural experts, this elite mode of

systematic religiosity seeks to create an indissoluble link between ritual as a

system of ethical and sociopolitical guidelines and its divine cosmic origin.

Xunzi’s critique of the popular theory of ritual efficacy is presented in the

following passage from the “Discourse on Heaven” chapter:

If a rainmaking sacrifice is held, and then it rains, what of it? I say,

there is no reason. It would still rain even if we do not hold the

sacrifice. When the sun and moon are eclipsed, a sun—saving rite is

performed; when Heaven sends a drought, a rainmaking sacrifice is

performed; before deciding upon serious matters, tortoise shell and

milfoil divinations are performed. These [rituals] are not held in

order to get a result, but in order to establish a pattern. Thus, the

gentleman takes [ritual] as a matter of establishing a pattern while

the common people take it as a matter of [sacrificing to the] spirits.

To take [ritual] as creating a pattern is auspicious. To take it as [sac

rifice to the] spirits is ill—fated.4’

It is important to note that Xunzi does not object to the performance
of these rituals but to the religious mentality that underlies them. As op
posed to the popular give-and-take mode of religiosity in which rituals are
performed for the sake of the spirits, Xunzi’s model targets an elite audience
in the form of the Confucian gentleman [junzi, fr] and portrays ritual
participation as an activity that establishes a pattern. Writing for a new
elite audience of educated scholar aspirants, Xunzi wishes to establish a new
mode of religiosity based on an absolute sense of devotion to the system of
ii and the ethicoreligious values it represents. Being a gentleman, he argues,
‘nvolves an enduring commitment to a fixed regimen of ritualized physical,
emotional, and spiritual cuftivation. Ritual is thus portrayed as one of the
most important human activities: “In Heaven, there is nothing brighter
than the sun and moon. On Earth, there is nothing brighter than water
and fire. Among material objects, there is nothing brighter than pearls and
jades. In the human realm there is nothing brighter than ritual and propri
ety. . . . Therefore, the fate of man lies in Heaven and the fate of the state
lies in ritual.”3 As we recall, Xunzi’s theory of ritual is depicted by Pines as
the epitome of the distillation of Ii from its old religious framework. Nev
ertheless, Pines also draws our attention to the cosmological and ontologi
cal dimension of ritual in Xunzi’s thought. Throughout the “Discourse
on Heaven” chapter, Xunzi stresses that calamities do not arise because of
malicious supernatural powers and thus cannot be averted through ritual
activity performed under the mind-set of a practical give-and-take mode
of religiosity. The only method for avoiding these calamities, he argues, is
to understand the patterns and movements of reality and then to use this
acquired knowledge to one’s advantage. This connection between human
behavior and cosmic patterns, as observed in the notion of moral govern
ment [xingde] found in The Great Drought ofLu, thus reaches full articula
tion in Xunzi’s theory of ritual and the Way [dao, ]: “Those who cross
waterways mark them where it is deep. If the markers are not clear, then
people will drown. Those who govern people mark the Way. If the markers
are not clear, then disorder will arise. Ritual is the marker. Opposing ritual
means throwing the world into darkness. Casting darkness upon the world
will bring great disorder.”5 Rituals, argues Xunzi, are not arbitrary. They
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are markers left by sages that function as a prescriptive script, a guiding

light for the rest of humanity to follow. Moreover, since rituals are based on

the fixed patterns of the Way, one must adhere to them without attempting

to alter them. Xunzi’s attitude concerning the Way can thus be best under

stood as one of religious reverence or devotion. By creating an indissoluble

link between the structure of the universe and the system of Ii, Xunzi offers

an explicit theological justification for a new mode of elite religiosity fo

cused on a commitment to a body of ethicoreligious behavioral guidelines.

According to this moral theology, rituals are not performed in order to seek

an anticipated result from a supernatural deity. Instead, the performance of

rituals of the Way is a pattern-establishing activity that denotes the reli

gious devotion and the moral stature of the practitioner.

Conclusion: Moral and Prathcal Theologies
in Chinese Religions

A close reading of newly excavated manuscripts from the Shanghai Mu

seum corpus against the backdrop of received sources suggests that the

Warring States ritual reorientation signified the emergence of a new mode

of elite religiosity that challenged the practical implicit theology of the

natural experts. The rise of moral religiosity, however, did not signal the

disappearance of the give-and—take mentality. While the architects of

the new imperial religion of the Han Dynasty [206 BCE—220 CE] used the

moral theological framework to construct an official state cult in which

the emperor’s performance of grand sacrifices is seen as instrumental to the

maintenance of social, political, and cosmic harmony, the amoral practical

theology associated with the Warring States ritual experts did not die out.

Recent studies of Han religion clearly demonstrate that personal religious

practices aimed at obtaining individual practical benefit continued to flour

ish on all levels of society, from the common people to the emperor. Em

peror Wu of the Han 156—87 BCE], for instance, employed the

services of natural experts to redesign several state rituals to promote his

r
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personal quest for immortality, while commoners often used their services

as healers, diviners, and exorcists.46

After the fall of the Han, the tension between practical and moral the—

ologies manifested itself in the rhetoric used by the followers of a new re

ligious movement, Celestial Masters Daoism [Tianshi Dao, JLjli], who

attempted to undermine the popularity of their religious rivals: local cults.

One of the main strategies used by the Celestial Masters in asserting the

superior efficacy of their rituals was to claim that their system of practice

was based on a moral theology sent down to Earth by the deified Way. By

establishing a link between the bureaucratic organization of the celestial

realm and their earthly ethicoreligious codes, the Celestial Masters were

able to identifi,r their system as orthodox Izheng, ] and the rituals of rival

local cults as heterodox [xie,

The tension between these two modes of religiosity that emerged in ear

ly China became one of the key features of Chinese religious discourse and

was instrumental in the subsequent formation of such organized religious
traditions as Daoism and Buddhism. Unlike these institutional religions,

however, early Chinese religion is a particularly amorphous entity that does

not conform to contemporary definitions of religion, since it lacks many of

the features modern scholars view as fundamental, such as a canonical set

of sacred scriptures, organized clergy, or a fixed pantheon. In fact, the label

“early Chinese religion” does not refer to a specific empirical singularity. It

is mainly used as a heuristic device, a term coined by later scholars to help

make sense of a collection of phenomena. This, however, does not mean it

should be set aside in favor of the study of religious traditions such as Bud

dhism and Daoism. Recent years have, in fact, witnessed a surge in book-
length monographs devoted to early Chinese state cults,8 funerary practices

and visions of the netherworld,9 self-cultivation and individual pursuits

of immorality,50 as well as an imposing two-part edited volume dealing
exclusively with religious beliefs and practices between the Shang and Han

Dynasties.51 Recently excavated manuscripts feature heavily in these stud
ies, as such sources offer us a glimpse into the realm of popular religiosity in

early China and reveal a richer picture than the one reflected in the received

literary tradition. Studying these manuscripts thus offers us new ways of
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understanding the religious traditions that are still practiced in the Chinese
cultural sphere today and, on a broader level, can contribute to our current
definition and understanding of religion as a universal phenomenon.
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CHAPTER 6

Living with Ghosts and Deities in the Ojn State
It

.Methods ofExorcism from Jte in the
Shuihudi H±ia Manuscript

DANIEL Sou

N EARLY CHINEsE HISTORY, people maintained a close relationship with
entities from the nonhuman sphere, including ghosts and deities. Nu

merous writings and material artifacts from the Shang [Tj dynasty to the
Han dynasty reveal that people worshiped supernatural entities, seeking
guidance, petitioning for wealth and prosperity, and expressing devotion.
No general sentiments describe how the ancient Chinese viewed their rela
tionship with ghost and deities, but they did believe that these unworldly
entities had the power to reward and punish behavior. This perspective
is well presented in the chapter “Percipient of Ghosts, Part III” (AIing gui
xia” ID of the Iviozi T: “Now if all the people of the world believe
ghosts and spirits can reward the worthy and punish the wicked, then how

could the world be in disorder?” On the evidence of this example, the rela
tionship between humans and nonhuman entities was conditional; immoral
and wrongful acts warranted punishment.

Yet the relationship was not exclusively conditional, nor was it simply
characterized as a giver-receiver arrangement; in some situations, the re
lationship turned hostile and frightful, especially when ghosts and spirits
chose to inhabit the human realm and haunt the living. What, then, could
people living in early China do to protect themselves from harm by an un
known entity? The simple answer is that one had to identify the threat and
perform an exorcism.

This essay explains the diverse methods of exorcism practiced by the
people of the Qin state, the kind of supernatural entities they feared,


