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Abstract: This paper examines the critical perspectives of scholars during the Han Dynasty on cus-
toms and beliefs related to ghosts and deities. Focusing on Wang Chong as an example, it explores
the naturalistic explanations of life and death, the concept of ghosts and deities, and the associated
customs of funerals, sacrifices, and taboos. Wang Chong's criticisms focused on the core ideologies
that underpinned funeral practices, sacrifices, and taboos and attempted to undermine the essence of
these traditional customs. By reinterpreting funeral practices, sacrifices, and taboos from a ritualistic
perspective that emphasized the social function rather than their supernatural implications, Wang
Chong aimed to reconcile local tradition with rationality and promote a more profound understand-
ing of the world. His approach, though complex and at times seemingly contradictory, holds an
important position among the intellectual critiques of customs and beliefs during the Han Dynasty,
and it sheds light on the challenges faced by ancient Chinese scholars in navigating the intersections
between rationality, morality, and religion.
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1. Introduction

The Han Dynasty was an era that attached great importance to customs. The term
“customs” refers to the collective habits and practices exhibited by a society across various
aspects such as politics, economy, culture, and ethical attitudes (Gong 2005, p. 41). Schol-
ars in the Han Dynasty generally believed that customs were crucial indicators of political
conditions, with well-established customs reflecting successful governance. Consequently,
they paid attention to collecting customs from different regions across the country to ob-
serve political successes and losses. At the same time, they actively employed adminis-
trative orders and used cultural approaches to reshape diverse customs, aiming to guide
them along the path they deemed appropriate. Historical records abound with instances of
magistrates’ efforts to transform local customs, while some scholars upheld the view that
“When the ru are in the court, they improve the government. When they are in subordi-
nate positions, then they improve the state’s customs [ & fEA WML EL, 76 T 670 3=44]”
(Hutton 2014, p. 54), contributing to the transformation of customs through criticism.

Regarding the customs of the Han Dynasty, the belief in ghosts and deities, which
viewed non-human entities such as “ghosts” and “deities” as sources of extra-human power,
was closely intertwined with people’s daily lives. The concept of ghosts and deities, along
with related practices such as funeral rites, sacrifices, and taboos, constituted an integral
part of social customs and became a primary focus of scholars’ criticism'.

Among the many scholars of the Han Dynasty, Wang Chong £ 7t (27-97) served as a
local official for many years, during which he was exposed to beliefs in ghosts and deities
in his daily life. His treatise Lunheng W1 (Discourses Weighed in the Balance) devotes signifi-
cant space to analysis and criticism of beliefs in ghosts and deities, which is unprecedented
regarding previous scholarly works. Current discussions on Lunheng’s depictions of these
beliefs generally focus on Wang Chong’s critique of the concept of ghosts and deities, as
well as related customs. Initially, scholars regarded Wang Chong’s critique through ide-
ological and sociological lenses, viewing it as an important representative of “atheism”

Religions 2024, 15, 1094. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15091094

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions


https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15091094
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15091094
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rel15091094?type=check_update&version=1

Religions 2024, 15, 1094

2 0of 19

and “materialism” (Hou et al. [1957] 1980; Sato 1981; Zhu 1989), and assigned his critique
the significance of “class struggle” (Hou et al. [1957] 1980; Zhu 1989). Subsequent research
mostly supplemented and refined the ideological interpretations, with some scholars ques-
tioning the “atheism” label (Deng 1997; F. Li 2014), others emphasizing Wang Chong's
scientific and rational spirit (Tian 1981; W. Li 2000; Zhou 2015b), and some studying his
logical methods to demonstrate the nonexistence of ghosts (Y. Xu 2021). In terms of the
sociological aspect, however, while interpreting Wang Chong’s critique through the per-
spective of “class struggle” became outdated, scholars rarely proposed new insights. Only
a handful of scholars pointed out the relationship between Wang Chong’s critique of cus-
toms and secular culture (Gong 2005; Zhang and Huang 2008). To date, there has been
no research that has both conducted an overall analysis of Wang Chong’s criticism of the
belief in ghosts and gods and related customs from the perspective of sociocultural history
and connected it with broader intellectual groups and discourses during the Han Dynasty.

Diverging from previous research, this article focuses on Wang Chong'’s critique of
customs related to the belief in ghosts and deities, situating his criticism within the in-
tellectual tradition advocating for social reform and custom changes. By comparing the
diverse perceptions on customs and beliefs among the Han scholars, it explores the pre-
vailing attitudes of scholars and the distinct personality of Wang Chong’s thought, as well
as how these varied stances intertwined with different life experiences, inherited academic
traditions, and historical background. It aims to investigate the challenges faced by ancient
Chinese scholars in navigating the intersections between rationality, morality, and religion
and delve deeper into the characteristics of the beliefs of the Han Dynasty, as well as an-
cient China.

Furthermore, it is evident that the concern about ghosts and deities transcends cultural
boundaries and is not solely a Chinese issue. In civilizations spanning Egypt, Mesopotamia,
Greece, Rome, and beyond, beliefs and customs based on ghosts and deities constitute sig-
nificant components of their respective cultures and societies. It can even be said that the
history of human religion, to a certain extent, is a protracted struggle between humans and
supernatural forces such as ghosts and deities. The skepticism and criticism surrounding
these forces are also an indispensable part of the evolution of religion. As such, a thorough
understanding of Wang Chong’s perspectives not only sheds light on ancient Chinese reli-
gion but also serves as a pivotal case study in capturing the broader landscape of human
religion in general.

2. The Concept of Ghosts and Deities

The core of the belief in ghosts and deities was the concept of ghosts and deities itself.
Wang Chong’s criticism of the belief in ghosts and deities also began with this concept.

In the Modern Chinese Dictionary, the first meaning of “ghost” refers to the spirit that
exists after a person dies and leaves their physical body (Hanyu da zidian bianji weiyuan-
hui 1986, p. 4427). Similarly, the first meaning of “deity” or “god” refers to the creator and
master of all things in the universe, as well as all spirits (Hanyu da zidian bianji weiyuan-
hui 1986, p. 2392). In early China, however, the word “ghost” (gui ) referred not only to
the soul of the deceased but also to the spirit of deities and even other non-human spirits
(Poo 2022, p. 25). There are many relevant examples from ancient literature, such as Mozi
1, which states, “The ghosts of ancient and modern times are the same. There are the
ghosts of Heaven, there are the ghosts and spirits of the mountains and rivers, and there are
also the ghosts of people who have died [(F 2 42 W, A-Altl, HRAE, TRA LK RMHE,
TG NFEI R R #E]” (Johnston 2010, p. 303). In “Jiuge” JLHK (Nine Songs) of Qu Yuan
(BC340-BC278), the “mountain ghost” (shangui 111 i) refers to the mountain deity. In Rishu
H = (the Day Book) of the Qin Bamboo Slips from Shuihudi, “ghost” refers to harmful spir-
its with various origins. Therefore, some scholars believed that the original meaning of
“ghost” was a general term that referred to the spirits or souls of humans, deities, and even
animals. Evidently, both “ghost” and “deity” in early literature can refer to a variety of
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spiritual beings, and the compound word “ghosts and deities” (guishen J&#1) has always
been used as a general term for various types of “spirits”.

During the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period, there had al-
ready been a significant gap between the intellectual view on ghosts and deities and the
popular view. The former viewed ghosts and deities as abstract existences that could not
be sensed by human perceptions. As Confucius stated in Liji L1t (The Book of Rites): “How
abundant and rich are the powers possessed 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 without them. They cause all under Heaven to fast and purify them-
selves, and to array themselves in their richest dresses in order to attend to their sacrifices.
Then, like overflowing water, they seem to be over the heads, and on the left and right
(R NTE, FRRF WZib L, Wrzim s, AwPmAnTid. MR AT 9K,
DAIZREAE, PEVET! e b, WfEH ] (Legge 1967, pp. 307-8). The ordinary peo-
ple believed that ghosts and deities were tangible and visible and even possessed human-
like consciousness, capable of influencing people’s fortunes and misfortunes. Therefore,
men of letters, especially the Confucian scholars, mainly adopted an attitude of reserving
judgment and keeping a respectful distance from ghosts and deities, while the populace
held a specific worship and fear of ghosts and deities.

The divergence between the two types of views on ghosts and deities is prominently
reflected in the understanding of human ghosts formed after death. Since Zichan ™
(?-BC522) proposed the theory of “soul and spirit” (hunpo Z&#t), from the Warring States
Period to the Qin and Han Dynasties, a considerable number of scholars—not only Con-
fucianists but also Taoists and Legalists —gradually formed a systematic view on life and
death, ghosts and deities, soul and spirit, body and essence J£##, yin and yang [J1FH, heaven
and earth (Zhou 2015a, pp. 321-22). Roughly speaking, the soul, essence, and yang energy
belonged to heaven, while the spirit, body, and yin energy belonged to the earth. The
combination of the two formed a human being. After death, the spirit, body, and yin en-
ergy returned to the earth, while the soul, essence, and yang energy returned to heaven,
which were called ghosts and deities. In this system, the life and death of a person were
explained in a “naturalistic” way. As a type of ghost and deity, human ghosts were also
abstract and subtle beings that could not be seen or heard. By contrast, those who held the
popular view on specific ghosts and deities often believed that “the dead become ghosts,
are conscious, and can harm men [AZEAR, FHHI, #FH A]” (Forke 1962a, p. 191). What
Wang Chong criticized was this view on specific ghosts and deities, especially the belief
that human ghosts were tangible and conscious beings.

Firstly, Wang Chong inherited the concept of abstract ghosts and deities, as well as
the naturalistic explanation of life and death. In the chapter “On Death”, he pointed out:

“Ghosts and deities are only designations for something diffuse and invisible.
When a man dies, his spirit ascends to heaven, and his bones return to the earth,
hence they are called ghosts and deities. Ghost means “to return’, while deity
refers to something diffuse and shapeless. Some say that ghosts and deities are
names derived from yin and yang. Yin energy opposes things and makes them
return, hence its name gui (ghost); yang energy fosters and produces things, and
therefore is called shen (deity). Deity means extension, endless repetition, and
circular renewal. Humans are born with divine energy, and when they die, they
return to divine energy. Yin and yang are called ghosts and deities, and so are
humans when they die”. (Forke 1962a, pp. 191-92, with modifications)

[RA, REANZHZW. NFEREHTIR, SEAt, OBz R (M1 . 2%, A
Wy M, RRBLEEW. B B, AW, BRI, #iE e R
FRASAE, SOF . M, M, RRED, AR AL, HE
SR FIBIFR RS, ASCI R ]

Wang Chong also used the concepts of body and essence, heaven and earth, yin and
yang to explain life and death, and he also regarded the ghosts and deities that people
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transformed into after death as vague and invisible existences. In Lunheng, the terms
“ghosts and deities” or “deities” mostly refer to such elusive and invisible beings’. Except
for the aforementioned citation, there are other chapters such as “On Exorcism”, which
states, “Deities are diffuse, vague, and incorporeal: entering and departing they need
no aperture, whence their name of deities [##, FiZIE, HATLI], HOIBZ#]” (Forke
1962a, p. 536, with modifications); “The Knowledge of Truth”, which states, “Deities are
obscure, diffuse, and formless entities [#1#, BPHAEBEIZTCIE 2 5E]” (Forke 1962b, p. 292,
with modifications); “On Dragons”, which states, “That which amidst Heaven and Earth
is vague and unsubstantial as the vapors of cold and heat, wind and rain, has the nature
of a deity [RHthz [0], PE{ETCTE, FE8KMZSJIAM]” (Forke 1962a, p. 353, with modifi-
cations); and “On Thunder and Lightning”, which states, “Deities are diffuse and incorpo-
real. Departing or coming in they need no aperture, nor have they any hold above or be-
low. Therefore one calls them deities [##%, LR, HALIT, LR, M5z
(Forke 1962a, p. 292, with modifications), etc.

Since humans become elusive, invisible, and unfathomable ghosts and deities after
death, people should not pay much attention to the afterlife related to those ghosts and
deities. Wang Chong said, “The dead are hidden from our view, being dissolved and be-
longing to another sphere than the living, and it is almost impossible to have a clear con-
ception of them [FEABEHK, 5 A¥ki&E, HITEZ, MAFIREN)” (Forke 1962b, p. 370). The
entire Lunheng does not discuss the afterlife, which is a direct manifestation of this attitude.

Based on the naturalistic view of life and death, Wang Chong further argued that
“the dead do not become visible ghosts, have no consciousness and cannot injure others
[NFEAKNIL, ToHl, AReFEAN]” (Forke 1962a, p. 191, with modifications). He attacked the
three aspects of the dead being tangible, the dead being conscious, and the dead being able
to harm people mainly by explaining the relationship between the body and the essence.
Wang Chong pointed out that, after death, the human body decayed and the essence dissi-
pated, so it was impossible to have a physical form again; even if the essence still existed,
without a physical form to attach to, it was difficult for it to be conscious and harm people.
Therefore, the belief that “humans become visible existences after death, have conscious-
ness, and can harm people” was a fallacy.

The relationship between the body and the essence was an important aspect of the
naturalistic view of life and death. Wang Chong repeatedly emphasized the dependence
of essence on physical form, echoing Xunzi’s statement that “the body is set and spirit
arises [JEH i #14:]” (Hutton 2014, p. 176), and he was also influenced by Huan Tan 1%
(BC23-56), whose impact was particularly significant.

Huan Tan once compared the relationship between spirit and physical form to that
of a flame and a candle: “The spirit resides in the physical form, just like a flame burns a
candle......Without the candle, the flame cannot exist independently in the void, and it can-
not burn the wick after it has been extinguished. The extinguished wick is like an elderly
person whose teeth have fallen out, hair has turned white, muscles have withered, and the
spirit cannot nourish them. When the spirit and physical form are exhausted, life ends, just
like a candle and flame burning out together [¥& # J& 44, P KRR, ... MG, KR
AREMAT TR, XAREEAREM. 1, MAZEE, WA, DIAREE, Tk ke
REMEHE, AANEEE, WIRMAL, ki (AR R]7. (Huan 2009, p. 32) Wang Chong not
only inherited this viewpoint of the spirit’s dependence on the physical form but also
adopted the metaphor of flame and candle, indicating the profound influence of Huan Tan.

Wang Chong believed that ghosts and deities were elusive and invisible as smoke
and clouds; thus, any tangible or visible existence could not be considered a ghost or deity.
Wang Chong pointed out that “if he possesses a body, he does not deserve the name of
a deity [WIHTE, AFIEZH]” (Forke 1962a, p. 293, with modifications). He once denied
that the Thunder God (leigong 7 A') was a deity because it had a form. After death, humans
joined the ranks of ghosts and deities, becoming elusive and invisible beings. Hence, the
tangible ghosts seen by the populace were not real ghosts and deities and had no connec-
tion with the deceased.
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If the visible ghosts that people saw were not the “spirit of the dead”, then what were
they? Wang Chong believed that visible ghosts were actually a kind of yao #k (uncanny
phenomena). In Wang Chong’s view, the strange events recorded in the classics, such
as Zhao Jianzi’s dream of the palace of the heavenly emperor, Liu Bang’s killing of the
white snake, and Zhang Liang’s encounter with the old man named Yellow Stone, were
all manifestations of yao. Yao was divided into different types, such as the yao of speech
represented by nursery rhymes, the yao of sound represented by the crying of dry bones at
night, and the yao of humans represented by witches. Similarly, the ghosts seen by people
were “yao resembling human forms”.

Wang Chong pointed out that the nature of yao was energy —to be more precise, “the
energy of the grand yang” KFHZ"X. Yin energy was mainly for flesh and blood, while
yang energy was mainly for spirit. Only with both yin and yang energy could the spirit,
flesh, and blood be solid and exist for long. However, the energy of the grand yang was
only yang energy alone, so it could only be an image and did not have a physical form,
which was too vague and turbulent to last long. Therefore, the manifestations of yao that
presented human images—that is, the “ghosts” that people saw —were just illusions, not
real entities. Their appearance often indicated the future, which was essentially similar to
auspicious and calamitous portents.

The concept of yao is not an original creation by Wang Chong. In the pre-Qin pe-
riod, literature such as Zuozhuan /A% (Commentary on the “Spring and Autumn Annals”)
and Xunzi #jfalready referred to abnormal and eerie phenomena as yao. In the context
of the interaction between heaven and man, X A&V in the Han Dynasty, omens such as
“yao of clothing” %k and “yao of chicken” ¥4k were repeatedly discussed by Liu Xiang
X|[H] (BC77-BC6), Jing Fang &t J5 (BC77-BC37), Xiahou Sheng & f# £ (?), and others, who
believed those omens corresponded to human affairs.

Wang Chong’s uniqueness lay in that he borrowed the concepts of yin and yang, form
and essence to attempt a naturalistic explanation of the essence of yao, classifying it as
“the energy of the grand yang”. The energy of the grand yang belonged to the natural
energy; the tangible ghosts, as a kind of yao, were also essentially natural energy, and their
appearance followed the law of nature. Under Wang Chong's interpretation, the subjective
consciousness of tangible ghosts was deprived, and the “supernatural” became “natural”,
a phenomenon that could be understood and explained; the connection between tangible
ghosts and the good or bad fortune of people was no longer controlled by the consciousness
of ghosts but rather unfolded naturally in accordance with the ways of heaven and earth.

In summary, on the one hand, Wang Chong negated the view that “humans become
tangible ghosts after death, have consciousness, and can harm living people”, based on the
view of abstract ghosts and deities and the related naturalistic view of life and death; on
the other hand, he used the concept of yao to provide a naturalistic interpretation of the
generally perceived tangible ghosts. The former directly affected Wang Chong’s attitude
towards customs such as funerals, sacrifice, and taboos at that time; the latter was more
related to Wang Chong’s discussion on the interaction between heaven and man.

3. Customs Related to Ghosts and Deities

After thoroughly arguing that “people do not become tangible ghosts after death, they
are unconscious and cannot harm others”, thereby negating the prevalent belief in concrete
ghosts and deities of the time, Wang Chong further discussed the real-world customs in-
fluenced by the concept of ghosts and deities.

3.1. Funerals

Firstly, Wang Chong addressed funeral practices. He explicitly stated, “the chapters
on Death and Ghosts shall induce the ordinary people to give their dead a simple burial.
[ CIBFEY CITHRY , FrLMER#EESFEHE]” (Forke 1962a, p. 90, with modifications), and
“Now I have written the essays on Death and on the False Reports about the Dead to show
that the deceased have no consciousness, and cannot become tangible ghosts, hoping that,
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as soon as my readers have grasped this, they will restrain the extravagance of the burials,
and become more economical [£3 (BFE) M (BEOh) ZF, B LAY e, AR,
F I E W —IRARLIZE, BNTIR]” (Forke 1962a, p. 90, with modifications). Evidently,
advocating for simpler burials was one of Wang Chong’s primary focuses in discussing
life, death, ghosts, and deities. The practice of extravagant burials was prevalent in the Han
Dynasty, and there is ample documentary and archaeological evidence to support this, as
detailed by previous scholars. Here, we only take the record from Lunheng as an example:

“Ordinary people commiserate the dead that in their graves they are so lonely,
that their souls are so solitary and without companions, that their tombs and
mounds are closed and devoid of grain and other things. Therefore they make
dummies to serve the corpses in their coffins, 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 prop-
erty for the coffins of the dead. They even kill people to follow the deceased into
their graves, and all this out of regard for the prejudices of the living...... There-
fore, the public remains wavering and ignorant, and those who believe in a lucky
and unlucky destiny, dread the dead, but do not fear justice; make much of the
departed, and do not care for the living. They clear their house of everything for
the sake of a funeral procession”. (Forke 1962b, pp. 369-70, with modifications)

[IZEAZE, BAKE], MR, BSYZE, SIEmALA T HE, ZRaEy Lk
. MRIAE, sZRk, UUFSAE; AALFZE, DIRAERE. ... ze LU
REGWEE, 250 GO MR, EILAWUE, WA, SHRLLEA, |

The practice of lavish burials had a significant impact on people’s lives at the time,
even leading to the ruin of families and businesses, which can also be verified in other
works in the literature. Regarding the origin of the extravagant burials in the Han Dy-
nasty, numerous factors were believed to be pertinent, such as an extravagant atmosphere,
economic prosperity, filial piety, and the increasingly specific imagination of the afterlife
(Han 1998, pp. 94-96). In Wang Chong’s view, the last factor was fundamental. The ba-
sis for imagining the afterlife lay in the belief that people were conscious after death. On
one hand, people hoped to create a comfortable living environment for the deceased by
burying rich items to prevent them from suffering, as they felt sorry for those who were
buried alone; on the other hand, they hoped to avoid disasters and seek blessings by satis-
fying the needs of the deceased. Some grave-quelling texts (zhenmuwen %% 3C) in the Han
Dynasty with wishes such as “increasing wealth and population” (3414 75 1), “benefiting
descendants” (F]¥f}), and “having no disasters” (JoH 94), reflect this mentality. There-
fore, to eliminate extravagant burials, one needed to start by clarifying that people were
unconscious after death, so that people could understand the futility of extravagant burials.
Wang Chong pointed out, “Unless the discussion on death be exhaustive, these extravagant
customs are not stopped, and while they are going on, all sorts of things are required for
burials. These expenses impoverish the people, who by their lavishness bring themselves
into the greatest straits [IB4EAE, WEALALL, ALNEYIRM . HRME, RITHEZE,
JET-ZIEW]” (Forke 1962b, p. 374). Clarifying that people were unconscious after death
was, in Wang Chong’s view, the most thorough method to eliminate extravagant burials,
which he believed previous scholars such as Jia YiB{iH (BC200-BC168) and Liu Xiang had
failed to achieve.

Here, it is necessary to briefly review the previous advocacy of simple burials before
Wang Chong. During the pre-Qin period, the primary supporter of simple burials was nat-
urally the Mohist school. Its standpoint was that extravagant burials were not beneficial
to the social needs of enriching the poor, balancing the majority and minority, stabilizing
crises, and governing chaos. The Confucian School did not clarify its stance on extravagant
or simple burials. Despite later generations viewing Confucius as advocating for simple
burials, Confucianism focused on “expressing emotions” and “following rites”, emphasiz-
ing both genuine emotions and conformity to etiquette. Burials based on these principles
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were considered reasonable. Later, in Liishi Chungiu & [RFE K (The Spring and Autumn An-
nals of Lii), simple burials were advocated from the perspective of preventing tomb robbery
and not dishonoring the deceased. In the Han Dynasty, Huainanzi £ 74 ¥ criticized extrav-
agant burials for exceeding reality, wasting resources, and harming the people, which was
a rebuttal to the upper class’s abuse of the funeral system in the guise of “rites”. During
the reign of Emperor Wu (BC141-BC87), Yang Wangsun 4 £.#)(?), a Huang-Lao philoso-
pher, advocated for simple burials, stating “the deceased are unconscious” and criticizing
lavish funerals as wasteful and harmful. In Yantie lun %18 (Treatise on Salt and Iron), the
virtuous and learned criticized the practice of extravagant burials as a luxury phenomenon
in society, which also reflected the demand for simple burials. Under Emperor Cheng
(reigned from BC33-BC7), Liu Xiang petitioned against the construction of Changling and
Yanling, basing his argument on the social harms of extravagant burials and supplement-
ing it with moral and fortune-telling theories. He noted that extravagant burials often led
to tomb robberies and the collapse of the regime.

In general, the above-mentioned advocates of frugal burials mainly presented two
orientations, either focusing on the social harm of lavish burials that wasted resources and
labor or attempting to destroy the inherent belief of extravagant funerals based on the nat-
uralistic view of life and death. The former accounted for the majority, while the latter
was only seen in the expressions of Huainanzi and Yang Wangsun. Wang Chong empha-
sized that “people do not become tangible ghosts after death, they are unconscious and
cannot harm others”, which naturally belonged to the second type. Poo Mu-chou believed
that those who advocated for simple burial based on the concept of universe creation and
the view of life and death were mostly related to Taoism (Poo 1990, p. 563). This is in-
deed the case from the perspective of Huainanzi and Yang Wangsun, and, as an erudite
scholar, Wang Chong was also deeply influenced by Taoist thoughts®. At the same time,
Wang Chong noticed that, although the Confucian School held a naturalistic view of life
and death, it did not clarify the point that “people are unconscious after death”. No solid
evidence was provided to prove this, let alone for using it as a weapon to oppose extrava-
gant burials. Wang Chong believed that what prevented Confucianists from clarifying the
point of “the dead have no consciousness” was the consideration of moral education:

“Confucius perfectly well understood the true condition of life and death, and
his motive in not making a clear distinction is the same which appears from Lu
Chia’s words. If he had said that the dead are unconscious, sons and subjects
might perhaps have violated their duties to their father and sovereign. Therefore
they say that the ceremony of funeral sacrifices being abolished, the love of sons
and subjects would decrease; if they had decreased, these persons would slight
the dead and forget the deceased, and, under these circumstances, the cases of
undutiful sons would multiply. Being afraid that he might open such a source
of impiety, the Sage was reluctant to speak the truth about the unconsciousness
of the dead”. (Forke 1962b, p. 372)

[FLTARAIIEAE Z 52, A RIE, TRz iERth. K558 LAY Tk, U
EFEHAR. S AR, WETRHE: ETRH, WML, Mt
Jo, MIAFEIRZ . "ENBIFAFEZI, MAWSE LAY BRI, |

Wang Chong’s interpretation of Confucius’s intentions is closely related to a dialogue
between Zi Gong and Confucius regarding whether the dead have consciousness, which
was recorded by Liu Xiang. In this conversation, Confucius said: “If I said that the dead
have consciousness, I would fear that filial sons and devoted grandchildren might do vio-
lence to themselves and follow the deceased to the grave; but, if I said that the dead have no
consciousness, I would fear that filial sons and grandsons would cast aside their forebears’
remains without properly burying them. [ 54L& A KM, Bz AL LLIESEW; 1
M, BAFETIFAZEM]” (Henry 2021, p. 1107). In other words, Confucianists were
well aware that the dead had no consciousness, but due to the emphasis on filial piety and
on the funeral system stemming from filial respect, they feared that once it was clarified
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that the dead had no consciousness, the rituals of mourning and sacrifice would be aban-
doned, and the gratitude of subjects and children would be difficult to maintain, leading
to moral corruption. Therefore, they adopted a deliberately ambiguous attitude.

Moral education is indeed an important factor, especially since Wang Chong himself
attached great importance to it. Wang Chong’s advocation of simple burial was also moti-
vated by the social responsibility of Confucian scholars, hoping to establish the teaching of
simple burial and financial savings. However, Wang Chong believed that it was entirely
possible to promote moral education by taking care of parents during their lifetime, and
lavish burials after death were not beneficial to filial piety, government compensation, and
people’s enlightenment. Wang Chong’s fundamental approach was to act based on reality
rather than rigidly adhering to formalities. This is reflected in his statement: “When a sage
has established a law furthering progress, even if it be of no great consequence, it should
not be neglected; but if something is not beneficial to the administration, it should not be
made use of in spite of its grandeur [Z2 AL, Hai T4, B/NRER: TAMTEL BRI S]”
(Forke 1962b, p. 373). Even though lavish burial practices might appear to emphasize filial
piety, their actual value paled in comparison to the detriment they caused to the national
economy and people’s livelihood. Therefore, such practices were not worthy of advocacy.

3.2. Sacrifices

Another custom that Wang Chong focused on was sacrifice. In the Han Dynasty, the
scope of sacrifices was wide, including official sacrifices to heaven, earth, mountains, rivers,
sun, moon, stars, heroes, and sages, as well as ancestor worship practiced by all social
classes and sacrifices to various deities and spirits by the populace®. Since the pre-Qin pe-
riod, scholars had mostly considered the officially recognized gods and spirits as worthy
of sacrifice, believing that sacrifices to other ghosts and deities were “not in the sacrifi-
cial code” and belonged to excessive sacrifices (Yinsi ¥£4), which deserved criticism. Al-
though Wang Chong also noticed the existence of numerous “excessive sacrifices” at that
time, what he mainly criticized was the mentality of people sacrificing for blessings. In this
sense, there was not much difference between “excessive sacrifices” and “non-excessive
sacrifices”, so Wang Chong did not specifically distinguish between the two but only com-
mented on the general mentality of the worshipers:

“The world believes in sacrifices, imagining that he who sacrifices will surely be
blessed, and he who does not will surely be cursed. Therefore, when people are
taken ill, they first try to learn by divination, what evil influence is the cause.
Having found out this, they prepare sacrifices, and, after these have been per-
formed, their mind feels at ease, and the sickness ceases. With great obstinacy
they believe this to be the effect of the sacrifices. They never desist from urging
the necessity of making offerings, maintaining that the departed are conscious,
and that ghosts and spirits eat and drink like so many guests invited to dinner.
When these guests are pleased, they thank the host for his kindness”. (Forke
1962a, p. 509, with modifications)

[HAESRAE, DUNSAEE AR, AEEEHE LA, ZUHME MR, SE8E, 12
WM, BRRC, REUCASICZE), BBEARL. ERANGH, RAE, JiAH
R, FEEUNE, WEARR. ]

It can be seen from the quotation that people believed “those who offer sacrifices will
be blessed” on the premise that ghosts and deities were conscious and that they needed
to eat and drink to maintain basic functions just like humans. Sacrifices could satisfy the
dietary needs of ghosts and deities, thus exchanging them for their favor, gaining blessings,
and avoiding disasters. Wang Chong was dismissive of the belief that “ghosts and deities
can bring about misfortunes and fortunes”. He noted that it was right to perform sacrificial
rites, but it was wrong to believe in them, and used “ghosts and gods can eat and drink”
as the main breakthrough point to criticize.
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For the human ghosts among the ghosts and deities to whom people offered sacrifices,
Wang Chong denied their possibility of enjoying food and drink based on the aforemen-
tioned naturalistic ideas about life and death: “Now those to whom we present sacrifices
are dead; the dead are devoid of consciousness and cannot eat or drink [4fT553E N, FEA
TJohn, ARETKE]”. (Forke 1962a, p. 509, with modifications) As for the non-human deities
and ghosts, Wang Chong cleverly compared grand entities like heaven and earth, moun-
tains and rivers, wind and rain, and celestial bodies to the intricate parts of the human
body: bones, blood vessels, skin, flesh, and more. Through a meticulous examination, he
pointed out the absurdity of imagining these bodily components relishing food and drink,
concluding that non-human spirits cannot enjoy sustenance either. Consequently, Wang
Chong asserted that neither human nor non-human spirits could savor nourishment. The
inability of ghosts and deities to appreciate food implied their lack of consciousness and
supernatural abilities, thereby rendering them unable to influence individuals’ fortunes or
misfortunes. In this way, the possibility of sacrifice bringing blessings or avoiding disas-
ters did not exist.

On the basis of proving that sacrifices could not bring about good or bad luck, Wang
Chong further demonstrated that fortune or misfortune had nothing to do with activities
such as sacrifices:

“When Yao and Shun practised their virtue, the empire enjoyed perfect peace, the
manifold calamities vanished, and, though the diseases were not driven out, the
Spirit of Sickness did not make its appearance. When Chieh and Chou did their
deeds, everything within the seas was thrown into confusion, all the misfortunes
happened simultaneously, and although the diseases were expelled day by day,
the Spirit of Sickness still came back. Declining ages have faith in ghosts, and
the unintelligent will pray for happiness. When the Chou were going to ruin, the
people believed in ghosts, and prepared sacrifices with the object of imploring
happiness and the divine help. Narrow-minded rulers fell an easy prey to im-
posture, and took no heed of their own actions, but they accomplished nothing
creditable, and their administration remained unsettled.

All depends upon man, and not on ghosts, on their virtue, and not on sacrifices”.
(Forke 1962a, pp. 534-35)

736, FR2Ml, REAY, HRIEK, BAEE, BRAL: 4. 5247, 1
WHEEL, ERIEE, G, Rk, BEHIEER, BAGERE. 2t
(EHAEIE, DORWED. BEO®, ABEAT, AT, BIAE. BIEAREL,
FERALERD. |

As can be seen from the citation, Wang Chong believed that fortune and misfortune
were directly related to moral behavior and were not affected by sacrifices. Undoubtedly,
this was the inheritance of the humanistic and rationalist thought of the intellectual elite
since the Spring and Autumn Period (Chen 2009). Similar discussions in the Han Dynasty
mostly came from Confucian scholars after the mid-Western Han Dynasty, such as Du
Ye#t A (?-BC2), Liu Xiang, and Huan Tan. These Confucian scholars attempted to link for-
tunes and misfortunes to moral gains and losses, thereby downplaying the power of reli-
gious activities such as sacrifices and divination. Their central point was what Wang Chong
said, “All depends upon man, and not on ghosts, on their virtue, and not on sacrifices”.

Unlike his predecessors, although acknowledging the correlation between fortune
and morality, Wang Chong, at the same time, believed that good and bad luck were pre-
determined by fate: “If by offerings, happiness could be obtained, or if misfortune could
be removed by exorcism, kings might use up all the treasures of the world for the cel-
ebration of sacrifices to procrastinate the end of their reign, and old men and women
of rich families might pray for the happiness to be gained by conjurations with the pur-
pose of obtaining an age surpassing the usual span. Long and short life, wealth and
honour of all the mortals are determined by fortune and destiny, and as for their actions,
whether they prove successful or otherwise, there are times of prosperity and decline [414%
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AE AT DA, ERR T AR X, I AT R R 2 W, DO Z AL s & S K] sRAR BR 2 A »
DIGEHEY %, R FAR, AWK, BERG: #TF5X, BHHE" (Forke 1962,
p- 535). This contradicts the aforementioned moral causality, because if fortune and mis-
fortune are predetermined, then moral cultivation loses its meaning. Wang Chong did not
resolve this contradiction, which also reveals the diversity and complexity of his thoughts.

Since sacrifice did not bring about blessings, and blessings did not come from sacri-
fices, what was the real meaning of sacrifice? After extensively quoting documents such
as Liji, Wang Chong summarized that there were two meanings of sacrifice; one was to re-
pay the merit of all the deities, and the other was to honor the deceased, which motivated
individuals to emulate the virtuous deeds of past sages and respect their ancestors, and
consequently enhanced and refined social customs. In this way, sacrificial rituals served
more as a human practice to cultivate moral sentiments, strengthen family ties (Yang 1961,
pp. 48-53), and harmonize social relations, rather than a supernatural matter of seeking
blessings and avoiding disasters. Even though the rituals formally required solemn and re-
spectful offerings to ghosts and deities, it was merely a symbolic act focusing on expressing
inner feelings, which did not imply that the spirits would truly enjoy the offerings.

Wang Chong’s understanding of sacrifice was the inheritance of the Confucian view
of sacrifice since the pre-Qin period. Yu Yingshi once pointed out that in the pre-Qin pe-
riod and in later generations, only the Confucian School followed Confucius’ teaching of
“sacrificing to deities as if the deities were present” 25 i1##7£ and developed a more ra-
tional view of sacrifice (Yu 2005, p. 89). As Xunzi said, “The sacrificial rites are the refined
expression of remembrance and longing. They are the utmost in loyalty, trustworthiness,
love, and respect. They are the fullest manifestation of ritual, proper regulation, good
form, and proper appearance. If one is not a sage, then one will not be able to understand
them. The sage clearly understands them. The well-bred man and the gentleman are at
ease in carrying them out. The officials take them as things to be preserved. The common
people take them as their set customs. The gentleman regards them as the way to be a
proper human being. The common people regard them as serving the ghosts. [%%#, &
BRREZEN, LEERMIER, LW CBR, AEEAN, EZaERm. AR,
THETEITZ, BALURSY, AU, AR T, DOWNIES; AL, DOvRFH]”
(Hutton 2014, p. 216). The terms “the way to be a proper human being” and “serving the
ghosts” accurately describe the different understandings of sacrifice between Confucian
scholars and ordinary people and also reveal the different positions of these two groups
towards religious behavior.

Wang Chong’s understanding of sacrifice also shows that, although he rejected the
association between good or bad luck and sacrifice, he did not refute the legitimacy of sac-
rifice’s existence. Instead, he attempted to interpret it through the lens of etiquette and
righteousness, which contrasts significantly with his attitude toward extravagant burial
practices. This divergence could be attributed to several factors. Firstly, sacrifice had deep
historical roots, tracing back to ancient times, whereas extravagant burials were a more re-
cent phenomenon without substantial theoretical and practical support. Secondly, Wang
Chong’s views might have been influenced by pragmatic considerations. Although extrav-
agant burials served an educational purpose in promoting filial piety, they often resulted
in undue financial and labor burdens, outweighing any potential benefits. Conversely, de-
spite sacrifice having led to certain unhealthy trends in society, it had not caused significant
harm to the national economy and people’s livelihood compared to extravagant burials. In
this way, Wang Chong's recognition of sacrifices and denial of extravagant burials reflected
a value orientation based on reality.

3.3. Taboos

In the “Criticisms on Noxious Influences” chapter of Lunheng, there is such a de-
scription: “It is a common belief that evil influences cause our diseases and our deaths,
and that in case of continual calamities, penalties, ighominious execution, and derision
there has been some offence. When in commencing a building, in moving our residence,
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in sacrificing, mourning, burying, and other rites, in taking up office or marrying, no
lucky day has been chosen, or an unpropitious year or month have not been avoided,
one falls in with demons and meets spirits, which at that ominous time work disaster
[ EWmSE, DOV ANZ BRI, JOEBE, SRR, BRI, &2, B, 4.
WEEATIENE B, AEH, AEES . H, il iEM, S AHF]” (Forke 1962a, p. 525).
It shows that there were various taboos in every aspect of life at that time. People believed
that violating these taboos would irritate ghosts and deities, leading to disasters. As Jin Ze
stated, taboos belong to “negative behavioral norms” (Z. Jin 1998, p. 19). If the main men-
tality of people offering sacrifices was to seek blessings, then the mentality of observing
taboos was to avoid disasters.

When summarizing the characteristics of taboos, Jin Ze mentioned that taboos carry
fatal and mysterious dangers, and any violation of these taboos would result in mandatory
punishment. Some of these dangers and punishments can be traced back to certain deities,
while others are inexplicable, but all are related to the supernatural world (Z. Jin 1998,
p- 21). In Wang Chong’s writings, we can also see the distinction between these two types
of taboos. For instance, the four prevalent taboos described in Lunheng include “avoiding
expanding the house westward” (ifi?li i &), “avoiding visiting ancestors’ graves after be-
ing punished and becoming a convict” (M HEA L [L5E), “avoiding having contact
with a woman who is giving birth to a child” (##H A ¥), and “avoiding bringing up
children born in the first or fifth lunar months” (ifi%% 1= H 11 7 ). These taboos belonged
to the “inexplicable” rules, and people of that time often remained silent about their ori-
gins. The taboo of “whoever sees a two-headed snake will die” as recorded in the case of
Sun Shu’ao in the “Wrong Notions about Happiness” chapter, also belonged to this cat-
egory. Wang Chong once raised questions about the taboo of “avoiding expanding the
house westward”:

“The craftsmen and technicians in the various arts and professions, in explain-
ing omens, specify the different cases. The house builders state that in erecting
a house mischievous spirits may be met with, in removing one’s residence care
should be taken to avoid the spirits of the year and the months, in sacrificing, cer-
tain days may be encountered when bloodshed is to be shunned, and in burying
one may fail against the odd and even days. In all these instances these prohi-
bitions are given because of ghosts and spirits, and evil influences. Those who
do not avoid them, fall sick and die. But as for expanding the house westward,
what harm is there, that it is held to be inauspicious, and how does the subse-
quent calamity manifest itself?” (Forke 1962b, p. 377, with modifications)

[ LHZEK, WHEXZE, BAFER. EXFHBLXM, BES2ROH, 8410
Fhbiis, RS, S6RMXEZE. AANS#, Witz im. 2T
BE, MIHZARE? AREZW, TLCAK? ]

This shows that people did not understand why “expanding the house westward”
was considered harmful, which differs from the second type of taboo described by Wang
Chong, namely the taboos related to “ghosts and spirits, and evil influences” mentioned
by the “craftsmen and technicians”. In these taboos, the dangers and punishments were
attributed to certain ghosts and deities, including mischievous spirits, the spirits of the
year and the months, etc. Therefore, the second type of taboo was more closely linked to
beliefs in ghosts and deities and thus became the main target of Wang Chong’s criticism.

The so-called “craftsmen and technicians” clearly fall under the category of “work-
ers” among the four social classes, specifically referring to those engaged in numerology
and divination within the handicraft industry’. The taboos mentioned by the craftsmen
and technicians are concentrated in several chapters of Lunheng. Among them, “Criticisms
on Certain Theories” discusses taboos related to residential houses, “Questions about the
Year Star” talks about taboos about removing one’s residence concerning the Taisui X%
(the Year Star), “False Charges against Time” addresses taboos concerning ground break-
ing and house erecting related to the Taisui and Yuejian J & (the direction of the top of
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the handle of the Big Dipper), and “Slaudering of Days” enumerates taboos concerning
the selection of auspicious days for various events including funerals, sacrifices, bathing,
tailoring, learning calligraphy, and so forth. These taboos exhibited continuity and reg-
ularity, appearing more as part of certain “rules”. For instance, the theory of drawing
plans of houses (tuzhaishu ElER), stating “the doors of a house of a family with a shang
surname should not face the south, and that the doors of a house belonging to a family
with a chil surname should not be turned to the north [ XK [ JANE M IF], #E T IA L]
(Forke 1962b, p. 416), reflected the rule of the Five Elements (wuxing 1.1T). The method for
the moving of one’s residence (gianxifa IL{iZ%), stating “to encounter T'ai-sui is unlucky,
and that to turn one’s back upon it likewise bodes evil [#HLK%, Xi; FK%, TR
(Forke 1962b, p. 402), reflected the rule of directions. The calendar for burials (zangli
#%]17), stating “avoid the Nine Emptinesses, Depressions of the Earth, and consider the odd
and even days, and single and paired months [ZE# /L7, HiEs, KHZRIZE, HZ &)
(Forke 1962b, p. 393, with modification), reflected the rule of the Heavenly Stems and
Earthly Branches (ganzhit-3£). The theory of drawing plans of houses, the method for
moving, and the calendar for burials summarized these rules. If taboos were part of the
rules, then the reasons for their establishment were naturally consistent with the reasons
for the rules’ establishment. Therefore, as mentioned earlier, for such taboos, people could
clearly understand that their establishments were based on “avoiding the spirits of the year
and the months” “bloodshed to be shunned” or “failing against the odd and even days”.
They all represented different rules®.

It is important to note the relationship between the taboos mentioned by the “crafts-
men and technicians” and the belief in ghosts and deities. Although these taboos were part
of the rules, people often visualized the abstract rules as specific ghosts and deities. Typ-
ical examples include the taboos on moving and construction mentioned in the chapters
“Questions about the Year Star” and “False Charges Against Time”. These taboos were
originally based on the rules of the movement of Jupiter and the Big Dipper (beidou 1t }),
but people visualized these rules as the deities of Taisui and Yuejian, believing that vio-
lating the taboos would result in punishment from the deities. Wang Chong also pointed
out that there were many gods on the almanac calendar, indicating that there were other
taboos, especially taboos on choosing auspicious days, that were related to ghosts and
deities. For instance, as exemplified in the chapter “Death” in Rishu from Kongjiapo, peo-
ple at that time believed that illnesses occurring on specific Earthly Branches days were
not attributed to the inherent auspiciousness or inauspiciousness of the Heavenly Stems
and Earthly Branches themselves but rather to the offense of the deity associated with that
particular Earthly Branch (Hubeisheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo and Suizhoushi kaogudui
2006, p. 172). Some scholars argued that the reason the Five Elements, Heavenly Stems,
and Earthly Branches were perceived as ghosts and deities was because of the complexity
of numerological studies. For ordinary people, explaining taboos in terms of ghosts and
deities was more accessible and comprehensible (Liu 2007, p. 58). Therefore, although
the taboos mentioned by the “craftsmen and technicians” were generally part of the ab-
stract rules, they were often entangled with ghosts and deities in specific manifestations.
In Wang Chong's writings, people at that time thought these taboos “are given because
of ghosts and spirits, and evil influences” and believed that violating taboos would “of-
fend ghosts and deities”. Ban Gu JE[# (32-92) described that, after the scholars from the
Yin-Yang School became “craftsmen and technicians”, they were “restricted by taboos, ob-
sessed with trivial matters, abandoning human affairs and relying on ghosts and gods
[FET25, BT/ &ANFEMmERM]” (Ban 1962, p. 1735), which was also based on the
visualization of rules as ghosts and deities.

Wang Chong’s critique of taboos is similar to his criticism of sacrifices. He first es-
tablished his argument based on classics, demonstrating in detail that taboos cannot affect
fortune; and then he argued that good or bad fortune had nothing to do with taboos but
was predetermined by fate. This naturally stemmed from his fatalism. After breaking the
connection between taboos and good or bad luck, Wang Chong attempted to clarify that
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taboos were based on “rites and righteousness”, which were intended to promote virtuous
behavior, and there would be no harm from ghosts and deities. For instance, in the context
of choosing auspicious dates, there were taboos such as avoiding Bing Day for studying
and refraining from holding music events on Zi or Mao Days. The common belief was
tied to legends like Cang Jie’s death on a Bing Day or the fall of the Yin and Xia dynasties
on Zi and Mao Days. Contrary to popular interpretations based on supernatural beliefs,
Wang Chong argued that these taboos stemmed from a deep reverence for departed kings,
reflecting a sentiment of sorrow and respect that discouraged celebrations on these spe-
cific days. Therefore, he postulated that many other taboos were likely founded upon the
principles of ritual propriety and righteousness.

In short, Wang Chong’s understanding of taboos is consistent with his broader per-
spective on religious practices such as sacrifices; while the masses saw taboos as religious
practices to seek personal benefits and avoid harm, Wang Chong interpreted taboos through
the lens of “rites and righteousness”, regarding them as the result of the saints “using the
beliefs as a way of moral education” #fi& % #{. In this way, he emphasized the social func-
tion of taboos, perceiving them as alternative embodiments of “rites” with the ultimate
goal of social education. Thus, despite criticizing the widespread belief that taboos could
influence fortune, he did not reject the legitimacy of their existence.

4. The Divergence in Scholars’ Criticisms on Customs

Criticism of belief in ghosts and deities was not uncommon during the Han Dynasty.
Confucian scholars before Wang Chong such as Gu Yong %37k (BC70-BC10), Du Ye, Liu
Xiang, Yang Xiong i/t (BC53-18), and Huan Tan, most of whom served in the imperial
court, criticized the belief in ghosts and deities, primarily targeting rulers, who they hoped
would abandon superstitious practices, assume cultural responsibility, and foster a posi-
tive social atmosphere. By contrast, Wang Chong, as a scholar serving in the locale, criti-
cized the belief in ghosts and deities, mainly targeting ordinary people. When discussing
issues related to the concept of ghosts and deities, funerals, sacrifices, and taboos, Wang
Chong frequently used terms such as “secular” (144 shisu), “worldly” (1t shi), and “vul-
gar” (1 su) to describe the believers. For instance, as previously stated, in the chapter “On
Death”, he wrote, “The world believes that the dead become ghosts, possess conscious-
ness, and can harm people”; in “Simplicity of Funerals”, he stated, “Therefore, the public
remains wavering and ignorant, and those who believe in a lucky and unlucky destiny,
dread the dead, but do not fear justice; make much of the departed, and do not care for
the living”.

Compared to those in high standing at court, Wang Chong had easier access to ordi-
nary people in his daily life, and he primarily directed his criticisms towards that group of
people. As Gong Pengcheng once summarized, criticism of customs in the Han Dynasty
not only focused on criticizing the decadent atmosphere of emperors and aristocrats but
also on the unsavory aspects of lives of ordinary men. During the Western Han Dynasty,
criticism of customs focused on the former, but later, there was increasing concern for the
daily customs and issues of ordinary people (Gong 2005, p. 41). Xu Xingwu also men-
tioned that since the end of the Western Han Dynasty, the pure Confucian scholars no
longer served as political contenders in the central government or astrologers interpreting
the will of heaven. Instead, they turned their attention to the entire country and local soci-
ety (X. Xu 2005, p. 147). The writings of Wang Chong, as well as the subsequent criticisms
of customs by Wang Fu F4F (85-163), Ying Shao F#)j (?), and Zhong Changtong fi &%t
(180-220), all discussed various secular issues, reflecting a shift in the political and intel-
lectual concerns of scholars during the Eastern Han Dynasty. Undoubtedly, the focus on
secular issues was also closely linked to the proliferation of local scholars, within which
Wang Chong and his successors were all exemplary figures.

Secondly, when discussing the belief in ghosts and deities, most Confucian scholars
before Wang Chong focused primarily on its external manifestations, without a deep ex-
ploration into the core concepts of ghosts and deities, particularly whether they were “con-
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scious” or not. In terms of funeral customs, many Confucian scholars adopted an ambigu-
ous stance. For example, Liu Xiang, when opposing Emperor Cheng on the construction
of Changling and Yanling, stated, “If we presume the dead are conscious, then excavat-
ing graves would bring great harm; if they are unconscious, then what purpose does it
serve [DIMBEENA R, RAZE, HEZ LR, HwHIM, XM K]?” (Ban 1962, p. 1956)
This statement merely outlined the consequences of both “conscious” and “unconscious”
scenarios without expressing a clear stance or viewpoint. As can be seen, Confucian schol-
ars who disapproved of extravagant burials usually focused their arguments on practical
harms such as exhausting resources and avoided the discussion on the nature of the de-
ceased. Then, regarding sacrifices, Confucian scholars typically distinguished between ex-
cessive and appropriate worship, criticizing the former while tacitly approving the latter.
The underlying beliefs in ghosts and deities behind sacrificial practices were rarely dis-
cussed either. As C. K. Yang once pointed out, “Many of the antisuperstition statements
that have been quoted to prove their rationalistic intellectualism were motivated more by
their struggle against organized religious movements which threatened their status than
by well-reasoned, genuine skepticism about supernatural matters” (Yang 1961, p. 272).

Wang Chong, however, intentionally scrutinized and criticized the core ideologies
that served as the foundation for funeral practices and sacrificial rites. This examination
was notably reflected in his naturalistic approach to comprehending life and death, his em-
phasis on the unconscious state of the deceased, and his denial of supernatural qualities
attributed to ghosts and deities. His goal was to profoundly undermine the very essence
of these traditional customs. In comparison to his Confucian predecessors, Wang Chong’s
method marked a substantial change, as he incorporated diverse philosophical viewpoints
into his argument, especially Taoist thoughts. Wang Chong’s extensive assimilation of the
teachings of Taoism and other academic schools mirrored the prevalent trend from the
transition between the Western Han and Eastern Han dynasties to pursue wide-ranging
knowledge beyond the dominant Confucianism, in which the revival of Taoist philoso-
phy was particularly noteworthy. The intellectual pursuit of erudite scholarship persisted
throughout the Eastern Han Dynasty and ultimately laid the foundation for the naturalistic
philosophy that emerged in the subsequent Wei and Jin periods.

Furthermore, when it comes to the relationship between ghosts and deities and for-
tune, most Confucian scholars embraced the humanistic and rationalist ideologies that
dated back to the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period. As a result,
they diminished the power of ghosts and deities while highlighting the significance of hu-
man agency. This was prominently reflected in their association of good and bad luck
with moral gains and losses, while downplaying the role of religious activities related to
ghosts and deities such as sacrifices, divination, and taboos. Consequently, they forged a
moralized universe.

Wang Chong, on one hand, declared that “All depends upon man, and not on ghosts,
on their virtue, and not on sacrifices”, emphasizing the importance of morality. On the
other hand, he attributed the power originally belonging to ghosts and deities to fate, con-
sidering fate the ultimate external force: “Fate holds sway over happiness and misfortune,
being a spontaneous principle and a decree to meet with certain incidents. There is no
alien force, and nothing else exercises an overwhelming influence or affects the final result
[d7, HRXZEM, BRZIE, EHZE FEFMIFMRIEESNEZ R E]” (Forke 1962b,
p- 1). Here, Wang Chong’s views form an interesting contrast with Mohist thought; Wang
Chong did not believe in ghosts and deities or a personified Heaven but firmly believed in
fate, while Mohist essays, such as “Against Fate”, “Heaven’s Intention”, and “Percipient
Ghosts”, denied omnipotent fate and assigned one’s life encounters to the will of Heaven
and the power of ghosts. This reveals the diversity of intellectual discourse when dealing
with the intersection of religion, morality, and rationality. According to Wang Chong, fate
held sway over happiness and misfortune, overseeing all aspects of life. Fate was formed
by Heaven naturally imparting gi (vital energy) to humans, which seemed to have a phys-
ical origin. However, once a person received this gi and fate, their lifespan, fortunes, so-
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cial status, wealth, and poverty were already determined: “Every mortal receives his own
destiny: already at the time of his conception, he obtains a lucky or an unlucky chance
[NAZAr, fEXEHESZH, T35 XR]”. (Forke 1962a, p. 139) Thereafter, neither hu-
man effort nor extra-human powers could alter the predetermined destiny. Given that fate
was determined before a person’s birth, could steer the course of life, and was unaffected
by any factors, most modern scholars attributed Wang Chong’s theory of fate to fatalism
(C. Jin 2006, pp. 450-55; F. Xu 2014, pp. 574-77; Shao 2009, pp. 297-98).

Wang Chong’s admiration for fate surpassed his admiration for human morality, which
also could be regarded as a deviation from Confucian tradition. Such deviation was closely
related to Wang Chong's personal experiences of being unable to advance his career within
the Han bureaucracy despite his talents and abilities, making him attribute his lack of suc-
cess to fate (Ma 2023). However, fatalism and moralism are fundamentally incompati-
ble. As fatalism refers to human effort being unable to influence good or bad luck, Wang
Chong’s stance eliminated the significance of moral cultivation. Thus, Wang Chong’s si-
multaneous advocacy for both morality and the role of fate when criticizing customs con-
stituted a contradiction in his thought.

Following Wang Chong, Wang Fu also demonstrated confusion regarding the origins
of fortune and misfortune. Wang Fu believed that both moral cultivation and fate influ-
enced one’s luck. While behavior was self-determined, fate was heaven-ordained. Ghosts
and deities could also affect good and bad luck, but only through prayers” moral culti-
vation would the spirits be appeased and reward one with good fortune. Despite high-
lighting morality’s significance, Wang Fu saw supernatural beings as mediators between
human behavior and its consequences, believing that “when ghosts and gods are appeased,
good fortune will flourish [J#5%25, ###F5F]” (F. Wang 2014, p. 301). He actually
viewed ghosts, deities, fate (heaven), and morality as sources of good and bad luck. In
fact, thinkers throughout Chinese history struggled to reconcile the relationship between
fortune and heaven, fate, supernatural beings, and morality. This was evident in the cases
of Wang Chong, Wang Fu, and earlier scholars like Mozi. But in a society, it was difficult to
put forward an explanation of human affairs that was universally accepted. For example,
people who did not believe in gods or spirits often attributed various phenomena in the
human world to Heaven or fate. Yet, it was challenging to explain human affairs entirely
through the concepts of a willful Heaven or an immutable fate. Therefore, once scholars
began to think, they often found themselves in a situation where almost no one had the
perfect ability of logical and coherent thinking, making their ideas inconsistent and hard
to justify. This dilemma was common among ancient Chinese scholars.

Finally, Wang Chong did not suggest abolishing all social customs such as sacrifices
and taboos. Instead, he gave them a ritualistic interpretation, eliminating supernatural
beliefs and focusing instead on the meanings recorded in Confucian classics. He aimed
to connect small traditions with large traditions, ultimately serving the purpose of so-
cial education. As mentioned earlier, this approach was, to a large extent, inherited from
Xunzi, and Wang Chong drew extensively from Xunzi’'s ideas throughout the entire Lun-
heng (Yue 2006, pp. 154-55).

Both Xunzi and Wang Chong explained and affirmed particular customs, such as sac-
rifices, as the external manifestations of ritual propriety and moral principles. However,
Wang Chong diverged from Xunzi in his views on social customs. Xunzi endorsed the
traditional Confucian moralism of “good or bad fortune depends on oneself # X/ H A",
perceiving morality as the crucial element that exerted a profound influence on one’s suc-
cess or failure. For example, when discussing physiognomy, Xunzi pointed out that what
determined good or bad fortune lay not in external physical appearance but in the good-
ness or evil of one’s heart. Those with good hearts were gentlemen, while those with
evil hearts were petty men. “Becoming a gentleman is called good fortune. Becoming a
petty man is called ill fortune [ 72 #H7#, /N AZIEX]” (Hutton 2014, p. 32). For Wang
Chong, however, the emphasis on the potent force of fate frequently surpassed his admi-
ration for human endeavors. Consequently, when he reinterpreted customs on the basis
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of rituals and righteousness, highlighting their moral connotations and promoting virtu-
ous behaviors, he was not as convincing as Xunzi, and the efficacy of his approach was
correspondingly diminished.

Additionally, apart from affirming a few customs from the ritualistic perspective,
Xunzi viewed them in a mostly negative light and was even reticent to elaborate exten-
sively on them, as seen by the recurrent assertion in the chapter “Against Physiognomy”,
where physiognomizing people was something “the ancients would not embrace, and the
learned did not discuss [ Z ATEAH, 2E#HATEH]” (Hutton 2014, p. 32, with modifica-
tions). While Wang Chong also, to some extent, criticized customs related to ghosts and
deities, he steadfastly believed in other customs, including physiognomy. Furthermore,
his extensive discussion of customs and beliefs, and abundant portrayal of folklore phe-
nomena, frequently overshadowed and thus obscured his advocacy of Confucian ethics.

Ying Shao was similar to Wang Chong in this regard. In the preface to Fengsu tongyi
A7 38 L (The General Meaning of Customs and Customs), Ying Shao mentioned that the pur-
pose of his writing was to “correct the excesses and fallacies of popular customs and ex-
plain them through the principles of righteousness [ & il T-iit{f 2 i 2, iz T L 3EH]”
(Ying 1981, p. 4), that is, to rectify customs based on Confucian principles and reconcile
them with classics and sages. Judging from the content of Fengsu tongyi, Ying Shao indeed
provided interpretations of various customs and taboos such as peach sticks, reed stalks,
painting tigers on doors, and sacrificing dogs at the four gates of the city through the lens
of ritual propriety. However, due to the heavy focus on customs in the monograph, similar
to the poetic device of “advising through a hundred examples while subtly criticizing one”
(MH W), he had difficulty highlighting his promotion of Confucian thought. Therefore,
the Qing scholar Wang Mingsheng "% (1722-1797) commented, “Ying Shao is a vulgar
Confucian of the Han Dynasty; Fengsu Tong is a petty work [All, J&F#; KR, /i
F ], and believed that Lunheng and Fengsu Tongyi belonged to the same category of
books— “both are compilations of trivial knowledge and misinterpretations [ & 444 3% [, %
FREULR]” (M. Wang 2010, p. 396). It is ironic, then, that the critics of customs were later
regarded as their collectors and advocates. Be that as it may, their works are of exceptional
significance in showcasing the customs and ideological variety in Eastern Han society.

5. Conclusions

Deeply embedded in the religious and cultural fabric of society, the belief in ghosts
and deities reflects humanity’s perpetual quest for meaning, order, and welfare. In ancient
China, as individuals often lacked control over the fortunes and misfortunes of their lives,
they resorted to seeking assistance from external forces, such as ghosts and deities, hoping
that by appeasing these supernatural entities they could attain personal benefits. Popu-
lar beliefs in ghosts and deities in the Han Dynasty were often related to current careers,
marriage, childbearing, and illnesses, and thus had nothing to do with the afterlife, reflect-
ing distinct secular characteristics, which persisted throughout later generations and were
unique among other religions of the world.

Simultaneously, Han Dynasty scholars” discussions on beliefs in ghosts and deities
were also secular and not directly related to the religious background upon which these
beliefs were based. Yu Yingshi pointed out that when scholars from early China criticized
or reformed popular beliefs, they tended to only prohibit those that were extremely harm-
ful to people’s lives (Yu 1987, p. 197). That is to say, their primary consideration focused
on material or practical aspects rather than pursuing the truth and purity of religious the-
ories. The chief concern of scholars was to elevate social welfare, enlighten the public, and
establish a utopian political sphere characterized by virtuous customs, a goal shared by
Wang Chong as well.

Wang Chong’s critique of the concept of ghosts and deities, as well as the customs of
lavish burials, sacrificial rites, and taboos in the Han Dynasty, fell under the category of
customs criticism within the intellectual tradition of reformers. Compared with his prede-
cessors, Wang Chong’s uniqueness was not only manifested in his overwhelming attention
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to customs and beliefs but also in his extensive assimilation and utilization of various the-
ories, including Confucianism and Taoism, when conducting criticism on customs. He
dismantled the connection between “ghosts and deities” and “misfortunes and fortunes”
with naturalistic views on life and death and theories of fate, undermining the inherent the-
oretical support shared by customs such as elaborate funerals, sacrifices, and taboos. Mean-
while, he maintained profound respect for tradition and culture, attempting to reinterpret
customs as ritualistic practices rooted in Confucian principles, thus reconciling popular
beliefs with ethical norms. Wang Chong’s approach influenced subsequent figures such
as Ying Shao, Wang Fu, and Zhong Changtong. These Eastern Han scholars, like Wang
Chong, were concerned with folk customs and beliefs. Their emphasis on customs played
a significant role in the transformation of intellectual climate from the elite culture to the
secular culture during the late Eastern Han Dynasty and the Wei and Jin periods.

The study of Wang Chong’s thought highlights the complexity of ancient Chinese re-
ligion, which was characterized by the interactions and tensions between the supernatural
and the natural, between the sacred and the secular. Meanwhile, Wang Chong’s approach
of analyzing and criticizing the customs and beliefs offers valuable insights into how an-
cient Chinese scholars grappled with issues of belief, morality, and social custom, as well
as how scholars can play a transformative role in promoting social welfare and cultural
enlightenment in a wider scope today.
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Notes

1

Currently, there have been numerous research works regarding the relationship between men of letters and customs in the Han
Dynasty, as well as the study of beliefs in ghosts and deities prevalent during that time. See Yu (1987), Poo (2007), J. Wang
(2013, pp. 35-83), Hayashi (1974, pp. 223-306), and Ikeda (1981). However, most scholars who focused on customs adopted
a perspective concerning customs overall and did not specifically address the customs related to beliefs in ghosts and deities.
Conversely, researchers who studied beliefs in ghosts and deities tended to concentrate mainly on the beliefs themselves, with
a notable lack of analysis on the attitudes held by scholars towards these beliefs.

In Lunheng, Wang Chong often used the term “ghosts and deities” to refer to elusive and invisible abstract beings, including
human ghosts, and used the term “ghost” to refer to tangible, sentient, and potentially harmful beings in people’s minds. As
Poo Mu-chou once pointed out, the word ghost usually has a negative meaning when it appears alone in texts or in conversations,
but when it appears together with the word god, the meaning is generally neutral. This can be somewhat confirmed in Lunheng.
See Poo (2022, p. 2).

Wang Chong stated in the chapter “Simplicity of Funerals” that “Confucianists...... believe that the dead have no consciousness
and cannot become ghosts”, attributing the naturalistic interpretation of “the dead have no consciousness” to the Confucian
School. The entire article only focuses on the pros and cons of Confucian and Mohist burial concepts, without mentioning the
Taoist School. The reason may be that, as mentioned earlier, the naturalistic view of life and death had been shared by Taoists,
Confucianists, and scholars from other schools of thought since the pre-Qin period. Many scholars in the Han Dynasty focused
on integrating the strengths of various schools of thought. Even from the simple burial expositions of Huainanzi and Yang
Wangsun, the integration of multiple schools of thought can be seen. Wang Chong’s belief that the concept of “the dead have no
consciousness” belonged to the Confucian School may be based on his overall Confucian standpoint.

It should be noted that there were many overlaps between official sacrifices and popular sacrifices in the Han Dynasty, from
the identity of the worshippers to the objects of worship. The way to distinguish popular sacrifices from official sacrifices was
as follows: (1) Those that were not in the official system were popular sacrifices. (2) The purposes of popular sacrifices and
official sacrifices were different. The former pursued one’s own happiness, while the latter focused on the welfare of the country.
The Confucian scholars’ understanding of sacrifices was not the same as the two above. Wang Chong’s views can be seen as
representative of the opinions of scholars.
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5 The “House Moving School” iTf# 2 %, “Five Elements School” #1472 %, and “Five Tones School” F# Z % mentioned in Lun-
heng also belong to the category of “craftsmen and technicians”. Chen Pan identified the “craftsmen and technicians” as al-
chemists. See Chen (2010, pp. 189-90). While alchemists were skilled in both numerology and alchemy, with the latter (espe-
cially the pursuit of immortality) being the main focus, the craftsmen and technicians mentioned by Wang Chong were primarily
engaged in numerology and rarely involved themselves in the pursuit of immortality through alchemy. Thus, there is a slight
difference between the two.

Some taboos may have initially formed due to certain events, such as Wang Chong’s example of “those who study calligraphy
avoid the day of Bing” based on the death of Cang Jie on Bing Day, and “rituals avoid playing music on Zi and Mao Days”
based on the demise of the Yin and Xia dynasties on the Zi and Mao Days. Similarly, the Qin Bamboo Slips from Shuihudi states,
“Tianbo died on the day of Yi Si, Du died on the day of Yi You, Rain Master died on Xin Wei, and Tian Daren died on Gui Hai
[HZFUUCEI A FELLAES, W ) BLERIE, HRKALZEZIE]”. See Shuihudi Qin mu zhujian zhengli xiaozu (1990,
p- 368). Although specific taboos were not explicitly stated, it can be inferred that the formation of taboos was based on the
deaths of Tianbo, Du, the Rain Master, and Tian Daren. However, most taboos ultimately became integrated into the framework
constructed by various rules and existed as a part of those rules.
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