MU-CHOU POO

Ideas concerning Death and Burial

in Pre-Han and Han China

he Tso-chuen records for 588 BC that an important aspect of
burial ritual among the elite of China’s central plain had begun to
change.

In the eighth month the Duke of Sung died. [This was] the beginning of
lavish burial (hou-tsang B #). Clam shells and charcoal were used; cha-
riots and horses were furnished; (it was also] the beginning of employ-
ing [men as] sacrificial victims, and precious objects were prepared. The
outer coffin was supplied with four pillars, and the inner coffin was
ornamented above and on the side.'

The compiler, Tso Ch'iu-ming 7E Fx. BA, apparently informs us of the
actual beginning of a social custom; or at least the custom was unusual
enough to gain his attention. But so much else is unclear. We do not know if
the funerary equipment in the tomb of the Duke of Sung exceeded that pre-
scribed for his status. And we do know of much earlier lavish burials, a fact
confirmed by archacology.?

As a starting point we need to ask what the ancient Chinese themselves
thought of both lavish and thrifty burial. What was the demarcation between
propriety and lavishness? Was there any firm admonition against lavish

1 Tso-chuan (Ch'eng 2}; cf. James Legge, The CA'un Ts'sw with the Tso Chuen, vol. 5 of The
Chinese Classics, (rpt. Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 1960), p. 347. Throughout this essay [
use the phrase “outer coffin” for kug ¥%, and “inner coffn” for Auan 8. Unless otherwise
stated, all translations are my own; references to previously published translations are
supplied for convenience. Tso was obviously incorvect about human sacrifices. He probably
meant that it was the first Gme in the bistory of the short-lived duchy of Sung, not the whole
realm of China as it then existed.

* Examples of the litarature on this are: Chung-kuo she-hui k'o-hsiieh yilan o @it B §
BB eds, Yin-hsi fu-Hao-mu B iR 2 T I {Peking: Wen-wu ch'u-pan-she, 198:); Hu-pei
sheng po-wu-kuan # L4 Q¥ K, eds., Sui-hsien Tseng-hou-i mu B IR & € Z XK (Peking:
Wen-wu, 1980); and Hu-nan sheng po-wu-kuan, Chung-kuo k'o-hsiieh yilan, eds., Chang-sha
Ma-wang-tti i-heo Hanmu & 2 B £ # — % W X (Peking: Wen-wn, 1973). Recent
discavery of the huge tombs of the late preimperial Ch'in rulers indicates a general trend
toward lavish and ostentatious burial. For a survey of the development of tombs in the pre-
Han period, see Poo Mu-chou 7 %, “Lun Chung-kuo ku-tai mu-tsang hsing-chih” gq’
BB B, in Kuadi Toi-uan ta-hsiizh wen-shih-che hsilek-pao B 1L 5 WX R 38
B2 & 37 (990), pp- 233-79-
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burial? Toward this aim, the present article shows that beginning in the
Warring States period (471-221 BC) there was a continuing discussion
among intellectuals and leading individuals about the nature of buria]
practices, the condition of the dead, and the propriety of favish versus thrifty
burial,

PRE-HAN IDEAS CONCERNING BURIAL
PROPRIETY

The Tso-chuan compiler was one of many intellectuals in the Warring
States period whose philosophy derived from and shared elements with
Confucian teachings. For Confucians, people’s performance of proper
rituals, or /i i, was the foundation of an orderly and peaceful society. This
orderly society was to be composed of different classes, or categories, of
people, each one functioning in a role determined by such &.* Confucius
himself once defined filial piety {ksizo Z) in the following way: “When the
parents are alive, serve them according to the [i; when they are dead, bury
them according to the 4; and make offerings to them according to the 4.
Thus, no matter whether alive or deceased, one was supposed to treat his
parents, or anyone else for that matter, with the proper ritual (), no more,
no less. When Yen-yiian, one of the best students of Confucius, died, fellow
students suggested a lavish burial. Confucius opposed the idea, but in the
end his students did not yield to him.* The reason for the master’s oppo-
sition was probably because Yen-yiian’s social status did not deserve lavish
ceremony. Confucius later said: “{Although] Hui (Yen-yiian) looked upen
me as a father, [ must not regard him as if he were my son. It was not | {who
decided to give him a rich burial], it was the other disciples.”* Since Con-
fucius was the descendant of an official and had also held office himself, to

? This aspect of early thought is an cnormous field. Some of the most widely cited works
are: Frec!cn'ck W. Mote, The Intetlectual Foundations of China {(N.Y.: Kaopf, 1971); Feng Yu-
lan, A History of Chinese Philosophy, trans. Derk Bodde (Princeton: Princeton U.P, 1952-53)
Hsiao Kungch'uan, A History of Chiness Political Thought, wans. Frederick W. Mote
(Pnnoer._on: Princcton U.P., 197g); Benjamin Schwartz, The World of Thought in Ancient Ching
{Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard U.P., 1g8s).

. S Lun-yi 3 3R (“Wei-cheng” 2 FD) {Shih-san~ching chu-shu cdn.; rpe. Taipei: T-wen
yin-shu-kuan, 1970) ¢, p. 2b; Mengszu H F (“T'eng wen-kung” BB 3L 2 (Shih-san-ching
chu-shu eda) 54, p. b, although these words are from the mouth of Tseng-tza B F. CE
James Legge, The Confucian Analects, vol. 1 of The Chinese Classics, p. 147; and Legge, ibid.
vol. 2, The Works of Mencius, p- 236, respectively. '

® Lun-yi (“Hsien-chin” ¢ i) 2, Pp- 2a-4b; of. Legge, Analects, p. 240.

‘_ FABRBT B, cranslated in ibid. as: “I have not been able to treat him as my son.”
This, however, does not suit the context; he himself admitted chat his rendering of “skif”
{regard) here was different from that of the previous senlence.
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treat the commoner Yen as a son and give him a rich burial would have
been a violation of the proper 4. The Analects also records that when Yen-

yian died,

Yen-lu begged the carriage of the master to sell in order to furnish an
cuter coffin (for Yen-yiian), The master said: “Whether talented or not,
one is only to call his son his son. When (my son) Li ¥ died, he was
given an inner coffin but without an outer coffin, as I could not consent
to walk on foot and give up my carriage in order to make an outer
coffin (for Li). For, having followed in the rear of high officials, it was
not proper for me to walk on foot.”

The master’s refusing to give up his carriage can be viewed from two per-
spectives. On the one hand, as he did not allow his own son to have an outer
coffin even if the latter deserved one, there seemed to be no good reason to
give one to Yen (fone is only to call his son his son™), On the other hand,
Confucius was probably wealthy enough to help furnish an outer coffin for
Yen without giving up his own carriage, a symbol of his status. For if his de-
cision was based only on financial considerations he should have gladly
consented to the action of his disciples, who finally gave Yen a lavish burial,
presumably with an outer coffin, instead of uttering the complaint “It was
not [I" —which seems to be a protest that it was not he who had violated #.
Clearly, the master did not consider it appropriate to give Yen-yiian, the
descendant of a commeoner, a burial that would exceed his status.” In fact,
Li-chi M &C. The Book of Rites, records that “When Yen-yiian died, the master
mourned him as if he were his own son, but he did not wear the mourning
garments,” This further corroborates the assumption that Confucius had
drawn a clear line between personal emotion and proper ritual.

It is important, however, to remember that Confucius’ concern about &
did not end with an outward conformity 1o proper ritwals. In fact, the
essence of his teaching held that the highest stage of ethics or morality was
beyond any ritual conduct: “Being a person, yet without jen {Z, it is futile
merely to follow 4i.”' This jen is the inner sense of propriety in relation to

? Lun-yit 11, pp. 2b-3a; Legge, Analecs, p. 239.

2 A different understanding of the text was offered by the Tang commentator, who
interpreted the unwillingness of Confucius to give up his carriage as due to the poverty of
Confucius' houschold. See Zun-yil 11, p. 3a. [ do not think the explanation suits the context.
Why then did Confucius not simply mention the face that he was poor? Instead, the reason he
gave waa that he had been an official. This has to indicate that the master’s real concern was
with the proper /i that onc observed according to one's own status — his status as an official
and Yen's status as a commoner.

* Li-chi 7 (“Tan-kung” M 5 ) (Shih-san-ching chu-shu edn.}, p. 14a.

19 Lun-yi g {“Pa-i" /A1), p. ga. CF Legge, Analecss, p, 155,
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other members of society, a sense requiring cultivation. In this context,
Confucius once said, “In ceremonies it is better to be simple than luxurioys,
and in the funerals it is better to show deep sorrow than to pay meticuloys
attention to the details.™' The most important thing in a proper funeral,
therefore, was to show sympathy and grief, although a burial according to
proper li should not be neglected either.

When the family of the deceased could not afford a proper burial, as
occurred during an age of social and political upheaval when the old aris.
tocracy would often be replaced by upstart commoners,” how should they

act? Confucius might have answered in a fashion similar to that recorded in
Li-chi:

Tzu-yu asked about the [proper way of providing] funerary equipment,
The master said, “One should consider the exrent to which his house-
hold can afford it.” Tzu-yu said, “How would one reach a consensus
between those who have and those who do not?” The master replied: “If
they can afford it, do not exceed #; if they can not afford it, wrap up the

body, and give a simple burial. How would anyone express disagree-
ment?™?

Confucius was of course not advocating thrifty burial. His point was that a
simple burial below the status of the deceased should not be considered as
improper merely if due to lack of resources.

Mencius’ ideas on funerary ritual were close to those of his mentor:

In ancient times there was no standard for making inner and outer
coffins. Later it was decided that the thickness of the inner coffin shoild
be seven inches, with the outer coffin to march. This applies to the Seon
of Heaven as well as for commoners. It was not only for the effect of
graceful appearance. 1t was only by so doing that one’s affection could
be fully expressed. If one could not acquire [the wood], there would be
nothing to be joyous about; if one did not have the money, there would
be nothing to be joyous about. When the wood was available and one
could afford the cost, all the ancient people used fine wood, Why should
I alone be different? . . . [t is said that “a filial son should not for all the
world be thrifty fin the funeral] for his parents.”"*

I Lun-yd 3, p. 3a.
* See Hsu Cho-yun, Ancient Ching in Transition (Stanford: Stanford U.P., 196
e . : -P., 1965), pp. 24 {F.
% Li.chi 8 (“Tan-kung”), p. 13b. A similar idea is also found in 10, p. 3a. PP
14 Meng-tzu 4B (“Kungsunch’ou” 2 3R 1, p- 13; cf. Legge, Mencius, pp_ s21-22.
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This attitude of Mencius is vividly illustrated in another context. When his
father died, Mencius was just a gentieman (shih £} he buried his father
with a gift of three ting Wi}, which was befitting for a shit. When his mother
died at a time when Mencius had already become an official {ch'ing #). he
supplied five ting for his mother’s tomb, as per an official’s prerogative. Fur-
thermore, the coffins and other funerary equiptent that Mencius provided
for his mother were more luxurious than those used for his father. When
the Duke of Lu B Z5 1) learned about this, he declined to seek advice from
Mencius, unhappy about the latter’s possibly having transgressed the proper
li by providing rich funerary objects, although Mencius® three and five ting
were according to fi. A certain Lo-cheng-tzu 3 IF -F, after conversing with
the Duke of Lu about this, came to Mencius’ defense: “This should not be
considered as improper, since [Mencius is] weaithier now than before,”"” it
seems that Mencius' idea somewhart favored lavish burial, since he would not
refrain from providing rich funerals so long as he had the means, and, of
course, he did it within the limits of proper ritual. This story alse indicates
that although a burial might be done according to the recognized system of
i, it could still be considered lavish if other accessories of the funeral were
extravagantly supplied. Thus a lavish burial need not have violated ¥, and
herein lies the root of the common practice of lavish burial. For it would be
easier for people to defend funerary extravagance by stating their observ-
ance of the proper {i —such as providing the dead with the correct number
of ting and coffins. When later, in the Han period, proper {i were gradually
sinking into oblivion, only pure extravagance remained.

The writings of Hstin-tzu % -F reveal further elaborated principles of
funerary ritual advocated by the Confucian school that essentially corre-
sponded to the Chou system. Basically, Hsiin-tzu considered that the whole
system of li was a tool for creating an orderly society, through which all the
conflicts and struggles between people would be resobved:

What is the origin of #? It is this: people are born with desire. When
-desire is not satisfied, it is inevitable that one should seek satisfaction,
When one seeks for satisfaction without any restraint and limitation, it is
inevitable that struggle arises. Once there is struggle, there will be
chaos; with chaos comes poverty. The kings of old disliked chaos, there-
fore they instituted rituals and justice to prevent struggle, 1o satisfy one’s
desire, and to fulfill one’s need. Thus one’s desire would not be cur-
tailed because of the lack of means, and the material means would not

15 Meng-tzu 2B ("Liang-hui-wang" RHE), pp. 13a-b; cf. Legge, Mencus, pp. 177-78.
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be exhausted by the desire. The two supported each other and contip.
ued to exist. This was the origin of §."®

To implement this idea of & into specific rituals, it is natural thar Hsiin-tzy
then proposed a system that would bring about certain order to every aspect
of human life —and death:

There should be seven tayers of inner and outer coffins for the Son of
Heaven, five layers for the lords; double layers for the gentlemen (shik),
And there should aiso be a designated number of garments and covers,
and different degrees of decorations for each class, so that differences in
status followed in life are followed after death as well, and so that the
wishes of those surviving are granted. This is the way of the kings of old,
and the ultimate goal of the loyal subjects and filial sons.”

Funerary rituals, according to Hsiin-tzu's argument, are part of the 4 for the
living. Only if one could “serve the dead as he would serve the living” would
society function well according to fi." Otherwise, “if one does not serve the
living with loyalty, honesty, and graceful formality, it would be called bar-
baric; if one does not serve the dead with loyalty, honesty, and graceful
formality, it would be called uncultivated. A gentleman despises barbarism
and is ashamed of being associated with the uncultivated.”® Within this
frame of mind, it is logical that Hsiin-tzu opposed any situation that was
either excessive or insufficient with regard to proper conduct and ritual. “It
is called stringent when one treats the dead thriftily while adorning the
living; it is called confusion when one treats the living thrifaly while adorn-
ing the dead; and it is called murder when one kills the living to accompany
the dead.”™ One therefore had 0 balance his actions 5o as not to be blamed
for any of these vices.

In principle, therefore, a notion of choosing either lavish burial or
thrifty burial finds little support in the Confucian lines of thought. However,

1% Hstin-tzu’s chapter “Li-lun” = (*On Propriety™), in Wang Hsien—ch'ien T 4 M,
annot., Hstin-tzu chi-chich %] T & % (Taipei: Shih-chich shu-cha, rg81), p. 231; of H. H.
Dubs, The Works of Hsunize (London: Arthur Probsthain, rgz8), p. 2r3; B. Watson, Hiun Tz
Basic Writings (N.Y.: Columbia U.P., 1967), p. 8q.

1" Wang, Hstin-tzu chi-chich, p. 230; cf. Dubs, Hsuntze, pp. 228 -2g; also ¢f. Watson, Hun
Tz, p. 97.

* Wang, Hstin-izu chi-chieh, p. 261; cf. Dubs, Hsuntze, P- 246; also cf. Watson, Hsun Tiu, p.
LIr.

19 Wang, Hstin-tzu chi-chieh, p- 239; <f. Dubs, Hsunize, p. 228; also of. Warson, Hsun Tou, p.

™ Wang, Hstin-tzu chi-chich, p. 246; cf. Dubs, Hsunize, Pp- 238-30; also cf Wawmon, Hsun
Tz, p. 105.
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given the idea of an orderly society based on 4, and the practical realization
of li as elaborate rituals, Confucians naturally tended w0 view lavish buriai
favorably. Thus Hsiin-tzu says, “If one treated another kindly when he was
alive, and one treated him thriftily when he was dead, this means one merely
respected him while he still possessed senses, paying little artention to him
when he was no lenger alive. It is the way of the wicked and the intention of
the traitors.” Further support for lavish burial within the broad category of
Confucianist thinking exists in the work of Han Fei 8 JE. According to Han
Fei, lavish burial was regarded by contemporary rulers as the expression of
filial piety, itself the hallmark of Confucianism.” The biography of Confucius
in Shih-chi 52 BC provides Yen Ying's £ 88 description of Confucians’ (ju )
“making elaborate preparations in funerals, showing excessive emotions in
mourning, and spending all their fortunes on lavish burials."®

Yet Confucian thought was not the only driving force behind the social
norms of the turbulent Warring States period. As has been mentoned
above, the Chou rituals, represented in the burial system, were seriously
challenged and brought close to bankruptey during this period. The prop-
er, or older, differentiation between social classes, based solely on political
status, was blurred by the frequent financial ups and downs of commoners
and nobles, as well as by crossovers in status. In this state of turmoil burial
custom generally tended toward extravagance: when possible people would
provide on the one hand richer funerary goods, showing the wealth of the
deceased or his family; and, on the other hand, the bronze ritual vessels
{ting, or imitations of them), symbolizing actual or putative political status.
This, however, does not mean that people had already given up the old
ritual system completely. Rather they strived to demonstrate their own
achievement by “usurping” funerary rituals that signified the higher social
and political statuses of earlier times. It is also important to notice that
objects representing material wealth were gradually becoming prominent
features in funerary equipment from the Warring States period onward,
while the old ritual bronze vessels gradually lost popularity. This is indicative
of evolution in both society and ideas of the netherworld.™

2 Wang, Hstin-tzu chi-chieh, p. 258; cf. Dubs, Hsunize, pp. 227-28; also of Watson, Hsun
Tzu, p. 97.

2 Ch'en Chi-yu BEEF B8R, annot., Han-fei-tzu chi-shih WIE T KB {Shanghai: Chung-hua
shu-chil, 1959}, p. To85.

B Shik-cki %2 30 (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chil, rg82; hereafter SC) 47, p. 1911

4 The idea that change in funerary cquipment reflects, o a certain extent, changes in
social and potitical structures, as well as religious ideas, is a legitimate approach in the study
of ancient sociedies. See A. A. Saxe, Socia! Dimensions of Mortuary Practice (Ann Arbor: U, M. L,
1970}, p- 4 and J. M. (¥Shea, Moriugry Vanabitity (Orlando: Academic Press, 1984}, pp-
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The reality of this changing society captured the attention of thinkers
other than the Confucians. Taoists and Mohists also expressed their criticism
of lavish burial, althcugh the bases for their views were mutually ‘quite
different. One chapter of the book Mo-tzu B8 -F is devoted to discussion of
burial practices; its title states clearly the central theme: “Economize’ ip
Burial.” The author observed contemporary burial practices with distress;

It has been said that when kings, dukes, and high officials die several
layers of inner and outer coffins must be provided, the funerary objects
must be supplied in abundant excess; the clothes and covers [for the
dead] must be plentiful, the grave mound must be high, and the decora-
tions {of the coffins and the tomb] must be rich. When commoners or
people of low status die, the entire fortune of the family will be exhaus-
ted [on the funeral].”

It is obvious, in the eyes of the Mohist, that such a social fad would never di-
rect society toward the ideal “to enrich the poor, to supply the needy, and to
achieve stability and order.”™ For the utilitarian and philanthropic Mohist,
to devote such extended care 10 the dead, while those who were alive stll
suffered from hunger and poverty, was not the way of the ancient sage-
kings:

In ancient times, the sage-kings decreed the rule for thrifty burial: [The
dead were provided with] three layers of clothes, so that the flesh would
rot; and the board of the coffin was restricted to three inches thick, so
that the bones would decay. When the grave was being dug, the pit
should not reach underground water, and the digging should stop
when the smell [of the body] could be prevented from rising up. When
the dead were buried, the living should not observe a [ong period of
mourning.”

The author then supplies stories about the funerals of these sage-kings,
namely Yao, Shun, and Yii, and stresses that they were buried wherever
they died, and were provided with merely three layers of clothes and coffins

21-22- As for the change in the style of ritual bronze objects, it is hinted, but not discussed
fully, in Wang Zhongshu, Han Civifization (New Haven: Yale U.P., 1982), pp. 106-1.

® Mo-tzu B T 25 ("Chich-tsang” %7 #), in Sun Ljang Fk i3 M, annat., Mo-tzu ksien-ku
B T M 25 (Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chit, 1972) ck. 6, p. 106; cf. B, Watson, Mo Tz, Basic
Writings (N.Y.: Columbia U.P., 1967), p. 67.

* Bun, Mo-izu hsien-ku {25 “Chich-tsang”) 6, p. 115; cf. Watson, Mo Tzu, pp. 66 - 67, 6g.

7 Sun, Ma-tzu hsien-ku (20 “Chieh-yung™ 81 F8) 6, pp. 103 -4; similar argument is found
in “Chieh-tsang,” ch. 6, pp. 111 -12; f. Watson, Mo Tzu, p. 72.
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with thin boards.” It was the welfare of the living that deserved the attention
of the society as a whole. Consequently, for the ancients treatment of the
dead became unimportant. On this point, the Mohist scholar even demon-
strated a dash of anthropological insight:

To the east of Yiich, there was a country named K'ai-shu. When the first
son was born, people would dissect and eat him, believing that this act
would produce more younger brothers [for the family]. When the
grandfather died, people would carry the grandmother off and aban-
don her, then the bones were buried. This act would be called filial
(hsiap). To the west of Ch'in, there was a country named I-ch'u. When
their kinsfolk died, pecple would pile up wood and burn the body.
When the smoke rose up, it was called mounting to the far heaven.
They would then be called filial sons.*

The point is that there was no “correct” way of burying the dead. And
merely conforming to a convention that requires a fortune for a funeral
“hinders the work of the people and exhausts their wealth, the extent of
which can not be accounted for. Such is the uselessness [of lavish burial)."™
To what extent this idea of the Mohists found support during the Warring
States period, however, would be difficult to estimate. Archaeological data
produce little evidence —the coffins and bones of actual followers of Mo-
tzu’s teachings have presumabiy been turned into dust long ago according
to their wishes.

PRE-HAN IDEAS CONCERNING DEATH

So far we have not dealt with either Confucians’ or Mohists” ideas of
death, which would certainly have affected their attitudes toward burial
practices. For the Confucians, whose main concern was about the living,
death was something to which they devoted relartively lirtle speculation. But
since Confucians stressed the importance of honoring ancestors, they could
not entirely reject the idea that there were gods and spirits in the world, and
therefore that the dead somehow possessed senses. Thus it is said in the
Analects: “One should make offerings to the dead, as if they were present;
and make offerings to the spirits, as if the spirits existed.”” But they would
rather not get involved in lengthy arguments. Confucius’ statements that “as

2 Sun, Mo-ru Asten-ku {25 “Chich-tsang™) 6, pp. 112-14. # Ibid., pp. 115-16.
% Tbid.; cf. Watson, Mo Tiu, p. 74.
51 Lun-yii g {"Pa-yi"), p. 7a; Legge, Analects, p. 150,
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the meaning of life has not yet been understood, how could one learn abou;
death?™ and “revere the ghosts and gods, but keep a distance from them™
are simple and short enough. The attitude they reflected remained basically
unchanged even as late as the Han period. Shuo-yiian 23 records that

Tzu-kung asked the master, “When people die, do they have senses or
not?” The master said, “If I should say that there are still senses after
death, [ am afraid that filial sons would neglect their duty to serve the
living and concentrate on the funeral; if 1 should say that there is no
sense afier death, I am afraid that ungrateful sons would desert their
parents and not bury them. if you would like to know whether there are
still senses left after people die, you will know when you yourself are
dead, and it should not be too late.”™

Basically, the Confucians were interested in the proper reaction of the living
toward the dead; thus they chose not to confront directly the problem of
death or life after death. The Mohists, on the other hand, did stress the
importance of “recognizing the existence of ghosts,” as the tide of a chapter
in the book of Mo-tzu confirms. For Mohists, to recognize that there are
ghosts and spirits in the universe is a way to warn the multitudes: “If all the
people under heaven believe that ghosts and spirits have the power to
reward the meritorious and to punish the ferocious, how could the world be
chaotic?”® Yet the Mohists seem not to have worried much about a possible
conflict between this belief and their advocacy of thrifty burial. {As discussed
further on, Wang Ch'ung £ FE refutes this position in a much later era.) If
the dead indeed possessed consciousness, would the shabby treatment of the
dead incur their dissatisfaction? Would a sumptuous burial, on the other
hand, invite blessings from the deceased? No obvious explanation was
provided. The Mobhist scholars seem to have settled upon a limited logical
exercise for separaring the arguments, the goals of which in any event were
the same —10 end poverty and chaos in the world.

Despite differences, the Mohists and the Confucians both intended to
save the world by actively engaging themselves in contemporary Realpolitik.
The Taoist philosophers, however, sought to solve the misery of the world
by providing a different approach. The misery and grief that people experi-
enced and tried hard to eliminate, according to the Taoists, arose from a

% Lun-yi 11, {"Hsien—hin"}, p. 4b; Legge, Analects, pp. 240-41.

* Lun-yii 6 (“Yung-ych"” $E 1), p. 8a; Legge, Analeets, p. 1gr.

* Liu Hsiang & 1, Shuo-yitan MH (Taipei: Shih-chich, 1971) 18, p. 154.

% Sun, Mo-izu hsien-ku (3¢ “Ming-kuei” B $) 8, pp. 138-39; of. Wawmon, Mo Tz, p. 74.
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misconception of the real nature of the universe. The anxiety over life and
death, in particular, was the central point in this misconception. The book of
Chuang-tzu, which we consider to be representative of Taoist philosophy in
the Warring States period, deals with this problem on many occasions.™

The life of a human being is merely part of nacure, and the birth,
growth, and disappearance of this life oniy reflect the order of the universe.
Death brings an end to the individual life; it can also mean the beginning of
another cycle of life. Therefore, what one considers as death is, from the
perspective of transformation (hua 1B), actually another life” And since
death is only a transformation, not a termination, of an individual existence,
there is no absolute difference between life and death as ordinary people
would understand them. When Chuang-tzu himself was about to die, as one
story claims, his disciples wanted a lavish funeral. He flatly turned down the
proposal, saying, “I have the heaven and earth as my coffin, the sun and
moon for my ornaments, and the stars and planets as pearls o All my
mouth. I have all these things around as my funeral gifis; don't you think
these are ample? And what can be added to them for my funeral?™® Once
this Taoist understanding of the nature of life and the universe is appreci-
ated, the manifold desire for material gains, anxiety over life and death, and
illusions about power and famne — the causes of misery and distress in the
world —should be cleared away. After all, these are but “things external” to
the essence of life. In this sense, the funerary rituals, especially that of lavish
burial, would certainly have appeared meaningless in the eyes of the Taoist.

In the chapter of Chuang-tzu titled “Things External” there is a story
about tomb robbery.

Some Confucians (ju) were robbing a tomb in accordance with the
canons of poems and rituals. A senior Confucian named Lu-ch'uan said,
“The east is dawning; how are things going?” The junior Confucian
replied, “The clothes have not been stripped off, and there is a pearl in

% Sec Wollgang Bauer, Ching and the Seaveh for Happiness (N.Y.: The Seabury Press, 1976),
pp. 32 -43. For a general discussion of the idea of death in Chinese thought; see Danict T.
Overmyer, “China,” in F. H. Holck, ed., Death and Eastern Thought (Nashville: Abingdon P.,
1474), pp- 198 - 225; also see Michael Loewe, Chinese Ideas of Life and Death; Faith, Myth, and
Reason in the Han Period {(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982}, pp. 25-37

57 See the story about the death of Chuang-1zu’s wife, wherein Chuang-tzu compared life
and death with the movement of the seasons. Chuang-izu FE F 18 {“Chih-lo” £ %), in Kuo
Ch'ing-fan M, anaot, Chuang-tzu chi-shif Hres {rpt. Taipei: Ming-lun shu-chii,
1975), pp- 614-18; cf. H. A. Giles, trans., Chuang-tzu, 2d edn. (Shanghai: Kelly and Walsh,
1926), pp. 223 -24.

% Kuo, Chugng-tzu chi-shik, p. 1063. My cranslation follows closely that of Evan Morgan,
Tao, the Great Luminane: Essays from the Hugi-nan-tzu (rpr. N.Y.: Paragon Book Reprint Led,,
1969}, p- xi.
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the mouth. [t is certainly stated in the Book of Poetry that ‘The wheat s
green and flourishing; it grows on the slope of the hill. In life, if one
does not help the needy, why should he have a pearl in the mouth when
dead!” Pull his hair lock, push his chir, use a metal mallet to force hijs
cheeks, slowly squeeze open his jaw, do not injure the pearl in the
mouth!"*

This story was probably meant to paint a caricature of Confucians who
stubbornly adhered to old texts even in an unlikely context. However, it cap
also be seen as a criticism of the privileged and their practice of lavish burial.
The practice might even be counter-productive: not only might the body of
the dead not be preserved, it might even be mutilated by tomb robbers —
for too many “external things” had been brought to the grave.

The story just quoted is also symptomatic of a problem that became
increasingly prominent during the Warring States period, that is, tomb rob-
bery. It would probably not have become a subject in Chuang-tzu had it not
already been a fairly widespread phenomenon. It was also one of the main
concerns of the compiler of Li-shih chun-ch'u B KB BK, a book of the late
Warring States period. In the chapter titled “Economize Funerals” the text
holds that to bury the dead is natural for human society:

It is inevitable that anyone who is born between heaven and earth is
doomed to die. Itis the nature of people to feel pain over this, since filial
sons care about their parents and loving parents adorn their sons. When
those who are cared for and adorned died, it would be unbearable for
people to desert them in the ditches and valleys. Therefore people
wished (o bury the dead. To bury is to conceal [the body].*

The main reason of burial is w ¢onceal and thus to protect the body, not
only from the destruction of wild animals, insects, and snakes, but also from
the devastation of wicked robbers and bandits. To bury the dead with an
extravagant funeral and rich grave goods, according to Lii-shih ch’un-ch'iu, is
no different from inviting robbers. At another place we read:

If someone should erect a stela on top of the grave mound and state:
“There are many precious jewels and goods here. One must not refrain
from opening it. When you open it, you will become very rich; all your
descendants will have wagons to ride and meat to eat,” people would

* Kuo, Chuang-tzy chi-shih, pp. 927 - 28; f. Giles, Chuang-tzu, p. 355.
 Lil-shih ch'un-ch'tu 1o (“Chieh-sang” 7 ) {Taipei: Chung-hua, 1971), p. 4a.
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certainly laugh at it and consider it a fool's deed. And yet the excessive
burials in our society are just acts like that.”

From the point of view of “to bury is to conceal the body,” it is self-defeating
to preserve the dead by installing luxurious burial objects. As a matter of
fact, according to the same compiler, the reason why people wanted to bury
their kinsfolk with riches was not at all for the sake of the dead. It was
because mourning families felt compelled to compete with each other in the
display of wealth and prestige. The following, again from Lii-shih ch’un-ch’iu,
is a keen observation of social psychology.

Nowadays when the vulgar lords of this turbulent era bury their dead
lavishly, they are not doing it on behalf of the dead. It represents the
competition among the living. It is considered glorious if cne can stage
an extravagant funeral; and it is considered shabby if one only gives a
simple burial. They do not concern themselves with the peace of the
dead, rather their only worry is whether their actions would be viewed
favorably or not by the living.®

The author of this essay also refers to the ancient sage-kings, whom Mo-tzu
had praised, as the models and authorities on the validity of thrifty burial.
Yet heve the explanation of the deeds of the sage-kings is different from that
of Mo-tzu, whose main concern was economical.

It was not because the former kings considered it costly, nor was it
because they considered it troublesome, thatr they buried the dead
thriftily. It was because they cared about the dead. What they abhorred
was the mutilation of the dead. If the tombs should be robbed, the dead
would certainly be mutilated. Yet if the burial is simple, there would be
no reason for it to be robbed. Therefore the former kings buried the
dead thriftily.®

Thus it was for preventing the mutilation of the dead that the Li-shih ch'un-
ch'iu text spoke against lavish burial. Yet how would this text have argued
from the other end — if there were no problem of murilation? Indeed, there
exists some thought on this issue: “If the dead could be kept undisturbed,
even if this means that the wealth of the country would be drained, and the
people would be hard pressed, a loving parent or filial son should not re-
frain from doing it."* It seems thar although some of the opinions expressed

4 Lii-shik ch'utt-ch'fu 10 (“An-ssu” &), p- 6b. < Ibid. {(“An-ssu”), p. 4a.
© Ibid., p. 6a. # TIbid. (“Chich-sang”), p. 5a.
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sound Confucian or Mohist, they were ncvertheless closer to practical Leg..
alism by hinging more on a social reality, that is, tomb robbery. Thus while
the answer to the probiem of proper burial is mostly tilted to the nofi-ex.
travagant side, it is not single-minded, as seen in the sentence just quoted s
In reviewing pre-Han deliberations over burial practices it is clear thar,
no matter towards which side the arguments leaned, the main concern was
the effect a proper burial would have on the living. The Mohists were of
course contemplating how it would most benefit the living if the funera]
expenditures could be saved. The Confucians, atthough not recommending
thrifty burial, nevertheless perceived the problem from an angle not much
different from that of the Mohists: proprieties in funerals or burials were
mainly rituals that could establish correct moral behaviors, which subse.
quently could create a harmonious society for the living. The Li-shih ch'un-
chiu text indeed showed some concern over the condition of the dead by
considering the problem of mutilation, an issue to which neither the
Confucians nor the Mohists seemed to have given much thought. Yet in the
final analysis, it appears that even this concern was but another form of
protection for the reputation of the living, since the mutilation of the
ancestors’ tombs was a disgraceful event. Emerging from all these
discussions is another common feature: they did not discuss such problems
as whether there is a life after death, or whether the way people treated the
dead would affect the condition of the dead in the life hereafter. The
Taoists, who liked to ponder upon more abstract ideas, viewed life and
death in such a way as to make the problem of burial basically irrelevant. Yet
this sentiment was naturally against the unenlightened understanding of life
that lay behind the practice of lavish burials. And the Taoists’ perception of
the meaning of life and death continued to exert a powerful influence in the
subsequent era, when the issue of proper burial was again raised.%
© Because Li-shik ch'un-ch'in is a compiiation of various sources, the intellectual back-
ground of its ideas varies. In the discussion of proper burial the author seems to argue from a
Confucian point of view, although sometimes Taoist terms can be detected. See Hsij Fu-kuan
R B, “Li-shih ch'un-ch'iu chi ch'i tui Han-ai hsiiehshu yh chengchih 6 ying-hsiang”
SEEBURANERSHERABISHEE, in his Lizng-Han ssu-hsiang skih 7 38 £ 18
({Taipei: Hsileh-sheng shu-chi, 1976} vol. 2, pp. 1-84. Also, see Fung Yu-lan % X W,
Chung-kuo che-Rsileh shik hsin-pien T B 15 % o 07 45 {Pcking: Jen-min ch'u-pan-she, 1983)

vol. 2, p. 471, concetning Li-shih ch'ur-ch'iu’s effort to combine Confucian igeas of filial picty
with the Mohist idea of thrifty buriai,

“In the following discussions, the term “Taoism” is understood as “philosophical
Tacism” rather than *religious Taocism," which many scholars consider to be of a different
origin and nature. See Timothy H. Barrew's comment in H. Maspero, Taotsm and Chinese
Refigion (Amherst: U, of Massachusetts P., zg81), pp. xx-xxii, also Nathan Sivin, “On the
Word *Taoist’ as a Source of Perplexity: With Special Reference to the Relations of Science
and Religion in Traditional China,” in History of Religion 17 (1978}, pp. 303-30.
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LAVISH BURIAL IN HAN CHINA: THE TEXTUAL
EVIDENCE

Modern research is no longer unsubstantiated in maintaining that
Han-era Chinese buried their dead lavishly: archaeology continues to pro-
vide proof. Contemporary sources, such as the edicts of the emperors and
the discussions of the scholar-officials, provide other forms of testimony. It is
to these texts that we now turn.”

Emperors, most of all, would have enjoyed handsome funerals, as evi-
denced by the First Emperor of Ch'in. His successors in the Han dynasty, al-
though claiming to have destroyed the tyranny of Ch'in, did little to change
the practice.” This of course does not mean thar the “published” opinion of
the royal court paid no attention to persons throughout the country.
Emperor Wen 3L (179-157 BC), later hailed as a model empercr for his
“letting the people rest,” said in his will,

We have heard [it said] that death comes to every living creature under
heaven. Death is the principle of heaven and earth, and it is the nature
of the living. What could be so sad about it? Nowadays the entire world
cherishes life and dislikes death. People go broke in burying their dead
lavishly, and keep long periods of mourning so that it hurts the lives of
the living. [ strongly disapprove of this.*

The decree for the funeral of Emperor Wen stated,

Let an order be given to the officials and people of the entire world such
that, when the order reaches them, after three days of mourning,
mourning garments should be dispensed with. Do not prohibit mar-
riage ceremonies, offerings, or drinking wine and eating meat. ... Do
not cause civilians to wail in front of the palace. Within the palace, those

7 For archaeological evidence, see Wang, Han Cirdlization, pp. 175-213; Robert L. _ThorP,
The Mortuary Art and Architzcture of Eorly Imperial China (Ann Arbor: U. M. L, 1984} Li Fa-lin
Z B HF, “Han-tai ti hou-tsang fengch’i” 8 13 89 B 35 B %, in idem, Shan-tung Han hua-
hsigng-shik yen-chiu HIIREEROER (Chinan: Ch'i-lu shu-she, 1982} pp. :9-2.4‘ Fora
comprehensive and systematic study of Han tombs, see Poo, Han-tai mu-tsang yen-chiu 'ﬁ 1%
X 7R (forthcoming). For a general discussion concerning services to the dead in the
Han period, see Loewe, Chiness [deas of Life and Death, pp. 114 ff. ' _

# See Yang K'uan &% W, Chung-kuo ku-tai ling-ch'in chik-tu shih yenchin 0 B &7 15500 18
i BE 52 B 7B (Shanghai: Shang-hai ku<chi ch'u-pan-she, 1983).

® SC 10, pp. 433-34; Han-shu J& W (Peking: Chung-hua, 1960;. hereafter HS) 4, pp.
131-32. Cf H. H. Dubs, The History of the Former Han Dyﬂaj:y (‘Balumor_e: Wav?rly Press,
1938; hereafter HFHD} 1, p. 267. A good example of lavish burial in Wen-ti’s time is the now
famaous Ma-wang-tui tomba.
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who ought to show mourning should raisc their voices fifteen times in
the mornings and evenings, and should stop when the ceremony is over
When it s not the time of mourning in the morning and evening, nc;
one 1s permitted to cry at his own initiative. When the coffin s
entombed, the mourners should wear heavy mourning garments for
fifteen days and light mourning garments for fourteen days, and thin
mourning garments for seven days, then the mourning clothes are to be
removed. All the other detaifs that are not covered in this decree should
be done in accordance with the spirit of this decree.®

Judging from the prohibitions in this decree, one can see how a royal
funeral would normally tend to stir up the entire country. The emperor also
decreed that only ceramics should be employed in his tomb. No gold, silver,
bronze, or tin was to be used as decoration, and no mound was 1o be built
over his tomb, in order to curtail expenses and avoid disturbing the
people.” And yet Shik-chi records that when Emperor Wen died, 16,000
soldiers of the nearby prefectures, plus 15,000 soldiers of the prefect of the
capital city, were mobilized together to finish the earth work of the mauso-
leum . Some 460 years later, during the Chin & dynasty, Emperor Wen's
tomb, together with that of Emperor Hsian &, were reportedly robbed by
thousands of people. The Chin Emperor Min # asked his officer So Lin ®

M, “Why are there so many objects in the Han mausoleums?” So Lin
replied,

The Han emperors began building their mausoleums as soon as one
year after they were enthroned. OF all the tributes and taxes that they
received from the country, one third went to the ancestors’ shrine, one
third was spent on guests and clients, and one third was set aside for the
building of the mausoleur. Emperor Wu i had a long reign (141 -87
BC). When he died, his mauscleum was full of treasures, and the trees
on the mound grew to be very tall, The Red Eyebrow bandits robbed
his mausoleum, yet they could not exhaust even half of the treasures.
There are decayed silks and pearls and jade left till now. Yet these two
mausoleums are considered the meager ones.®

In the reign of Emperor Yitan JTG (48-33 BC) a scholar, Kung Yi T §,
wrote a memorial to the emperor in which he described the lavish funeral of

:“SC 10, p. 434; HS 4, p. 132; <f. HFHD 1, pp- 289-70.
”l SC.to, P- 433; H5 4, p. 134; cf. HFHD vol. 1, P 273. 52 Ibid.
Chin Shu B & {Peking: Chung-hua, 1974) 6o, p. 1651.
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Emperor Wu. He maintained that the latter was responsible for the corrupt
custom of extravagant burials that prevailed in the country. It was only
natural, he pointed ou, that subjects would follow the examples set by their
superiors."

Emperor Yiian's successor Emperor Ch'eng B {r. 32 BC—7 AD) also was
concerned about such extravagance:

The sage-kings expounded fi and regulations in order to differentiate
the high from the low, and they made distinctions among carriages and
costumes in order to glorify those who possessed virtue. Even if one has
the means, without obtaining honorable status, he is not allowed to
exceed the established regulations. . .. Nowadays peaple are prone to
extravagance and [they] violate proper regulations without limit, and
insatiably. The officials, marquises, relatives, and courtiers are supposed
to be the models of the country. Yet their self-cultivation and observa-
tion of proper #, and their devotion concerning the business of the state,
has never been heard of. . .. {Instead they make] extravagant display of
wealth for marriages and funerals that exceed regulations. The clerks
and common people emulate and imitate their behavior, and it has
gradually become an established custom. How difhicult it would be to
expect the people to conserve so that every family could be fed!™®

Although this decree also denounced the prevailing custom in funerals, its
phitosophical basis was somewhat different from that expressed in Emperor
Wen'’s will, where opposition to lavish burial sprang from the Taoist “prin-
ciple of Heaven and Earth.” Emperor Ch’eng’s decree, however, was mainly
concerned with the maintenance of an orderly and peaceful society through
the implement or enforcement of the proper rites and regulations, so as 10
“differentiate the high from the low.” One can even sense that the real con-
cern behind this decree might have been the contravention of code inherent
in extravagant and unruly conduct. In fact, the law at that time prescvibed
funerary rules, and violation could be punished. In the reign of Emperor
Ching & (157-141 BC), for instance, the Marquis of Wu-yian B & was
dismissed from his marquisate for allegedly having given a burial ceremony
that exceeded the limit of law™ The legal significance of these activities,
rather than the morality of elaborate burial per se, was probably the real
issue. From these two imperial decrees we can also detect the changing
atmosphere of Han government ideology: from a more or less Taoist atti-

% HS 72, pp- 3070-71. 5% HS 10, pp. 324 -25; cf. HFHD 2, pp. 408-4.
% HS 16, p. 587.
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tude to one more in tune with Confucianism. It is reasonable to assume that
the decrees reflected not only the emperots’ own ideas but also those of the
officials who had personal influence on beth him and government policy. By
Emperor Yian's time, of course, the support that Confucianism received
from the state would have been unimaginable under Emperor Wen's rule,

Despite the decrees, the situation in the country did not change for the
better in this regard. In fact, it seems to have taken a turn for the worse in
the Eastern Han period. In 31 Ap Emperor Kuang-wu JE B (r. 26-57 ap)
issued a decree in which he stated:

All the world thinks that rich burials are honorable and thrifty funerals
disgraceful. Thus the rich vie with each other in their extravagance,
whereas the poor spend their entire fortune. Law and reguiations can
not prohibit them; proprieties and justice can not stop them. It is only
during times of turmoil that they realize their faults. Now let the entire
world know about the proper meaning of thrifty burial for the loyal
subjects, the filial sons, the loving elder brothers, and respectful youn-
ger brothers.”

The “times of turmoil” mentioned here probably refers to the warfare
accompanying the downfall of Wang Mang 3. In fact up until the time of
the decree the country was still unstable. According to the T'ang commenta-
tor Li Hsien 2= B, because tombs were robbed during these turbulent years
people “realized their fault” in making excessive show in burial® For this,
they could have recalled what the compiler of Lii-shih ch'un-ch’iu had warned
against two hundred years earlier. Moreover, the decree also reveals that
people actually kept the custom of excessive burial even during civil strife.
Thus, when peace was established again, funerary show would become even
greater.

During the reigns of subsequent emperors, Emperors Ming Bf in 6g ap,
Chang ¥ in 77, Ho f in gg, and An % in 107 and 118 at least another five
decrees explicitly mentioned the problem of lavish burials.* These decrees
were announced, in one way or another, at times of social unrest or natural
disasters. Lavish burial was attributed to the competition among families to
exhibit wealth and high social status, especially among those of the upper
class. In Emperors Chang and Ho’s decrees, the “noble relatives [of the
royal family]” were specifically blamed for having led the fad. The decrees,
while taking the livelihood of the people as a main point against lavish buri-

57 Hou-han-shu B8 K 2 {Peking: Chung-hua, 1964; herafier HHS) 1, p. 51.
3¢ Thid. % See, respectively, HHS 2, pp. 114-115; 3, P- 135; 4, p. 186; 5, pp. 207, 288.
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al, also made it clear that the behavior itself was a violation of proper {i, and
therefore a disruption of the order of society. This order was established
according to political status, and not according to wealth. Thus on the one
hand the decrees expressed a concern over the actual economic life of the
people; on the other hand, they also tried to correct the improper behavior
of the upper class. Their violation of /i was equal to an assault against
imperial authonity.

Considering the political basis of the Eastern Han imperial house, how-
ever, it is clear that such decrees exerted little impact on the behavior of the
“noble relatives” and the powerful clans in the country.® It is also revealing
that for one hundred years after Emperor An’s last decree the problem of
lavish burial ceased as a topic of decrees. This, of course, does not mean that
the situation had corrected itself. On the contrary, this is probably an indica-
tion that the problem had already gotten out of control, and the emperors
(or their advisers) simply could not and would not deal with it further. This
is understandable, as political corruption and social unrest affected govern-
ment profoundly after the middle of the Eastern Han period. Many high
officials and powerful eunuchs were in fact models of extravagant fashion.®
They would, of course, not have liked to see more decrees denouncing their
own life style. Indeed, during the last hundred years of the Eastern Han
only one royal decree (154 AD) took up the general issues of extravagant
tiving. Ironically, only three days previously another decree ruled that high
officials could observe the three-year mourning period.® It was not until the
reign of Emperor Hsien B that Ts'ao Ts'ao W #, after conquering Chi-
chou B M in 205 Ap, prohibited the practices of personal revenge and
lavish burial,® both of which signifying people’s disregard for the laws and
proprieties administered by the government® This bit of informaton,

@ Yang Lien-sheng H B, “Tung-han i hao-tsu” KA WEE CHHP 11.4 (1936), PP
1007 -6g; Yit Ying-shih 7R 3 B, “Tung-han cheng-ch’tian chih chico-l yi shih-tsu ta-hsing
chih kuan-hsi” B3 BUME 2 3 37 B8 - B2 K 2 2 B 0%, in Chung-tuo chik-shik chich-tseng
shih-lun (ku-tai plien) hEOBEFER (&7 L&) {Taipei: Lien-ching, 1980), pp.
109203,

¢! E.g., see the funerary equipment of the eunuchs Chao Ch'ung # 7 and Hou Lan &%
(HHS 43, p. 1470; 78, p. 2523, respectively).

* HHS 7, p. 299. Emperor Ling was once advised not to climb a tower to view the scenery
of the capital, on the grounds that such conduce would have driven away the people. Tn fact,
it was for fear that the emperar might discover the high-rise houses that eunuchs had built
for their own pleasure. This story is quite revealing of the economic situation in the capital
environs. See also HHS 8, p. 350; 68, p. 2536.

& San-kug-chih =@ & (Peking: Chung-hua, 1485) 1, p. 27.

# The problem of the refationship between breakdown in law and order, prevailing moral
and cthical standards, the attitude of the government toward filial picty, and the power of the
great clans and families is too complicated w be discussed here. See n. Bo also; Patricia Ebrey,

43



MU-CHOU POO

moreover, shows that during the civil wars that would later shatter the Han
regime, or even two hundred years earlier during the struggile to establish
the Eastern Han, people acted much as they might have in times of peace
and prosperity: they buried their dead sumptuously.

When we examine some of the practices of Han-era peaple, we see
clearly thar royal decrees could have no real influence on burial customns, in
the pre-Ch'in era the custom of presenting funerary gifts had already
existed. By the time of the Western Han period, when an important official
or royal member died, the court would customarily give the dead rich
funerary gifts, in the form of money and objects, to assist the funeral. The
gifts sometimes obviously exceeded the proper status of the dead, such as in
the cases of Ho Kuang ) and Tung Hsien % &, when royal burial
equipments were provided for their tombs. When a wish for thrifty burial
was expressed by an important member of the consort family, as in the case
of Liang Shang 3 /@ in the reign of Emperor Shun M (126~ 144), his wish
was quickly denied, and “royal coffins, a jade suit with silver thread, yellow
blocks 3% BB, and the like, altogether twenty-eight kinds of objects, two
million coins, 8,000 rolls of cloth, plus the queen’s gift — five miltion coins,
and 10,000 rolls of cloth” —were given.® This practice, furthermore, was
not limited to the reyal court and officialdom; it was a widely accepted
custom throughout the country. In a society where a funeral became the
competition ground for funerary gifts, and friends and relatives vied with
each other in their generosity, the family of the deceased could not but stage
an extravagant funeral in order to show people the filial piety of the living.
This was, of course, nothing new even in the Western Han period. In the
famous writing Yen-tieh lun B8 & &8 (Debate over Salt and Iron), compiled in
the middle of the Western Han period, the situation was addressed:

In ancient times people served the living with love, and buried the dead
with grief; therefore, the sage made rules and ceremonies not as empty
formalities. Nowadays people cannot respect the living; [they only vie

“The Economic and Social History of Later Han,” in Denis Twitchetz and Johr K. Fairbank,
gen. eds., The Cambridge Histary of China (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1986) 1, pp. 626-48;
and Csh'cn Ch'i-yiin, “Confucian, Legalist, and Taoist Thought in Later Han,” in ibid., PP-
795 - 305.

8 HS 68, p. 2948; g3, p. 3734, respectively.

% HHS 34, p. 1177, For funerary gifts, sec Sacki Tomi £ {8 B, “Kandai no fuzo ni tsuite”
BAADOMEIZ D U T, Shinn B I 62.5 (197g), pp. 1-12. Sacki traces the practice back
to the pre-Ch'in period and maintains that it was closely connected with the custom of lavish
burial. For the “yellow blocks,” a kind of building material for the great carth-pit tombs, seec
Lu Ch'i £ 3, “Shih-can Ta-pao-tai Hsi-Han mu 6 zu-kung, pien-fang, huang-ch'ang ti-
sou” MARAR S T MBI H 5 KB EE, WW (:077.6), pp. 30-13.
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with each other] in the luxurious gifis {displayed in the funeral] when
[their parents] die. Although no sorrow or griel is expressed, as long as
rich burial and abundant funerary goods are furnished, it is called filial
piety. His name will be known to the world, his fame remembered by
the folk. So the people all emulate and follow this kind of example, even
to the extent of selling their houses and properties {to furnish the
funeral]. In ancient times, when neighbors were in mourning, people
would stop pounding the mortar, no one would sing in the alley. ... It
is the custom these days that people go to the house of the mourners
and demand a funerary feast. When they are fortunate to be invited to
sit down for a while, they begin to criticize the songs and dances and the
various shows [presented by the host].”

It is easy to see how the family members of the deceased would have
been forced by society to spend a great deal of fortune on a funeral. Yen-t'ieh
fun was compiled in a period of peace and prosperity after the reign of
Emperor Wu. But which part of the empire suffered from this illness of
luxury? The “Treatise on Geography” in Han-shu B %, the History of Former
Han, pointed out that people arranged luxurious marriages and lavish
funerals in the area of Ch’ang-an & %, the capital city of the empire, in the
provinces of Ho-nei 7 P, in and around the city of Lo-yang ¥& [, in the
old Chin & country up in the Tai-yian A R and Shang-tang £ & areas,
and also in the old culture centers of Ch'i B and Wei B, This was almost
the entire central plain area, the center of the empire. The extravagances of
the people there were not part of true Confucian, Mohist, or Taoist ideals,
yet had become a way of life.™

Other evidences from the Eastern Han period confirm the view pres-
ented by the imperial decrees, only more so. Wang Fu £, a scholar who
lived in the second century, described the contemporary funerary customs:

All estimated, the work of thousands of men is devoted to the fabrication
of one coffin. When ready, it weighs about ten thousand cAin and cannot
be lifted without a big crowd, nor can it be pulled without a huge cart.
From Le-lang & in the east to Tun-huang ¥ 48 in the west, in a
space stretching ten thousand miles, people compete in adopting this
kind of coffin. Such a waste of energy and disruption in farm work is
very disheartening

7 Yen-t'ieh-tun (Taipei: Chung-hua, rg71) 6, p. 34.
8 HS 28, pp. 1847, 1651, 1656, 1660, 1665,
% Wang Fu, Ch'ien-fu fun B R 3 (Taipei: Chuag-hua, 1971) 3, p. 15b.
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Wang Fu’s description of heavy coffins shows that even though it was cuseo.
mary for the nobles and rich of Eastern Han to build brick chamber tombs,
in which the coffins usually did not occupy an important position among the
funerary equipments, the kind of coffin found in the Ma-wang-tui tombs was
by no means uncommon in his time.

Even though a true Confucian might not condone the praciice of lavish
burial philesophically, the custom certainly was influenced by the Confucian
rituals for funeral preparations, as recorded in the Book of Rites (Li-chi, I'li),
which gained prominence in the Eastern Han period.” But fuxurious
display was probably also motivated by filial piety. Yen-t'ieh lun pointed out
that in the eyes of ordinary folk the proper expression of filial piety was
identified directly wich elaborate burial and rich funerary goods.

The story of a certain Yian She & ¥, who flourished in the reign of
Emperor P'ing ZE (1-5 AD), shows the working of a complex social norm.

[Yiian She’s] father was governor of Nan-yang 4 B&. That was the time
when the country was in prosperity. Whenever an official of a big
commandery of the rank of 2000 shih died in office, the funerary gifis
usually exceeded ten million [coins]. The wife and children of the dead
would take this sum of money and settle down to a handsome life. Ar
that tme also, the custom of observing three years of mourning [for
one’s father] was again in practice. When Yiian She’s father died, he
gave back the funerary gifis of the Nan-yang commandery, observed
three years of mourning by living in a hut by his father’s grave. Thus his
name was known all over the capital.... Later She thought that
although his refusing to accept the funerary gifts of the Nan-yang com-
mandery had won him fame, it was not filial to have given a simple
burial to his father. He therefore began to rebuild the grave, and
splendid chapels and parlors and gateways were erected.”

Although Yiian She was identified by the author of Han-shu as a knight-
errant, one who usually acted outside of the established norms of society, he
nevertheless understood well how to utilize social sentiment to win fame and
fortune. Yiian's story also shows that the idea of filial piety was already
permeating society, and that this idea was not necessarily circulating only in
Confucian circles, but also in a far wider area that included various social

™ For a discussion of the funcrary rituals described in Li<chi and I-fi, see Ch'en Kung-jou
B2 &, “Shih-sang-li chi-hsi-li ¢hung so chi-tsai i sang-tsang chih-” TR A @ T
BT RS 0 MBI B, K'ao-ku hstich-pao &y B ] (1956.4), pp. 67-84.

1 HS g1, p. 3417.
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strata. Consequently, when Emperor Ming {r. 57-75 AD) ordered that the
Classic of Filial Piety (Hsiao-ching Z #) be read by all the royal guards and
officers,™ it might not have been from a desire to promote filial piety. Rather
it was probably an act designed deliberately to direct and to manipulate
current social customs for the benefit of the royal house. This would have
been accomplished when the idea of filial piety, already in vogue in society,
was transformed into the idea of loyalty, which in turn would consolidate the
legitimacy of the ruling Liu &Y family.

Examples in Hsizo-ching that support this argument are many: “When
wealth and nobility are not deprived of one, he can then protect the country
and provide peace for the people. This is the filial piety of the feudal lord.”™
“To serve the sovereign with filial piety is to be loyal; to serve the elder with
respect is to be compliant. Serving the superior with loyalty and compliance,
one can then preserve his fortune and position and keep worshipping his
ancestors. This is the filial piety of a gentleman (shik)."™ When the idea of
filial piety is mentioned in connection with funerals, we find such sentences
in the Hsiao-ching as “make inner and outer coffins, clothes, and covers, and
raise [the dead onto the bier]; display the offering containers and plates and
remember [the dead] in sorrow; prostrate on the ground; crying and
escorting [the dead]; consult the oracles in order to find a proper place to
bury [the dead]; build an offering shrine to make sacrifice to [the dead];
remember [the dead] during the seasonal offerings of spring and autumn.””
Read as Confucian instructions, these ideas made it difficult for people to
understand “the proper meaning of thrifty burial for the loyal subjects, the
filial sons,” as Emperor Kuang-wu had wished. Efforts on the part of the
government to curtail excessive burial, therefore, were of little avail.

HAN INTELLECTUALS IDEAS CONCERNING
THRIFTY BURIAL

_ The official attitude of the Han court, as represented by the royal
decrees, basically called for a curtailment in expenses for funerals. The main
arguments are political-ethical on the one hand and economical on the
other: the overstepping of !i disrupted the established order of statuses;

7t HHS 33, p. 1126; 7oA, 2546. Although Hsizo-ching had existed long before the reign of
emperor Ming, only after him did it become a prominent classic at court.

™ Hsiaa-ching % #&, sect 3 (“Chu-hou” 3% #%) (Shih-san-ching chu-shu edn.), chttan 2, p.
Ia.
™ Hsigp-ching, sect. 5 (“Shib” 1) 2, p. 5b.
™ Hsiao-ching, sect. 18 {(“Sangch’in” B H) g, p. 2b.

47



MU-CHOU POO

excessive spending would waste precious energy and wealth and harm
livelthoods. Yet when the power of the great clans and royal relatives grew
stronger the transgression of & was no longer a concern: their wealth wag
more than ample to cover funeral expenses. Others, including those less
wealthy, then followed suit. Clearly, a collective psychological need existed
that strived to cope with the strong pressures and prevailing social fashion,
The fashion combined both praise of wealth and power and exaltation of
“ohservable morality,” culminating in an overt and excessive exhibition of
filial piety and its seeming equivalent, the funeral.

Within this general trend, however, there were voices that went against
the current. They were based on a variety of premises, yet their opposition
to lavish burial was the same. Basically, proposals for thrifty burial can be
divided into two main types: a materialistic one that concerned itself with
economic consequences, and a philosophical one derived from a special
understanding of fife and death.

The concern to economize funerary spending of Mo-tzu was in essence
an argument based on the undesirable results of lavish burials: they con-
sumed wealth and brought little real benefit to society. This sort of ar-
gument found its followers in the Han period. However, by this time similar
discussions no longer took the extreme position of the Mohists, but fused it,
instead, with Confucian tenets. The discussion in Yen-f'ieh lun has shown us
that the Confucian scholars whom it records in a debate, besides drawing at-
tention to the apathy of people toward the dead, were criticizing the custom
from an economic point of view. Although the idea of thrifty burial was not
mentioned directly, this was indeed what such scholars held as appropriate.

In the reign of Emperor Ch'eng, the famous scholar Liu Hsiang 8 [q
presented a long memorial requesting the emperor to stop building his
mausoleum and to practice thrifty burial. Liu's arguments combined
economic considerations with other practical concerns. He cited as exam ples
the ancient sages, from Huang-ti % 7 down to Chou-kung & 2 and
Confucius, as having practiced simple burials. He also maintained that the
tombs of those kings who had had themselves buried richly were all robbed.
Thus Liu argued, in the same spirit as the author of Lii-shik ch'un-ch’iu, that
“[thrifty burial] is not only for frugality, but also for the security of the
body.” “These with prominent virtues often have less costly burials,” he
added, “as those with deep wisdom often bury themselves shallower.”™ Liu
indicated that sovereigns who knew how to conserve wealth would enjoy

% HS 36, p. 1950.
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long periods of prosperity, while the mandate of those who indulged them-
selves in luxury would be curtailed. It was an argument based partly on the
threat that this practice could pose to the existence of the ruling house. Liu’s
main point, however, remained economic in nature:

When Ch'ang Mausoleum & B was built, height was added to small
mounds, and eventuaily earth was accumulated inte a mountain. Tens
of thousands of graves of the people were destroyed to make room for
the building of mortuary structures. The schedule set for the comple-
tion was pressing, and the cost amounted to more than a hundred
million. While the dead carried their grievance underground, the living
were all filled with distress. The spirit of agony shook heaven and earth,
thus famine occurred, and hundreds of thousands of people perished,
or were forced to be refugees.”

At the end, Liu did offer some philosophical observations: “If the dead are
considered as having senses still, then it should be very harmful for those
who destroyed peaple’s graves, If the dead possess no sense, then there was
ne reason to build a [arge tomb.” One way or the other, then, there was no
reason for one to have an elaborate burial. However, Liu did not go further
into the discussion of the meaning of life and death. As a result, his memo-
rial was more a petition, on behalf of the people, to curtail spending for the
imperial mausoleum than a philosophical treatise on the meaning of thrifty
burial.

In the Eastern Han period Chang Fu 3R ¥§ (d. 104) expressed a wish to
have a simple burial. His reason for so doing was that, having served as one
of the highest officials (grand commander), he should be an example for the
people through his frugality, a virtue extolled by the former emperor.™ So
far as one can tell from the record, Chang Fu’s idea of thrifty burial was
strictly moralistic and utilitarian, aimed at conserving wealth in society. For
other proponents, thrifty burial need not have represented the best way, but
was certainly worthy of serious thought under special circumstances. Liang
Shang, father-in-law of Emperor Shun, was reported to have wished a
thrifty burial for himself in such a fashion:

I am not a man of virtue, yet I have enjoyed the blessings of fortune.
When living, 1 did not contribute much to the court; when dead, howev-
er, [my funeral] will certainly cost a lot. The funerary equipments, such
as garments, covers, jewelry, jade suits, and pearls: what benefit could

77 Ibid. T HHS 45, p. 1538.
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they bring to rotten bones? (During the funeral], all the officials would
be hard pressed and disturbed, the roads would be richly decorated
and dust (caused by the funerary procession) would be fuming all aboutr
Although this might be conducting affairs according to the 4, considera-
ti?n should be given to proper situations. These days the borders are
f]lsquiet, and thieves and robbers have not been controlled; how would
it be appropriate to waste the fortune of the court? When I die, carry
me to the funeral house by the tomb, prepare for the funeral righe
away. Use ordinary and used clathes, let no new ones be made, When
preparation is done, open the grave pit. Afier the pit is open, bury the
coffin in no time. The offertngs should be the same food as those

consumed when [ was alive, and no sacrificial pigs. goats, or bulls should
be used.™

Liang’s argument, if it really was his own, was mainly centered around the
pelitical and economic implications of funerals. Although some traces of
Taoist influence can be detected in his idea of the uselessness of the funerary
equipment for the rotten bones, he nevertheless conceded that a grand
funeral was in conformity with the 4. Thrifty burial was for him only a
proper alternative under particular political and economical conditions. In
any case, considering the high positions that Liang and his family members
occupied at court, there was little chance that his will would be observed, as
we have already seen in the last section.

'[t is only in Taoist contexts that cosmological arguments for thrifty
burial are found. In the book of Hugi-nan-tzu, composed during the reign of

Emperor Wu, the matter of life and death was thought to be of minimal
consequence:

In life T have a seven-foot body; in death I have a coffin-length of seil.
The relation between my life and this material world is just the same as
that between my death and the formless, with which I 2m mingled when
dead. And yet things in the world do not become a bit more while Tam
alive, nor does the earth increase when [ am dead. How am I 10 be able
to decide which ameng these two I should prefer more than the other?®

To this logic then, it seems that the author would adapt a strict Taoist atti-
tude toward proper burial. However this is not quite the case. In a chapter

™ HHS 34, p. 1177,

% Hugi-nan-tru 7 (“Ching-shen-hstn” 4 7 2 ipei: . ;
Morinra e Lumf‘m:l iy, } (Taipei: Chung-hua, 1971), p. 4a; of.
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titled “Placing Customs on a Par,” the author discussed the propriety of

funerals:

The Confucians and the Mohists did not investigate the origin and con-
sequences of human emotions, but they insisted on imposing rules that
were opposite to [the emotions], such as the five degrees of mourning
garments. ... [t was not because the ancients did not know the compli-
cated rules of the {i, or the various styles of fashion; it was because these
merely waste days and disturb the people and have no practical use.
Therefore to implement the rules of the /i is only to supplement the real
need, and it is enough when the essence [of the k] is expressed. It was
not because the ancients could not display the ceremonial bells and
drums . . . not because they could not exhaust the fortune of the coun.
try and abuse the people, and empty the treasury to supply the dead
with jewelry and luxury clothes; it was because they thought this wouid
only bring poverty to the people and not benefit the rotten bones and
flesh. Therefore for burial, it is adequate to wrap up [the dead] and
cover the body."

On the surface, the author dismisses Confucians and Mohists as
unnatural —imposing rules that were opposite of human emotions. Yet his
own proposal for a proper funeral was not necessarily opposite to what the
Confucians or Mohists would have liked to see. The Confucians would
certainly have agreed that the importance of the & lies not in ocutward
display of rituals or ceremonies but in expressing the essence of propriety.
The Mohists, on the other hand, would not have objected to the claim that
funerary spending only brought poverty to the people. In fact, the tone of
this paragraph comes quite close to thar of Li-shih ch'un-ch'iu, discussed
above. It vividly shows the complex nature of Hugi-nan-tzu, a work of heavy
Taoist inclination, yet not without a mixture of Confucianism and Mohist
ideas

. The intellectual vitaliry and diversity found in FHuai-nan-tzu indicates
that at the time of Emperor Wu, Han literati were by ne means all captives
of Confucianism. For example, Yang Wang-sun # £ 3§ was one of the most

81 Huai-nan-tzu 11 (“Ch'i-su hstin” B 45 83, p. 7a; of. Benjamin E. Wallacker, The Huai-
nan-ttu, Book Eleven: Behavior, Culture and the Cosmos (New Haven: American Oriental Society,
1962), p. 36.

*2 For the authorship of Husi-nan-fzu, see Charles Lo Blanc, Huai Nan Tiu: Philosophical
Synihests m Early Han Thought (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 1985), pp. 24-41. For the
importance of Hugi-nan-tzu in the intellectual history of the Han period, see Hsii, Liang-Han
ssu-hstang shih 2, pp. 175 f.
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radical proponents of thrifty burial. When he was on the point of death, e
gave the following order to his son:

1 wish to be buried naked so that 1 may Teturn to my true home, Yo,
must not go against my wishes! When I am dead, put my corpse in 3
‘hemp bag, dig a hole in the ground seven feet deep, and lower me ingg
it. Then take hoid of the bag at the end where my feet are and pull it o
so that my body will rest directly on the ground. .

The son was unable to decide whether he should follow his father’s radical
instructions, Thus he went for advice to an old friend of his father, the
Marquis of Ch’i i f&%. The marquis then wrote a letter to Yang Wang-sun:

I have heard some talk of your leaving orders to be buried naked. If the
dead have no consciousness, then that will be the end of the matter. But
if they do, I'm afraid you will be subjecting your corpse to humiliation in
the world below. Do you intend to appear naked in front of your
ancestors? Personally I don't think you should do so. Moreover, the
Classic of Filial Piety says: “Let clothes, coverlets, and inner and outer
coffins be provided for the dead,” and these after ail represent the rules
handed down from the sages. Why must you alone be different and
irfsist upon following some private learning of your own? I hope you will
give careful thought to the marer,

The argument of the Marquis of Ch'i, that if the dead possessed conscious-
ness, then to bury oneself naked would cause humiliation in the world
below, was typical of the thinking of Confucians, who had no definite
opinion on the existence of ghosts and spirits, or the life hereafier. Their
concern for a proper burial took the safe side of the issue —in case the dead
did have consciousness. Yang Wang-sun, however, Taoistically perceived
that after death there is no more individual existence: the body decomposes
and returns to its “true home.” Consequently, he denied the possibility of
consciousness after death, let alone ghosts, spirits, and life in the world
below. His lengthy reply to the marquis in part said:

A lavish burial is of absolutely no benefit to the dead man, and yet
foolish people strive to outdo each other in extravagance, wasting their
money, exhausting their resources, putting it all into the ground 1o rot.
In some cases they bury it today only to have it dug up tomorrow, so

that the result is the same as if they had left the corpse lying out in the
open fields.
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Now death is the transformation that comes at the end of life, the
final return of all things . . . Thus each thing returns to its true heme in
deep darkness, where there is neither form nor sound. Then it may
achieve union with the essence of the Way., Qutward decoration may
dazzle the mob, but lavish burial erects a barrier to its goal, prevents
that which is to be transformed from undergoing change ... I have
heard that the spirit belongs to Heaven and the bodily form belongs to
Earth, After the spirit has left the form, then each returns to its true
home. Therefore the spirits of the dead are called kuei %, which is to
say that they have “returned” (kuei B¥). As for the body, it lies there all
alone like a clod — how could it possibly have consciousness?®

Despite this rather “cold” analysis of the condition of death, Yang Wang-sun
was not a man who despised the value of life. On the contrary, when he was
alive, he treated himself generously and did everything wo procure a
comfortable and prolonged life, which was in tune with the practice of one
of the branches of Taoism, the main concern of which was to prolong life
with drugs, exotic food, and special physical exercises.” Moreover, although
Yang Wang-sun argued strongly for extra-thrifty burial, in order “to reform
the times,™ he does not clearly indicate whether others should follow the
example. His principle regarding burtal can be sumnmarized as not to
“expend effort on useless activities or throw away wealth in ways that bring
no benefit.” His idea of naked burial must have been widely known in
subsequent centuries, because advocates of thrifty burial in the Eastern Han
period cited Yang’s story, as we see below.

Discussion about thrifty bunal continued to be recorded in the Eastern
Han period. in the reign of Emperor Kuang-wu, Fan Hung 2 %%, who was
from a wealthy family and later became a high official and marquis,
expressed the desire for a simple burial for himself when he was dying. His
idea was probably based on the kind of Taoist philosephy that he often
brought up with his son:

‘There have never been happy endings for [those who possessed] exces-
sive wealth and power. It is not that { do naot like glory and fame, it is be-

8 For the three sections quoted above, see HS 67, pp. 2007-9; Burton Watson, trans.,
Courtier and Commaner in Ancient Ching (N.Y.: Columbia U.F., 1974), pp. 107-9. The transla-
tion here follows Watson's.

84 Cf. Maspero, Taoism, pp. 445 H. A recent study on this subject is Livia Kohn, od., Teotst
Meditation and Longevity Technigues, Michigan Monographs in Chinese Studies 61 (Ann Arbor:
Michigan Center for Chinese Studies, U. of Michigan, 198q9).

# Sec n. B3, % See . 83,
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cause the way of Heaven dislikes the arrogant and adorns the humble,
The fate of the noble relatives of former eras is a clear example. Protect
one's own life and have a whole self. What could be happier than this

However, uniike Yang Wang-sun, who never occupied any government
post, the courtier Fan was not a Taoist who would discard all earthly fame
and glory. His conduct in his post was thar of a diligent and loyal subject,
always humble and soft-spoken. And, having a personality so congenial 1o
the taste of the emperor, he received grear praise and was often consulted,
After Fan's death the emperor announced, “Now if T do not grant the wish
of the Marquis of Shou Chang (Fan Hung), there would be no way to honor
his virtue. Besides, when [ meet the same fare, [ would also like to follow his
example.”® Presumably Fan was given a simple burial. Yet his family was
given ten million coins, ten thousand rolls of cloth, and the emperor
attended his funeral in person.

In the reign of Emperor Chang {75-88 AD), we hear another voice of
thrifty burial expressed by Chang Pa #R ¥, a native of Shu & province who
once served as a provincial governor and later a palace attendant. When he
was about to die in the capital, he gave the following order:

Formerly when Chi-tzu 2 F served as an ambassador to the state of
Chih, his son died on the journey in the district between Ying and Po,
He then dug a pit at the roadside and buried his son. Now the way back
to Shu is far and difficult, it is not suitable to bury me back at the family
cemetery. You can bury me right here, as it is enough to conceal my
body. You must follow my order so that my body would ret quickly and
therefore fulfill my wish,”

He was quoted as having said, “When the sun reaches to the middle of the
sky, it is bound o start falling, and when the moon grows to a full circle, it is
bound to begin waning. Lao Tzu has said, ‘No humiliation will befall him
who is content.”™*

However, in view of Chang's political career and scholarly achievement,
he cannot be considered purely a Taoist either. He was, in addition, a
specialist in the tradition of the Kung-yang /X 3 commentary to the revered
Confucian classic Ch'un-ch’iu. When he was governor of K'uai-chi ¥
“people in the province were encouraged to cultivate their virtue. Thou-
sands of students studied the classics, and the sound of recitadon could be

7 HHS 32, p. 1121. * Ibid. 5 HHS 36, p. 1242. * Ibid.
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heard on the road.” Actually, the example of Chi-tzu was taken from the
Confucian classic Li-chi, We have here, in Chang Pa’s Taoist explication of a
Confucian story, the complicated workings of different intellectual traditions
within one person.

A similar situation is that of Ts'ui Yiian $E38, the son of Ts'ui Yin = ER,
whose scholarship and stature had been ranked with these of the great
historian Pan Ku 3 [, Yiian, however, did not fare well as a political
figure. Although he achieved the position of Prime Minister of the state of
Chi-pei #IE#H, che last year of his life was spent in litigation. He was finally
released from allegations misconduct only to proceed to his death bed. It
was perhaps in a mood of disillusion that he left this will with his son: “A
man is born in receipt of the spirit (ch $&) of Heaven and Earth. When he
dies, send his [rransformarive} essence (ching ) back to Heaven and his
bones to Earth. There is no place where one cannot conceal his body. Do
not send me back to the family [cemetery]. As for the funeral gifts and the
sacrifice of sheep and pigs, none shall be accepted.” His son Shih 2, who is
known for his essay “On Statecraft” (“Cheng Lun" B 3®), and who actually
condemned therein the contemporary practice of lavish burial, does not
seem to have heeded his father’s last words faithfully. We do not know if he
received any gifts, yet he did sell his house and land in order to build a tomb
and raise a memorial stela for his father. When the funeral was over, as the
story goes, his household went broke and he had to sell beer and porridge
to earn a living.”

Qne of the proponents of thrifty burial who left a more extensive dis-
course on the matter was Chao Tzu # %, a scholar-official who flourished
in the reign of Emperor Ling B (168- 189 AD). An upright moralist, he was
more interested in studying at home than working as an official, although
several times he was forced to accepr positions in the government.* When in
office, he displayed incorruptibility by only accepting his salary day by day as
earned. Near the end of his life, he asked his former subordinates to bury
him with a simple, thin coffin, mixing yellow dirt into the coffin so that his
body would rot quickly and return to the earth soon. He then left a written
statement for his son that held birth and death of living beings to be the
enduring principle of the universe. And when one is dead, “the essential
spirit leaves the body, the soul disperses and returns to the beginning, which

M HHS g6, p. 1241. ? HHS 52, p. 1724. N HHS 52, p- 1731.
* His government posts included Frudit 18 £ (the highest rank in the imperial school),
Governor of Tun-huang, and Prime Minister of the state of Tung-hai.
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is endless emptiness. As all these disappear, they return to dust. Dust is bug 3
worthless thing, so how could there be any consciousness and thus ;
demand for burial that provides thick cover and proper insulation? It is only
because the living could not bear to see the destruction of the body that the
custom of burying the dead was instituted.”

Chao continued by surveying burial customs from the archaic time of
Huang-ti to his time. Some of his claims, by the way, seem amazingly accu.
rate in the light of modern archaeological discoveries. He declared that buri-
al had become chronologically more and more extravagant. In evaluating
the prevailing funerary practice he invoked both the Confucian & and the
Mohist principle of thrifty burial, cited the example of the Taoist Yang
Wang-sun, and concluded that a proper funeral shouid observe only what is
simple and sincere at the particular moment and place. In the end, he urged
his son not to disobey his order simply because it was disheartening to see a
simple burial or for fear of the criticism of others. His burial should consist
of the following:

Dig a hole in the ground that will accommodate the inner and outer
coffins. As soon as the coffins arrive, they should be buried. The burial
ground should be flattened without a mound. No divination should be
consulted about the time and date of the burial, no offering should be
presented at the funeral. After the funeral, no one should remain at the
side of the grave, and o monument or trees should be erected ™

Chao Tzu’s statement, similar to those of Fan Hung and Chang Pa, betrays
the influence of Taoist, Confucian, and Mohists ideas, although the Con-
fucian ideas may have been diluted a little to suit his pro-thrifty burial
argument. Viewing it from another angle, however, it can also be said that
Chao Tzu’s understanding of Taoist, Confucian, or Mohist ideas only reflec-
ted a personal approach to a common tradition. For him, there might not
have been a clear-cut distinction between the “philosophical basis” of one
school of thought and another —che kind of distinction modern historians
too often seek. There were no barriers in Chao's intellectual travels.
Contemporary with Chao Tzu, or a little later, were Chang Huan IR &2,
Fan Jan Y&, Lu Chih M fff, and Chao Ch'i # 5, all of whom recorded
ideas in favor of thrifty burial. After an arduous career as scholar, general,
Grand Minister of Agriculture (fa-ssu-nung), and Chamberlain for Ceremo-
nies (tei-ch'ang), Chang Huan’s old age was without office and spent in

*» HHS 39, p. 1314. * HHS 39, p. 1315.
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solitude because of the animosity of the eunuch Wang Yi E ®. He
expressed the wish for simple bunal in his last words:

[ have served in the government in ten different positions, yet I could
not conceal my own opinion and was hated by the wicked. It is fated
whether one has one’s way or not, and it is natural to have a beginning
and an end 1o one's life, Now there is darkness underground, and time
there is long and without a moment of light. What I do not like is for the
body to be wrapped further with fine cloth and sealed tightly in the
coffin with nails. If T am fortunate enough to have a grave, you should
bury me the same afternoon if I die in the morning. Put my body on the
bier; use only one piece of cloth. I would not follow the extravagant
example of the Duke of Chin, neither would I be so stringent as Yang
Wang-Sun.”

Fan Jan was a radical, often at odds with common customs. His will
contained the following:

Ilived in a corrupt era and was surrounded by wanton customs. While 1
could not have helped reforming the times and saving the multitude,
how could I allow myself to go with the world when 1 am dead! Prepare
1o bury me right after my breath is gone. Use ordinary ciothes that are
enough to cover the body, and a coffin that is large enough to contain
the body. As soon as the preparation is over, start to dig the grave pit.
When the pit is dug, bury the coffin right away. Do not bury any
offering foed or drink. The grave mound should be only high enough
to cover myself.”

Chao Ch'i, the well-known commentator of Mencius, whose experience
much resembled that of Chang Huan, left a peculiar instruction for his son
when he was about to die: “When [ am dead, use sand to make a bed in my
tomb, put 2 cloth mat on the bed and dress me in white, then cover me with
a single sheet. Put me down in the tomb the day I die, and cover the tomb
when it is done.”™ His contemporary Lu Chih had a similar idea of a simple
‘burial. Near the end of his life, he ordered his son to bury him in an earth
pit with no coffin, using a single sheet in which to wrap the body.'"”

Unlike other examples discussed above, here our sources do not offer
direct information concerning the reasons that prompted Chao Ch'i and Lu

W HHS 65, p. 2143 % HHS 8z, p. 26g0. * HHS 64, p. ar22.
loo HHS 64, p. 2119.
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Chih to make such decisions. Similar cases are found in the biographies of
Chi Tsun 28 ,™ Cheng Hung #f ZZ,"* Ho Hsi far B, 1o Wang Tang F
E,"™ Ma Jung & B, Yang Hsi ¥ #," and Cheng Hsilan #f 32, aj) of
whom decided on thrifty burial. Tt is unlikely that their reasons would be the
same.

Ma Jung was the mentor of such famous scholars as Lu Chih and Cheng
Hsiian. He was equally versed in the Confucian classics and in Taoist
literature. He was open-minded and casual, unwilling to conform to the
Confucian ethics of conduct. He enjoyed nice homes and fine garments; and
he liked to have music performed while giving lessons. However, his reputa-
tion was besmirched for having yielded to the pressure of the powerfui
Liang Chi % 3 to persecure Li Ku ZE . According to the author of Hoy-
han-shu, Ma was thus considered not to be an upright gentleman by some
contemporaries. Could such a character embody a true Taoist {or
Confucian) principle? The fact that he gave in to political pressure shows his
incapability of abandoning worldly concerns. It is therefore rather difficule
10 assess the motive of his wish for a thrifty burial. This is another reminder
of the complexity of the relationship between thought and deed in a
historical character, who oftentimes seems invisible and impenetrable due to
the paucity of sources.

So far the views we have been discussing all favor thrifty burial. In fac,
one hardly finds any positive argument for lavish burial, although it was
widely practiced in society. If felt by contemporaries to have been simply a
fad, then lavish burial may not have engendered theoretical discussion, pro
or con. The very nature of our sources, in other words, the formulas used in
death-wills, despite their criticism of lavish burial, may also have inhibited
any explication or theory.

The only person in the Eastern Han period who has left us with
extensive and more systematic examinations and refutations of the religious
and intellectual background of lavish burial was the famous Wang Ch'ung
F F. Wang Ch’ung’s fatalism, naturafist cosmology, and emphasis on
empirical knowledge rather than subjective ethics were the basis of his idea
of thrifty burial."® He began the essay in Lun-heng T % entitled “Thrifty

ut (HS 20, p. 742, 192 HHS 33, p. 1157. 1% HHS 47, p. 1593.

104 HHS g1, p. 1106 05 HHS 6oA, p. 1972, 1% HHS 31, p. 1111,

1% HHS 35, p. 1211 108 F{HS 6oA, p. 1972; 63, p. 2084.

1** For a detailed discussion of Wang Ch'ung's thought, see Hsii, Liang-FHan ssu-fisigng shik
2, pp- 563 -640; Hsiao, Chinese Political Thought, pp. 580 f.; Fung, Chung-kus che-hstich-shik
hsin-pien 2, pp. 245 f; and Joseph Needham, Sciencs and Cruilisation in China {Cambridge:
Cambridge U.P., 1956) 2, pp. 368 .
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Burial” by refuting the Confucian and Mohist ideas of proper burial. The
problem with the Confucian argument, he thought, was that on one hand it
did not admit the existence of ghosts and spirits, while on the other it
insisted on performing sacrificial ceremonies for ancestors. The Confucian
argument, as Wang stated, was that:

(f one maintains thac the dead are unconscious, then the subjects and
the sons would disobey their sovereign and their father. Thus should
the ceremonies and rituals of funeral be abolished, the subjects and sons
would forger the benevolence {of their sovereign and father]. Once their
benevolence is forgotten, people will betray the dead and disregard the
ancestors. As the dead are betrayed and the ancestors disregarded, the
criminal acts of unfilial behavior would multiply. The sage was afraid of
letting open the source of unfilial acts; therefore, he did not want to
make clear the fact that the dead possessed no consciousness.'®

The Confucians encouraged a serious attitude toward burial practices with a
keen concern primarily for their social implications. The common people,
however, might not appreciate this subtle Confucian position, whereas the
more overt of the rituals only encouraged their practice of lavish burial
without a true understanding of the essence of proper 4 in funerals,

The problem with the Mohist approach was also its self-contradicting
arguments. It was logically incompatible, Wang contested, that Mo-tzu
insisted on thrifty burial while maintaining that one should recognize the
existence of ghosts and spirits:

The arguments of the Mohists were self-.contradictory. They wanted to
bury the dead thriftily, yet they venerated the ghosts; therefore, the
dead must have consciousness. If the dead indeed possess senses, and
you bury them thriftily, it is to enrage the dead. People’s natures tend to
prefer luxuriance to frugality. If one invites the anger of the dead
because of thrifty burial, what good would it bring merely to venerate
the ghosts? If they thought that ghosts were not the dead, then their
believing in the story of the [ghost of] Tu-po was wrong. If they thought
that ghosts were the dead, then their idea of thrifty burial was wrong.'!

Wang Ch’ung’s own position was that of a materialist or naturalist.

18 Lun-heng 38 8 (“Po-nang” ¥ #) (Taipei: Shih-chich shu-chii, 1571), p. 226; cf, Alfred
Forke, Lun Héng (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1911) 2, p. 372.
M1 Lun-heng, p. 226; Forke, Lun Héng 2, pp. 374-75.
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There was nothing left when people died and returned to nature, Any idea
about the existence of a ghost or a god was a production of man’s illusiong
and a mistake. “What sustains the life of man are vitality (ching) and spirit
(ch%). When man dies, vitality and spirit disappear. When this happens, the
body begins to rot. Finally it becomes dust. Where could the ghost bep 12 a4
there is no consciousness after death, and the dead could not become ghosts
in any case, the practice of {avish funerals provides no benefit for the dead.
It only brings disaster to the living. “If the meaning of death is not fully
discussed and understood, the extravagant ceremonies will not cease. If this
is the case, properties and energy will be wasted. And if property and energy
are wasted, people will suffer from extreme poverty. This is the way toward
destruction.”"” Viewed from this perspective, it is clear that although Wang
based his argument on a Taoist or naturalist-materialist understanding of
the workings of the universe, and flatly denied the validity of the Mohist and
Confucian arguments, in the end he did not completely reject the Mohist
and Confucian views about the uselessness and the harm that favish burials
could bring to the society. His main purpose, as is also ¢vident from other
essays in Lun-heng, was to demonstrate the necessity of clear and logical
thinking, so that people’s irrational beliefs in ghosts and gods could be
corrected. Whether his arguments were in fact always rational and logically
consistent themselves is a problem that might also involve his educational
background, his living environment, and his personal life, as well as the
intellectual tradition of Han China; but these are outside the scope of this
article.

From the above discussion, it should be clear that the people who
favored thrifty burial in the Han Dynasty usually based their arguments
either on the undesirable socio-economic results of lavish burial, or on a
Taoist understanding of the meaning of life and death and man’s relation
with the universe. These two types of argument need not be mutuaily
exclusive. At times it was possible for a person to employ Taoist expressions
as pretexts to arrive at a positive social criticism, as with Yang Wang-sun and
Chao Tzu. Their main object in exalting the value of thrifty burial was to
wake up the unenlightened multitude and reform the world. It should also
be made clear that although they advocated the idea of some kind of thrifty
burial, there obviously was no consensus among them about what exactly
constituted “thrifty burial.” Someone’s burial might be thriftier than

Uz Lun-heng {“Lun-ssu” 3 L), p. 202; ¢f. Forke, Lun Héng 2, p. 371, Similar aréumcnlx
can be found in other Lun-heng essays: “Ssu-wei” FE1R, “Ting-kuei” ] 5.
113 See . rro0.
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another's. It was their disapproval of current customs that had brought their
ideas together as a distinct line of thought.

Chronologically, the majority of the Han-era people whose opinions we
read came from the Eastern Han, particularly toward the latter haif of the
period. Whatever the explanation might be for this phenomenon — whether
because of the influence of a stronger anti-social, anti-establishment
4, ar simply
because more informaton is available to us, or both —the fact that their

sentiment that gradually permeated the intellectual community

ideas on thrifty burial were recorded at all, shows the existence of a social
undercurrent that somehow appreciated unconventional thoughts and
deeds.

Moreover, the majority had a background in the Confucian classics.
Some of them were important scholars in the Confucian tradition. Thus one
may surmise that despite Taoist expressions employed in the arguments for
thrifty burial, these men were probably not Taoists who shunned the world;
on the contrary, their active careers show otherwise. Their attitudes
concerning thrifty burial, therefore, may be indications of open-mindedness
regarding things earthly when death was near. But their ideas could also
have been messages for a world that they perceived as moving away from
the teachings of ancient wisdom. It is curious that, given their intellectual
background, many of them preferred to employ Taoist expressions in their
arguments for thrifty burial, while such Confucian eachings as “in funeral it
is better to show deep sorrow than to pay meticulous attention to the
details” could have served equally as well as theoretical bases for thrifty
burial. In fact, because the prevailing custom of lavish burial was partly
supported by Confucian ideas—even if distorted from the original—
deliberate avoidance of such ideas may have occurred. In any case, the fact
that thinkers could have expressed such ideas, despite, or because of, the
current customs, suggests that through the Eastern Han period at least a
fraction of intellectuals thought and acted independently of Confucian
canons and social mores. The evidence here provides a good exampie of the
complexity of the relationship between intellectual background and actual
historical deed. In all of this also is the implication that so-called orthodox
Confucianism had not succeeded in replacing all the other branches of
thoughe at this time. It seems that by the late Eastern Han various
intellectual traditions transmitted from the pre-Ch'in era were becoming a
mixed body of thoughr. Some intellectuals might be Confucianistic when

114 Cf, Ch'en, “Confucian, Legalist and Taoist Thought,” pp- 767-807.
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actively serving the state, while remaining Taoist disciples privately in search
of peace of mind."* The root of the resurgence of philosophical Taoism
during the subsequent Wei-Chin period, therefore, lies at least partially in
this kind of intellectual environment."*

115 Ihid.

11 It has actually been suggested that the Taoism of the Wei-Chin period grew out of Han
Caonfucianism; see Jack. L. Dull, “The Confucian Origins of Neo-Taoism,"” in Sakai Tadao i)
H BB R, d., Dokyo na sagoteki henkya 3 8L O M8 & 09 B 32 (Tokyo: Kokusho kanks kai,
1977), pP- 7-56. For thrifty burial in the Wei-Chin period, see Wei Ming M, “Wei-Chin
po-sang k'ao-lun” B F W F F M, in Nanching ta-hsiick hsiieh-pao P X A B M ]
{1986.4), pp. 193 -43. Wei maintains that in the Wei-Chin period, most intellectuals whe
favored thrifty burial were “Confucianists,” and that although inteflectuals with Taoise
inclination might also have favored thrifty burial, their influence on society was less
important. In one sense, Wei's argument supports my observation about the intellectual
background of the Han propenents of thrifty burial. However, [ am not convinced that the
so-called Confucianists of the Wei-Chin period were free of Taoist influence.
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