Death, Funerals, and Sacrifices
in
Wang Ch’ung’s Philosophy

Chao-ming Chou

I. The Social Background and the Mind of
Wang Ch’ung

All modern scholars have noticed that the social milieu had a definite
influence on the shaping of Wang Ch’ung’s (A.D. 27-96? }! philosophy.
A knowledge of the social and intellectual background at that time will
certainly help our understanding of his philosophy; but, as this paper con-
centrates on death and related topics in Wang Ch’ung’s philoscphy, I do
not intend to analyze this background in detail. Two articles, however,
are especially recommended to readers interested in a comprehensive
knowledge of a historical period in which Confucianism was apparently
supreme, but in fact was degenerated as a result of the popularity of
prognostication and apocrypha. The whole society was characterized by
superstition. The first article is Ku Chieh-kang’s g5 iE || ‘Politics and
History under the Theory of the Cycle of Five Agents” ALIEKIBF THI
BIEFIE $.2 In this article, Ku collected numerous pieces of evidence
from various classics and historical books to account for the rise and
development of the theory of the five agents, the role of the priest-magician
in the Ch’in and the Han dynasties, especially during the reign of Emperor
Wu i, 7% , and up to the usurpation by Wang Mang ¥ 2§ , a ruler of the Hsin
dynasty (A.D. 9-23), which was justified by reference to the prognostic
literature. The second article is Hu Shih’s #3358 “The Lun-heng of Wang
Ch’ung” F 593 #.> a pioneering study of the Lun-heng in the twentieth
century. At the beginning of the article, Hu Shih gives the two characteristics
of the social background: (1) the prevalence of superstitious Confucianism,
that is, the prevalence of prognostication and apocrypha (e.g. Emperor
Kuang-wu’s 3% # % claim that he accepted the throne in answer to various
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prodigies); and (2) the development of astronomy, that is, of an experimental
spirit.* The intellectual environment of that period, except for the experi-
mental spirit mentioned by Hu Shih, is neatly summed up by Wing-tsit
Chan in his Source Book in Chinese Philosophy:

(1) Confucianism was supreme; (2) it was being debased into
a mysterious and superstitious doctrine; (3) the unity of man
and Nature was turned into one of mutual influence; (4) these
influences were thought to be exerted through strange
phenomena and calamities; (5) Heaven, though not anthro-
pomorphic, was purposive, asserting its will through prodigies
as warning to men; and (6) on a smaller scale spiritual beings
exercised similar influence,’

Wang Ch’ung is prominent as an opponent of prognostication and
apocrypha, and his philosophy is generally directed to a criticism of the
society of his time, condemning, as being false, popular beliefs in ghosts
and spirits, extravagant funerals, and expensive sacrifices. He writes in the
“I-wen pien” #3 & : “Though the Shin Ching numbers three hundred
poems, [as Confucius said] one phrase can cover them all, namely ‘with
undiverted thoughts” And though the essays of my Lun-heng may be
numbered in the tens, one phrase likewise covers them all, namely, ‘hatred
of fictions and falsehoods.” "5 =H » —~SI#&Z - B T B & | °
wHEBUT (5 )& r—Eth B EEX ] o ' His purpose

in writing the Lun-heng is also stated in the “Tui-tso p'ien” ¥ & :

Therefore, unless such preposterous words are censured, specious
writings cannot be suppressed, and, as long as they spread,
truth does not reign. For this reason the Lun-heng weighs the
words, whether they are light or heavy, and holds up a balance
for truth and falsehood. It does not trouble about polishing
the phrases and embellishing the expressions so as to sound
ncmgnjﬁcent.8

HEEEZEAH > AlEECRER - B0k - IBRBERARA - #RE
% FOKREZS > MRB A JEER S BaEB M0

This not only reflects his idea of writing but also manifests his ardent search
for truth and knowledge.
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His metaphysics is, in a sense, close to Taoist naturalism.'® He held
the view that Heaven is unconscious, taking no action and aiming at no
teleology. Ontologically, he thought that ¢k’ 4§ (material force, vital force,
primal fluid) was the source from which all creatures were engendered.
In the “Tzu-jan p’ien” H4R &, he argued: “when the material forces (cA %)
of Heaven and Earth come together, all things are spontaneously produced,
just as when the vital forces (ck) of husband and wife unite, children are
spontaneously bormn "M KMEE » BHEE  BRFEAR » TEAE
% 12 The same idea is expressed in the “Wu-shih pien" 8 & .

When the material forces (ch’i) of Heaven and Earth come to-
gether, man is born as a matter of course unintentionally. In
just the same manner a child is produced spontaneously, when
the vital forces (ch’i) of husband and wife unite. At the time
of such an intercourse, the couple does not intend to beget a
child. The passionate love being roused, they unite, and out
of this union a child is born. '

RRMAR  AMBELSN ) BRBEE R FHALL - REER I
ERRBLET  BRETE AWM FER 14

The view of the “‘unintentionality” of parents’ giving birth to a child
reveals that he would argue with sheer rationality, paying no attention
to the emotional side of human relationships. This attitude, as Hsii Fu-kuan
#: 18 # remarked in his Intellectual History of the Two Han Dynasties
M E B 8 | will not lead to the concept of “filial piety” Z£ 15 Whether
Wang Ch’ung himself was a filial son or not is disputable, yet it is obvious
that filiality is not an important element of his philosophy. In the whole
book of the Lun-heng, neither filiality is an important issue nor any other
moral principle is important enough to require a separate essay.

Being almost coldly rational, Wang Ch’ung invariably demands proof
and evidence in arguments. That “A subject cannot be clear without proof;
and argument cannot be settled without evidence” EBREINH I » &5
BEERE §—§16 is a typical statement of his. When applied to the problem
of death, this attitude will tend to objectify the issue without the interven-
tion of the emotion and assert the end of everything after one’s death.

To recapitulate what has been discussed above, we know that Wang
Ch’ung lived in a time full of superstitions which he detested, that his
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metaphysics is centered on the ¢k, a kind of material force, and that he
was rational and intellectual to the point of disregarding moral principles.
With this in mind, we can guess what his attitude toward death, ghosts,
funerals and sacrifices will be.

II. Wang Ch’ung’s Attitude Toward Death and Ghosts

The opening sentences of the “Lun-ssu p'ien” Z3%LE summarize
Wang Ch’ung’s attitude toward death:

People today say that when men die they become spiritual
beings (kuei, ghosts), which are conscious, and can hurt people.
Let us try to prove by means of the species of creatures that
the dead do not possess consciousness, and cannot hurt people.!?

HEAERR B BEA - ROUWEEBRZ > AZERS R 85 -
FEEA 18

Here, his arguments accord with his “hatred of fictions and falsehoods”
and his need of “proof with evidence.” His philosophy toward death
consists of three ideas:

1
o)
€))

The dead do not become spiritual beings,
They do not possess consciousness, and
They cannot hurt people.

He then tried to prove his assertions with ample analogies and arguments.
Some proofs he used to show that the dead do not become spiritual beings

are: 9

(M

)

3

Man and other beings are all creatures. When other creatures die,
they do not become spiritual beings. Man will not become a
spiritual being alone when he dies.

Man can live because of his vital forces. At death his vital forces
are extinct. What makes the vital forces possible is the blood.
When a person dies, his blood becomes exhausted. With this his
vital forces are extinct, and his body decays and becomes ashes
and dust. What is there to become a spiritual being?

People see ghosts with the form of living men. From the fact
that they appear in the form of living men, we know that they
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are not spirits of the dead.

(4) There must be more people who died since the beginning of the
universe than the people now living. Men do not become ghosts
after their death; otherwise, there would be more ghosts than living

" men.

(5) Man’s death is like the extinction of fire. When a fire is extin-
guished, its light shines no longer, and when a man dies, his
consciousness has no longer understanding. ‘

(6) Clothes have no vital forces and certainly will decay with human
bodies. The ghosts should be seen naked but they are said to be
in clothes. They are then not the spirits of the dead.

The above arguments comprise only about one third of his “Lun-ssu
pien.” The second one-thir¢ beginning with “As the dead cannot become
spiritual beings, they cannot possess consciousness either” k%t A RKEEH
) ﬂﬂa]:ﬁﬁ?%ﬂ%,m is used to argue that the dead cannot possess
consciousness. The last part beginning with “Men, after death, do not
become spiritual beings, do not possess consciousness, cannot speak, and
therefore cannot hurt people” A FE R W » M4 » REEEE > Al A8
= AR, argues that the dead cannot hurt people. He gave one reason
after another to support his arguments. The reasons, some of which are
minute and naive, are so many that only to list all of them would be tedious.
That is why his style is criticized as ““consisting of repeated interrogations,
which caused his writing to sound unpleasantly wordy” H: s7 R 78 55% - A
{E51 & .2 When we have finished reading the whole essay, we can see
that, besides often using the analogy of death to a dream, the extinction
of fire and the melting of ice, he was especially fond of arguing in terms
of the loss of the ck’i in the dead, since the ch’i is the pivot of his meta-
physics. After translating about one third of this essay, Wing-tsit Chan
gives a short but pointed comment:

In arguing against the existence of ghosts, Wang Ch’ung has
offered more reasons than has any other Chinese thinker. For
almost two thousand years now no one has been able to refute
him, although some of his arguments sound very naive.?3

The same attitude toward death and spiritual beings is expressed in the
“Ssu-wei plien” FE{S . The essay is divided into fourteen parts, in each
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of which one or several historical stories about ghosts or unnatural events
were raised as questions and then he gave answers in a rational manner.
The reason why he wrote this almost redundant article to express the ideas
he has already expressed in the previous essay?* may be that he thought
the arguments with historical events as examples might appeal more to the
literati, who are generally antiquarian or pedantic.

As to why a man saw ghosts, Wang Ch’ung explained it in the “Ting-kuei
pien” FT J.EE. He regarded it as possible that a man might see the ghosts,
but his explanation is that the ghosts are not the spirits of the dead but
something evoked by intense thinking and longing:

The ghosts that are in the world are not the vital spirits of the
dead, they are evoked by intense thinking and longing. Why
do they originate? — Because of being sick. When people are
sick, they are inclined to be melancholy and easily frightened.
In this state of mind they see ghosts appear. People who are
not sick, are not apprehensive. Thus, when sick people lying
on their pillows are haunted with fears, ghosts appear. Their
fears set them pondering, and when they do so, their eyes have
visions, 2

ARBZEER - FARBHB M - EABSERZHBE - B
I ? YRR o AR > BIERE ; 21 AlRH - LARK » BIRE
o BBRER  RERE - B AIEL 58 - MIEEE 26

He inferred this insightful psychological interpretation from two stories
in the Chuang Tzu. One of them is about Po Lo’s 1% learning to dis-
tinguish horses. "It is said that at that period of time everything he saw
took the form of horses. The other story is about a cook’s J& T learning
to dissect the ox. It tells that for three years he did not perceive a living
ox but all dead oxen. The reason why the sick see the ghosts is just like
Po Lo’s seeing the horses and the cook’s perceiving only dead oxen — they
are devoted to intense longing and thinking. What they see are all unreal
visions.  Wang Ch’ung further explained, in an analogical way, why the
tired dreamers, the dying men, and the insane people also saw the ghosts.
His opinion is that they are ail in different degrees sick. “All the three
states — sleep, sickness, and insanity — are accompanied by a decay of the
vital force and a disturbance of vision. Hence all those people have visions

of men and things.”*"EA » & » J&JE » =EEREE HXRE . e
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BE A 2 % E.2® Wang Ch’ung’s interpretation sounds quite acceptable
to the modern reader as he seems to interpret these ghosts in terms of
nightmare and phantoms.

All the above interpretations are generally esteemed by scholars. But
on the other hand, Wang Ch’ung tended to believe as true the legendary
stories in the Tso chuan 7z {& and Shan-hai ching 111 % #% , such as “‘a nation
of ghosts in the north” k575 5% Ed. The ghosts, he believed, are strange
creatures that do exist and may appear. Furthermore, he did believe in
the phantom (yeo}k ). He thought that “the vital force of Heaven and
Earth which forms the phantom is the solar vital force” R ZEBIK
# . KB 2% 1% These phantoms can change their forms. “They
may either emit their poison, but do not show themselves, or they show
themselves, but do not emit any poison, or they produce sounds, which,
however, do not form any words, or they make known their thoughts, but
do not manifest their sounds”® FERRER S » REH 2, B XK
FHEREE KB HEE > XBEEE: ZPEHS FaEFT Y Wag
Ch’ung argued that some people actually saw the phantoms when they
claimed that they saw the ghosts. His argument here, unlike his usual
practice, sounds very superstitious. This indicates how difficult it is for a
thinker to be really independent from the general beliefs of his time.

III. Wang Ch’ung’s Attitude Toward Funerals

Wang Fu £, in the Chlien-fu lun &< 3% , describes the extravagance
of funerals in the Han dynasty thus:

Nowadays the noble clans in the capital and the wealthy families
in the provinces hold extremely extravagant funerals after the
death [of their family members] though they did not try their
best to provide them when they were alive. They even bury
the dead together with carved gold and engraved jade pieces.
They use the most precious wood to make coffins, and build
the graveyard in the fertile field, with yellow earth to install
the inner graves, in which ample pearls, jewels, figurines, carts
are buried. They construct huge sepulchers and widely plant
pines and cypresses around them.

SRR - BEEE > AREE S ENERE NEXSEE B
B REES > AERE SEEE > BAHE SEXR K
REA 032
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His description becomes so vividly true when we see so many lavish objects
unearthed from the big Han tombs in recent years. A good example is
the ancient tombs of Liu Sheng B[ , Prince Ching of Chung-shan rh Ui
£, and his wife Tou Wan$§#E that were discovered at Man-ch’eng ¥ ¥% ,
Hopei Province in 1968. These tombs contained more than 2,800 funeral
objects. Both bodies of Liu Sheng and his wife wore jade clothes sewn
with gold wire. Liu Sheng’s burial suit is said to be made up of over 2,000
small pieces of jade.33 Wang Ch’ung also noticed this kind of extravagance
in the burial. His observation in the “Po-tsang p’ien” ¥ ZE & is just like
that of Wang Fu:

Therefore they make figurines to serve the corpses and their
coffins. They store a lot of eatables to gratify the spirits. This
custom has become so inveterate, and has gone to such lengths,
that very often people will ruin their families and use up all
their property in order to fill the coffins of the dead. They even
kill people to follow the deceased into graves, and all this out
of regard for the pleasant feeling of the living. They do not
know that this practice does not make any good to those in
the coffins, but their extravagance is admired by the living
outside. 3

HIEBA 0 U FPIR SEAY DRESR BERE - RERS
% DIFTEIE » ALIEE - DUPER o FREARR  MES 205
A 035

Having seen this malpractice, Wang Ch’ung advocates simplicity of
funerals, which is the theme of his “Po-tsang p’ien.” Wang Ch’ung points
out that both Mohists and Confucianists advocate simplicity and economy
in funerals, but the world still exhibits expensive funerals. The reason is
that the discussions of Confucianists on this subject are obscure, while the
arguments put forward by the Mohists are contradictory. Mohists assert
the existence of ghosts, then how can the teaching of simplicity in funerals
be effective? The Confucianists do not agree with the Mohists, thinking
that the dead possess no consciousness and cannot turn info ghosts; but
their teaching of simple funerals will not be effective since they offer
sacrifices and prepare funeral requisites in order to show that they are not
ungrateful to the dead. People then tend to believe in ghosts, and regard
the dead as still living. They then follow the practice of extravagant funerals.
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After showing the ineffectiveness of Mohists’ and Confucianists’
teachings, he presents his own reason for simple funerals. His argument
is that ‘“the dead possess no consciousness, and therefore lavish burials
are of no advantage” %A BH - E#mAa.% The ultimate purpose
in practicing simplicity in funerals is that by so doing a nation will preserve
its resources; otherwise, lavish funerals will impoverish and weaken the
nation. The fall of Ch’i B in the period of the Warring States is a good
example.”

IV. Wang Ch’ung’s View of Sacrifices

Wang Ch’ung’s view of sacrifices is expressed in the “Ssu- p’ien” fE BB
(Meaning of Worship) and the “Chi-i p’ien” 2B E (Meaning of Sacrifices).
Since the meaning of chi £% and that of ssu/l€ are generally overlapping,
chi and ssu are frequently combined into one phrase and discussed together
in the meaning of sacrifices (to ancestors, spiritual beings, and gods). In
the opening paragraph of the “Ssu- p’ien,” we read:

The world believes in sacrifices, imagining that he who sacrifices
receives happiness, and he who does not, receives misfortune.
Therefore, when people are taken ill, they try to learn by divina-
tion, what evil influence is the cause. Having found out this,
they prepare sacrifices, and, after these have been performed,
their mind feels at ease, and the sickness ceases. With great
obstinacy they believe this to be the effect of the sacrifices.
They maintain that the departed are conscious, and that ghosts
and spirits eat and drink like guests invited to dinner. When
these guests are pleased, they thank the host for this kindness.
To prepare sacrifices is quite correct, but the belief that spirits
can taste the offerings thereby is erroneous.38

iz &0 » DI BRIEE LBRE REIRELEB - 2UURE MR » 2
BISTE » PREER > SRHRD > BBRUBKIEZ Y » BERE » B
ANE  Bike  BHEEE  EXRE  FEABRR  HIEEIE
B EHES s JEH P

In general, he seems to consider it correct to offer sacrifices. He thinks
that ““in reality these sacrifices are performed simply because the host is
anxious to manifest his kindness. The spirits do not necessarily taste the
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offerings P& YR B ok AH B EMATE 5 BEESKE > o

As to the true meaning of sacrifices, his opinion is

Two motives are underlying all sacrifices: (1) to show our
gratitude for receiving benefits, and (2) to adorn our ancestors.
We show our gratitude for the efforts others have taken on our
behalf, and adorn our ancestors out of regard for their kindness.
Special efforts, extraordinary goodness, merits, and universal
reforms are taken into consideration by wise kings, and it is
for this reason that they have instituted sacrifices.®

RAERZET — —BRY » ZEF% YN HBEUZE B
MEL s HHEEEZ B EiETHLIEE 43

The rational attitude expressed in these passages is to a certain extent close
to Confucianism, especially Hsiin Tzv’s % F philosophy about the i & , or
rites, but Wang’s fundamental intention and spirit are different from the
Confucianists. This will be discussed later.

Though Wang Ch’ung seems to teach that it is correct to offer sacrifices,
his negative attitude is more obvious as he is more interested in arguing
that the dead, having no consciousness, can neither drink nor eat, that Heaven
and FEarth, if conscious, would be insatiable of our offerings since they
are so spacious, and so on. It is not surprising that he ends the “Chi- p’ien”
with:  “Ghosts and spirits are insensible of joy and anger. Thus, going on
sacrificing to them, or completely disregarding and forgetting them makes
no difference, and how could they give man happiness or misfortune?”’*
RMESRE EEESMAR  ABMARKE - H6 88 R AR %
His argument will easily lead to the neglect, or even abandonment, of
sacrifices as he does not elaborate, like Hsiin Tzu, the preparation of
sacrificial perfermance and the importance of the performers’ inner reverence
and sincerity. Therefore, the main purpose of his argument is to show the
futility of sacrifices as offered by people at that time, rather than to teach
the so-calied true meaning of sacrifices.

V. Wang Ch’ung’s Notions of Death, Etc. as Viewed in
the Tradition of Chinese Philosophy

Among different schools of philosophy in the long history of China,
Confycianism and Taoism are the two dominating intellectual trends. In
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this part, I am going to discuss Wang Ch’ung’s ideas on death, etc. in
comparison with the teachings of Confucianism and Taocism.

Wang Ch'ung has been regarded as basically a Taoist by scholars such
as Hu Shih #fij8 and Ch’ien Muggfe . Huang Yiin-sheng 2= 4= , after
quoting previous scholars who consider Wang Ch’ung a Taoist, sets out to
argue, by counting the times Confucius’ name is mentioned in each chapter
of the Lun-heng and other references, that Wang Ch’ung is a Confucianist.*®
His metaphysics is to a degree Taoist. It is also true that Confucius is the
most mentioned person in the Luwn-heng. But his philosophy (taking his
views on death and the related themes as examples) shows itself to be neither
Confucianist nor Taoist.*’

A. Wang Ch’ung vs. the Taoists

First, we would like to test Wang Ch’ung’s views against Taoism. Even
though both Chuang Tzu and Wang Ch’ung consider all creatures
engendered by the ch'i4g (air,‘vital force, material force), the ch'i in Wang
Ch’ung’s thought is probably closer to the material force, as it is the ontologi-
cal being, while the ch’i in Chuang Tzu’s philosophy is probably closer
to the vital force, something deriving from the Tao and therefore not the
ontological being. This difference causes Wang Ch’ung to be dubbed as
a materialist while Chuang Tzu an idealist.*3

When we compare Chuang Tzu and Wang Ch’ung in their discussion
of death, we find that Wang Ch’ung is mainly interested in preaching the
unconsciousness of the dead in order to change the human institutions,
while Chuang Tzu is concerned with the metaphysical explanation of death.
In other words, what Chuang Tzu intends to teach is how to transcend
the fear of death and achieve freedom or happiness.*® In other words,
he is interested in explaining the Taoistic concept of “immortality” rather
than “death.”

Let us read the following passage from the “Knowledge’s Travel to
the North” 1tk ¥

Life is the continuation of death, and death the beginning of
life. Who, therefore, knows the order of them? A man’s life
is but the gathering of the ch’i (ait, vital force). The gathering
of it causes his life; the dispersing of it results in his death.
If death and life so succeed each other, what should we then
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worry about? All things are therefore but one. Men appreciate
what is marvelous and wonderful, and detest what is stinking
and awful; but what is stinking and awful reverts to being
marvelous and wonderful, and what is marvelous and wonderful
reverts to being stinking and awful. I therefore claim, “The
whole world is one unitary ¢h%”’ Hence, the sage values
oneness.

W ZRE  SEEZ s BREEIAZE » B 2Rb - RS
B BAIRSE - HRAERRE  EXMAR | BEBEY—th > EXHEER®
g HFRERRE REEARHS  BEELBRE - &3 :
FBXT —RH | BAGHE—

Life and death, in this paragraph, is regarded as one and the same thing
as they are merely the ch’/ in different forms. The gathering of the ch’i
means life, while the dispersing of the c4’i means death. Just as the same
ch’i may gather and disperse accidentally and spontaneously, so life and
death may succeed each other, without our knowing which is the beginning
and which is the end.

This notion of transformation of life and death is also expressed in
the sixth chapter, “The Great and Venerable Teacher” X 52, in which
Chuang Tzu says, “Life and death are fated — constant as the succession
of dark and dawn, a matter of Heaven. There are some things which man
can do nothing about — all are a matter of the nature of creatures.”! FE4E »
il s RARBEZH » Rl - AZEFIABR » Fiy i 52
Man should therefore accept passively and follow, in every stage of life,
what The Big Clod X## , that is, Nature F 4R , imposes upon him, as The
Big Clod will burden him with form, labor him with life, ease him in old
age, and rest him in death .33

With this viewpcint that life and death are only different passages of
a larger “One,” Chuang Tzu considers it unnecessary to mourn someone’s
death, for after death, man may enter a better and happier place just like
the marriage of the country girl from Li EE to the court of ChinZ .54
Besides, mourning does no good for the dead while it may harm the living.
Li & (rites, ceremony), one of the most important teachings of Confucius,
becomes a debasing code since /7, to Chuang Tzu, is artificially imposed upon
man. So, when Lao TanZ& B died, Ch’in Shih 2% went to mourn for
him and left after giving three cries.>® A well-known episode is about the
death of Chuang Tzu’s wife. Shortly after her death, he stopped grieving,
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thinking that only through a change was she born, and through anether
change did she die. He then pounded a tub and sang a song.>® Another
parable tells that Meng-tzu Fang £ FJZ and Master Ch’in-chang F25 iE
sang and played string instruments after their good friend Master Sang-hu
FZ F had died. Tzukung FE could not understand why they did
not behave in accordance with the % and asked his master Confucius.
Confucius (the Confucius in the Chuang Tzu) answered, “They are people
who wander beyond the square while I myself wander within the square”
W AZAEL sk BEHFZRER T

The difference of “beyond the square and ‘“‘within the square™ clearly
shows the difference between the Taoists and Wang Ch’ung. Chuang Tzu
would transcend all worldly institutions, whether right or wrong; and there-
fore such issues as ghosts, funerals, and rites, the concerns of Wang Ch’ung,
are never real issues worthy of elaborate discussion in his philosophy. It
is clear then that Wang Ch'ung, not really metaphysically oriented, is not
a real Taoist.

B. Wang Ch’ung vs. the Confucianists

Is Wang Ch’ung one who wanders “within the square” like a Confucian-
ist? His criticism of the popular beliefs shows that he cares about things
of this world, but he is not a Confucianist if we compare Confucianists’
views on death and related questions with Wang Ch’ung’s.

Wang Ch’ung definitely asserts that the dead have no consciousness
and cannot become spiritual beings, but the Confucianists would hesitiate
to give such a clear-cut commitment. The Confucianists would rather take
an agnostic attitude. In the “Pien-wu p’ien” H#E|E of the Shuo yiian
SR5U , a passage reads:

Tzukung asked Confucius, “Do the dead possess consciousness
or not?

Confucius answered, “If 1 say that the dead possess conscious-
ness, I fear that the filial sons and grandsons may undermine
the living in order to bury the dead. If I say that the dead possess
no consciousness, I fear that the unfilial sons and grandsons
may just discard their parents’ or grandparents’ bodies and
leave them unburied.

FEBAF > EARD > HEDth?]
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Though the answer, in reality, is not necessarily given by Confucius, it is
of the Confucian view that morality is the major concern. In the Analects
% 35 , we find that Confucius deliberately obscures the problem of death
by pushing it far back so as to make it some indistinct background of life.
His attitude may be represented by his answer to Chi Lu’s =& question
about death: “If we do not understand even life, how can we understand
death 77 RNAILE » B SE? (4nalects, X1, 12) His main focus lays in the
teaching of benevolence 1=, ritesi® , filial piety? , etc. — things relevant
to the cultivation of one’s character, the maintenance of social order, and
the betterment of human life.

As to the issue of funerals, unlike the clear-cut preaching of simplicity
in funerals, the Confucians teach to perform a funeral according to the rites,
whose function is to regulate or to give refinement to human feelings.>
There are rather precise prescriptions and rational explanations about the
performance of a funeral. The Confucians also agree to the burial of the
“spiritual utensils” Bi2§. The motive of making use of these “spiritual
utensils” is interpreted in the Li chi T8 50 through the mouth of “Con-
fucius™:

In dealing with the dead, if we treat them as if they were
entirely dead, that would show lack of affection and should
not be done; or, if we treat them as if they were entirely alive,
that would show lack of wisdom and should not be done. On
this account the vessels of bamboo (used for burial with the
dead) are not fit for actual use; those of earthenware cannot
be used to wash in; those of wood are incapable of being carved;
the lutes are strung, but not evenly; the reed-pipes are complete,
but not in tune; and the bells and musical stones are there,
but have no stands. They are called “spiritual utensils” (ming
ch’i), indicating that the dead are to be treated like spirits.5®

(AFH:] [ZHEMEEZ > AEAATRH - 2EMBEZ - R

BMAR B o BREVTREA » R » KRR F - ZRRNAT
ST > AEBTREE  EOWR > MEZH - 19

As the above passage shows, the Confucians, when discussing the
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mourning rites, would take both the intellectual significance and the
emotional significance into consideration. Trying to analyze the Confucian
theory of mourning rites and sacrificial rites from both the intellectual
and the emotional viewpoints, Fung Yu-lan /& X B4 makes a very insightful
observation, saying: “The Hsiin Tzu and the Li Chi, in discussing this
problem [rites for the dead}, hold to a midway course between these two
alternatives, and take both intellect and emotion into consideration. The
sacrificial and mourning rites described by them are, according to their
explanations, poetical rather than religious.”62 Fung, in his History of
Chinese Philosophy, makes an extensive discussion on how these rites are
explained by the Confucians. Many passages from both the Hsiin Tzu and
the Li Chi have been quoted to support his analysis. I do not intend to
repeat everything. However, I think the following passages from the Hsiin
Tzu will be sufficient to show the true spirit of Confucian theory of
mourning rites and sacrificial rites:

The Ii consist in being careful about the treatment of life and
death. Life is the beginning of man. Death is the end of man.
When the end and beginning are both good, the way of humanity
is complete. Hence the Superior Man respects the beginning
and venerates the end. To make the end and beginning uniform
is the practice of the Superior Man, and is that in which lies
the beauty of 4 and standards of justice (i). For to pay too
much attention to the living and belittle the dead would be to
respect them when they have knowledge and disrespect .them
when they have not. . .,

Funeral rites are for the living to give beautified ceremonial to
the dead; to send off the dead as if they were living; to render
the same service to the dead as to the living; to the absent as
to the present; and to make the end be the same as the
beginning. . . .

Articles used in life are prepared so as to be put into the grave,
as if (the deceased) were only moving house. Only a few things
are taken, not all of them. They are to give the appearance,
but are not for practical use. ... Hence the things (such as
were used) in life are adorned, but not completed, and the
“spiritual utensils” are for appearance but not use. . . .
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Hence the funeral rites are for no other purpose than to make
clear the meaning of death and life, to send off the dead with
sorrow and reverence, and when the end comes, to prepare for
storing the body away. ... Service to the living is beautifying
their beginning; sending off the dead is beautifying their end.
When the end and the beginning are both attended to, the service
of the filial son is ended and the way of the Sage is com-
pleted. .. .63

BE o EPNRERE W o £ AZHE 5 5 Azt o RIGEE
ABEER - WEFHRBMERRE » Kipin— > REF 258 - BEZLE
o REH AT FH 5 » EAHE B i BE R o - oeee

BRE  DAEMIE N KEHEDIRH N » WEHRLNE - BT
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REBVIHE > RUESED - AT » RWAL) o - @ER LMK
Th - BARRERTI A o -

WERISE MO > WA ZH > RUEHMAERRE o - BE > 8
il o BRIE > Bk RIBRMEFZEE » BAZERR ¢

The above passages sum up Hsiin Tzu’s theory of mourning rites.

significance of mourning rites is in short to uplift morality and to maintain

human order.

Sacrificial rites are the expression of man’s affectionate longings.
They represent the height of altruism, faithfulness, love and
reverence. They represent the completion of propriety and
refinement. If there were no Sages, no one could understand
this. The Sage plainly understands it; the scholer and Superior
Man accordingly perform it; the official observes it; and among
the people it becomes an established custom. Among Superior
Men it is considered to be a human practice; among the common
people it is considered to be a serving of the spirits. . . .

Divination, finding the lucky days, fasting, cleaning the temple,
spreading out tables and mats, offering animals and grain, praying
for blessings (from the deceased) as if the deceased enjoyed the
sacrifice; selecting the offerings and sacrificing them as if the
deceased tasted them; offering the three-legged winecup without

The
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washing it; for the one who sacrifices to have a wine-flask ready
as if the deceased drank from his goblet; when the guests leave
for the host to bow them off, change into his mourning clothes
and take up his position and cry, as if the spirit of the departed
had left: with such sorrow and reverence one serves the dead
as one serves the living, and serves the departed as one serves
those who are present. What is served has neither substance
nor shadow; yet this is the completion of refinement. 65

s
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The above passages are about the sacrificial rites. “The completion of
refinement” f% 3 is the underlying meaning of sacrifices, which serves as
“the expression of man’s affectionate longings.”

If we compare the Confucian attitude toward death, ghosts, funerals,
and sacrifices with that of Wang Ch’ung, we will find that the Confucians
take both intellect and emotion into consideration while Wang Ch’ung
argues almost completely in the line of intellect. As I have already pointed
out, Wang Ch'ung is not really interested in the significance of rites. In
short, the Confucian theory has its “constructive” significance, pointing
out a way to satisfy human emotions and further to harmonize human
relationships. ~Wang Ch’ung’s philosophy has a “destructive” meaning,
intending to attack the popular conducts and beliefs. And Wang Ch’ung’s
importance as a thinker lies exactly here. If we judge the value of a
philosophy from a larger scale of time and space, we will find that Con-
fucianism is both more human and humane than Wang Ch’ung’s thought.
A world of sheer rationality is too cold. :

V1. Conclusion

The above analysis shows that Wang Ch’ung is neither a Confucianist
in the sense that he cannot teach how to cope with this ‘“‘square”
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harmoniously, and that he is not a Taoist in the sense that he does not teach
how to transcend this mundane world and enjoy freedom beyond the
“square.” It is true when a Chinese intellectual “advances™ ¥ into society
and occupies an important position, he is inclined to be Confucian, and when
he “withdraws™ 38 from society and enjoys a secluded life, he is inclined
to be Taoistic. Wang Ch’ung may be keen in his observation, rational in
his analysis, and clever in his argument, but his ideas are, as Fung Yu-lan
comments, “more destructive than constructive.”® Only in “our age of
critical spirit, skepticism, scientific method, demand for evidence, and revolt
against the past”®® is Wang Ch’ung esteemed as a thinker. He was never
regarded as an important philosopher in the long intellectual history of
China. This fact may reflect how traditional Chinese intellectuals look
upon philosophy. To them (and should we be different?), philosophy means,
rather than merely love of, or search for wisdom or knowledge, something
by which you can “stabilize your body and erect your fate’ (en-shen li-ming
%2 & 7 4 ), that is, something that guides your life.
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