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A Sage or A Vengeful Ghost:
Sacrifices and Cult Practices Surrounding
Deng Ai (1977 —264) in Early Medieval China

Chang Huilin
(Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature,

Hong Kong Chu Hai College)

Abstract :

Performing sacrifices to vengeful ghosts and sages are two extremes in the
belief in human spirits. If human spirits were recognized by the state or local
government, they would be awarded a title; otherwise, if the human spirits were
folk gods, they would be banned. This article examines the belief in Deng Ai ( ca.
197 —264) in early medieval China from the perspectives of “national/official”
and “local/civilian” .

In contrast to the traditional view that Deng Ai was wronged and the
sacrifices for him since the Jin Dynasty were to pacify his grievances, this article
re-examines the historical facts of the sacrifice for Deng performed posthumously
by placing it in the context of the Wei-Jin transition period. It explores how the
power of wu ( Chinese shamans) was vaguely connected with Deng’s folk
sacrifices and how Deng’s spirit gradually became a vengeful ghost. While the
Deng Ai sacrifices were performed by the state or locally derived from some of the
old traditions, they gradually diverged from them and focused less on Deng’s
deeds achieved in his lifetime. This eventually turned Deng into a general sage and
a cultural symbol to legitimize the political authority of the regime. Outside the
folk and the state perspectives, it was the elite narrative that determined the basic

appearance of the sacrifice for Deng, which was also the origin of later
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generations’ view of Deng as a wronged loyal minister. This image was preserved
for a long time through the compilation of history books and the production of
texts. According to the Book of Wei £ 2 in the Records of the Three Kingdoms —.
;& , the local warlords represented by Deng Ai and five other persons were
wiped out one by one. These backgrounds marked the political transition from Jin
to Wei. In a broader sense, the tragedy of Deng Ai was reshaped by the majority
of shi (intellectuals and scholars) , who projected it onto the rise and fall of the
emperors’ power and state authority in the early medieval period; it also outlines

the thousand-year-long struggle between shi and the sovereign.

Keywords: Deng Ai; vengeful ghosts; wu ( shaman); state authority; early

medieval China





