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On the Rationalism of Traditional Religions in the Han Dynasty

Sun Changwu

Abstract: This article discusses the rationalism of traditional religions in the Han Dynasty. Faced with the
enthusiastic religious atmosphere during the Qin and Han dynasties, Gu Yong, Zheng Xing, Yin Min and
other scholar officials criticized the ideas of divination, astrology, gods and ghosts with the Confucian
doctrines of “benevolence and righteousness”. Huan Tan put forward the analogy of candle and flame,
arguing for the interdependence between body and spirit and opposing the idea of immortality and the
superstition of divination and astrology. Wang Chong epitomized the thought of this school and wrote
Lunheng to refute the unfounded illusion. He advocated the “natural development of the universe” and
that “living things are doomed to die in the end”. He denied the will of heaven, the control of gods and
ghosts, the sense of catastrophe, and the auspicious omen, and he objected to applying sacrificial activities
to moral education. Wang Chong have had a great influence through the Chinese history with his deep
theoretical ideas and scientific spirit. He was followed by Zhang Heng, Wang Fu and other scholar officials
Zhang Heng wrote to the emperor to denounce the illusory prophecies and opposed the interference in
governance with divination and astrology. Wang Fu also advocated rationalism and criticized superstition.
In spite of the prevailing theological trends, the rational tradition passed down through generations of
scholar officials, effectively restraining the religious transformation of Confucianism and maintaining the
humanistic direction and rational spirit of the Chinese thought.
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