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NINE

SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

Death in the Huainanzi

Michael Puett

Early China was a haunted world. Ghosts were pervasive and dangerous, and 
the living regularly performed sacrifi ces in an attempt to control or mollify 
the dead. Often, the sacrifi ces were insuffi cient.

Within this context, the Huainanzi offers a unique and powerful argu-
ment concerning death. The focus of the discussion here will be the text’s 
presentation of sages—how they deal with death and teach nonsages to 
handle the same. I will focus on chapters 7 and chapter 13, and between 
these two we will get a fascinating glimpse of some of the complexities 
concerning visions of death in early China.

To ground this analysis, I will begin with a brief discussion of views 
about death during the Warring States and Western Han periods.

DOMESTICATING THE DEAD:
VIEWS OF DEATH IN EARLY CHINA

In early China, the body of a living human was believed to contain several 
elements, including different souls and energies. Some of these energies were 
believed to be of heavenly origin; others were from the earth. At death, the 
former would fl oat up to their ultimate abode in the skies while the latter 
would remain on or enter into the earth.1

In many of the texts from the Warring States and Han periods, the 
elements from the heavens were the spirits (shen) and hun souls, whereas 
the elements from the earth included the bones, fl esh, and po souls.2
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226 MICHAEL PUETT

According to early Chinese beliefs, these souls and energies are 
released from the body when one dies. This could be highly dangerous 
for the living. Some of the demonic forces—which would then simply be 
called ghosts (gui)—would tend to haunt the living.3 Harboring jealousies 
and resentments, they would be drawn to where they once lived and would 
send down disasters and misfortunes on their living family members. Indeed, 
this was believed to be the origin of many of the demonic illnesses that 
the living suffer.

In an attempt to prevent these dangers, rituals and sacrifi ces would be 
used to move the various souls and energies into places where they could be 
controlled, contained, and transformed into forces that would at least cause 
less harm to the living and potentially even be benefi cial to them.

Immediately following a person’s death, someone would recall the vari-
ous souls that would have fl oated away after the death of the body. They 
would be called back to the corpse, which would then be placed, with its 
souls, into a tomb. In the tomb would also be placed various objects that the 
person had enjoyed while alive—foods, material goods, and texts. Since the 
souls contain the personality of the person, the hope was that, surrounded 
by objects that they had enjoyed while living, they would be likely to stay 
in the tomb and not harm living people. Exhortations would also be placed 
in the tomb stating that, since the souls are now dead, they should remain 
in the tomb and never again return aboveground.4 The living would then 
periodically hold feasts in the outer chambers of the tomb, in an attempt 
to maintain the familial feelings that the souls once possessed.

A separate set of rituals would be employed for the spirits, which by 
then would have fl oated into the heavens. The goal of these rituals was to 
transform the capricious but powerful spirits into ancestors who the living 
hoped would work on their behalf. The spirits would be given ancestral 
names and ancestral tablets, as well as a place in the ancestral cult based 
upon their lineage position. Sacrifi ces to them would then be provided in 
order to keep them in place within that ancestral lineage. The spirits would 
be called upon to act as ancestors—to see the living as their descendants 
and to give the living blessings as a parent would give blessings to his or her 
children. Thus, the descendants present themselves as following the paths 
laid out by the deceased, who are now explicitly called ancestors and who 
are then in turn called upon to support the living as their descendants.

If these rituals work, they result in some of the remains of what were 
once humans being kept safely in a tomb rather than turning into ghosts 
to haunt the living, and they would also result in the spirits’ being trans-
formed into ancestors who would then send down blessings to the living 
as their descendants.

This set of rituals was crucial for other reasons as well. Other spirits 
in the world, from the spirits of the mountains and rivers to the high gods 
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227SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

in the heavens, also tended to be highly capricious, and sacrifi ces were used 
in an effort to domesticate them as well. The ancestors, who tended to be 
more pliable by sacrifi ces, could also be called upon to mollify the higher 
spirits and attempt to gain their support.

Frequently, however, the rituals would not work. Ghosts would still 
haunt the living, and spirits would still send down harm and misfortune 
upon the living as well. Thus, the rituals were a never-ending attempt to 
keep the ghosts and spirits at bay. And for brief periods of time, such rituals 
might even be successful—but usually not for very long.

VISIONS OF DEATH IN THE HUAINANZI

The world of the Huainanzi is fi lled with ghosts and spirits, as was China 
at the time. The ghosts appearing in the text, at least, emerged from the 
same processes as seen in the dominant religious views of the day: “When 
people die, they become ghosts.”5 Spirits of nature, as we will see later, are 
pervasive as well.

Moreover, gaining the blessings of the ghosts and spirits is crucial in 
the text. To quote from a Huainanzi passage that will be discussed in more 
detail further on: “If one fi ts with affairs of the world, obtains the patterns 
of man, accords with Heaven and Earth, and receives blessings from the 
ghosts and spirits, then one can govern” (“Fanlun,” 13/121/26–27). Chapter 
13 argues that gaining the support of ghosts and spirits is necessary for a 
ruler.

However, there are signifi cant differences between these views and 
those found in the practices of the day. To begin, and in direct contrast 
with the views that underlie common religious practices, the ghosts and 
spirits in the Huainanzi do not appear to be capricious. As John Major has 
pointed out: “Strangely lacking in this pantheon are malevolent gods and 
deities of the underworld.”6 I would add that the same lack of malevolence 
exists among the celestial spirits as well. Absent, in other words, are the 
dangerous ghosts and spirits who need to be mollifi ed and coerced through 
offerings or transformed through sacrifi ce into ancestors.

Moreover, in the world of the Huainanzi, the ghosts and spirits do 
not even eat the sacrifi ces given to them. Thus, the primary means used in 
religious practices of the time to gain the support of the ghosts and spirits 
is consistently ruled out throughout the Huainanzi. As chapter 18 bluntly 
states, performing sacrifi ces is “not to seek blessings from the ghosts and 
spirits” (“Renjian,” 18/189/8).

So, then, why does one perform the sacrifi ces, and how does one 
gain the blessings of the ghosts and spirits if sacrifi ce does not do so? In 
other words, what sort of a relationship is the text positing among humans, 
ghosts, and spirits?
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228 MICHAEL PUETT

To begin to answer these questions, I would like to begin with a discus-
sion of chapter 7 of the Huainanzi and then move on to chapter 13.

SAGES AND DEATH

As do many of the texts of the day, “Jingshen,” chapter 7 of the Huainanzi, 
posits humans as having received different elements of the self from Heaven 
and Earth.7 When death occurs, each of these elements returns to its origin: 
“[T]he essence and the spirit are possessions of Heaven, whereas bones and 
limbs are possessions of Earth. When the essence and the spirit enter their 
gate, and when bones and limbs return to their root, how can ‘I’ exist?” 
(“Jingshen,” 7/54/27–28)

However, the text takes this view in a direction quite different from 
what one sees elsewhere. Since the elements that make up a human come 
from Heaven and Earth, the sage is called upon to take Heaven and Earth 
as his father and mother, respectively: “He takes Heaven as his father, Earth 
as his mother, yin and yang as his regulators, and the four seasons as his 
principles. Heaven is still by means of purity; Earth is settled by means of 
pacifying. As for the myriad things, if they lose these, they die; if they take 
these as their model, they live” (“Jingshen,” 7/55/1–2).

Moreover, since the sage models himself on the larger cosmos, he does 
not focus on the particular thing that is his current self. As the chapter 
argues, building upon images from the “Inner Chapters” of the Zhuangzi:

Heaven and Earth revolve and penetrate each other. The myriad 
things are collected and become One. If you are able to understand 
the One, then there is not one thing that is not understood; if you 
are not able to understand the One, then there is not one thing 
that can be understood. It is like my being placed within this 
world. I am also one thing. I do not know if all under Heaven 
takes me as completing its things. Moreover, if there were no “me,” 
would everything be complete? As such, I am a thing: a thing like 
other things, a thing in relation to other things. How am I to be 
compared with other things? And how did my birth add anything, 
and how will my death be a loss? Now, the producer of transforma-
tions made me into a clod; I do not have any means to oppose it. 
(“Jingshen,” 7/56/11–15)

With this, the chapter is clearly building upon a generally Zhuangzian 
vision, one in which the sage takes life and death as equal and sees himself 
as part of the larger transformations of the cosmos. These themes, in fact, 
appear in a number of the chapters. Chapter 16 argues: “Thus, sages see life 
and death as equal, and fools also see life and death as equal. Sages see life 
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229SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

and death as equal because of the patterns of allotment, whereas fools see 
life and death as equal because they do not understand where benefi t and 
harm lie” (“Shuoshan,” 16/164/5–6). The sage takes life and death as equal 
not in the sense of failing to understand wherein lies danger, but rather 
because he understands the larger patterns of the cosmos.

As such, the sage is unconcerned by the processes of life and death: 

Thus, the sage uses nothing to respond to something and always 
traces out their patterns. [He] uses emptiness to receive fullness and 
necessarily exhausts their modulation. . . . The hun and the po souls 
are positioned in their abodes; the essence and spirit are held fast 
to their root. Death and life are not altered by him. Therefore, he 
is called: the ultimate spirit. (“Jingshen,” 7/57/6–8)

For the sage, then, the hun and po do not seek to leave the body early, nor 
do they crave life after death. Thus, the processes of life and death are not 
altered by the sage.

Similar claims appear also in the anecdote that opens chapter 16:

The po asked the hun: “What is the structure of the Way?” The 
hun responded: “It takes nothing as its structure.” The po asked: 
“Does nothing have a form?” The hun responded: “It does not have 
anything.” The po asked: “How can one obtain and hear nothing?” 
The hun said: “One encounters it directly. If you look at it, it has 
no form; if you listen to it, it has no sound. It can be called the 
‘obscure darkness.’ The ‘obscure darkness’ is how one refers to it, 
but it is not the Way.” The po said: “I have obtained it.” He there-
upon turned back to himself and looked inwardly. The hun said: 
“In general, for those who obtain the Way, their form cannot be 
seen, the name cannot be grasped. Now, you still have a form and 
a name. How are you capable of the Way?” The po said: “What 
use are words? I will return to my ancestor.” The po turned back 
to look, but the hun suddenly could not be seen. The po turned 
back to his own existence, and then he also submerged himself in 
the formless. (“Shuoshan,” 16/154/3–9)

If the hun and po take the Way, rather than a specifi c individual, as their 
structure, then their concern is not with longevity but rather with becoming 
a part of the larger cosmos.

But if much of this reads like a lengthy elaboration of themes from 
the Zhuangzi, allow me to return to the end of the last quotation given from 
chapter 7: “Therefore, he is called: the ultimate spirit” (“Jingshen,” 7/57/8). 
As I have argued elsewhere, such self-divinization claims are pervasive in the 
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230 MICHAEL PUETT

Huainanzi, and they play a particularly signifi cant role in chapter 7.8 The 
adept, by modeling himself on the cosmos, is able not simply to accord with 
it but also to take control of things within it—a concern quite removed from 
anything one fi nds in the Zhuangzi. The chapter goes on to assert that one 
can ascend to even higher levels than sage, become a True Man, and reach 
a point of being able to “employ ghosts and spirits” (“Jingshen,” 7/58/1). 
One actually gains direct power over ghosts and spirits—not by trying to 
coerce them with rituals but by being more refi ned than them and thus 
being able to control them directly.

Returning to the sage, the cosmology of chapter 7 has further implica-
tions. If the sage views Heaven and Earth as his father and mother, he is 
unconcerned with his human father and mother—and thus with the entire 
system of ancestral worship, of transforming the deceased into ancestors, 
of placing oneself within a lineage structure, and so on. And if the hun 
and po souls truly return to nothingness, they would not become ghosts. In 
other words, not only would the sage not be concerned about his deceased 
human ancestors, but his remains would also not become ghosts to threaten 
the next generation. In short, the sage is completely autonomous, in every 
way, from the dominant forms of practice in early China for dealing with 
the dead.

Indeed, the sage is autonomous from quite literally all human customs: 
“Thus, the sage models himself on Heaven and follows the circumstances. 
He does not adhere to custom; he is not seduced by men” (“Jingshen,” 
7/54/28–7/55/1). As Griet Vankeerberghen has beautifully argued, such 
claims about the complete autonomy of the sage from custom, ritual, and 
precedent are pervasive throughout the Huainanzi.9

Most humans, of course, are not sages. Most do not take Heaven and 
Earth as their father and mother, and most follow the human customs into 
which they were born. The souls of most humans do not turn to nothing-
ness but rather become ghosts, and the next generations then follow the 
sacrifi cial practices of the day to deal with those ghosts. As we have already 
seen, several of the Huainanzi chapters not only accept that the vast majority 
of people will perform these sacrifi ces but even argue that nonsages should 
perform the sacrifi ces.

So, what about nonsages? If it is the case that, through self-cultiva-
tion, the sage can become autonomous from the concerns of humans about 
death, and can even prevent himself from becoming a ghost after death, 
then what about all of those humans who are not sages? And, why should 
they continue to perform sacrifi ces that the sages have transcended?

To answer these questions, I will turn next to chapter 13, “Fanlun,”—a 
chapter that focuses on the sages, but specifi cally what the sages do with 
nonsages.
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231SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

A WORLD MADE BY SAGES

Just as in chapter 7, the sage in chapter 13 models himself on the larger 
cosmos, is fully autonomous from human custom, and is unconcerned with the 
human dead as well as with the human past. But, unlike chapter 7, chapter 
13 is directly concerned with how sages deal with the rest of humanity.

One of the crucial arguments of chapter 13 is that the world of humans 
(and thus much of the rest of the world as well) is a product of the creations 
of human sages: “Sages create standards, and the myriad things are formed 
within them” (“Fanlun,” 13/122/15). It is sages who create the world within 
which the myriad things live.

To demonstrate this point, the chapter opens with a narrative of how 
the inventions of the sages took nonsagely humans from a world in which 
they lived in caves, had no clothing, and barely had enough food to survive 
to one in which they had all they needed to live and thrive.10

One of the keys to this celebration of innovation is that sages must 
be fully free from following the standards of the past so that they can be 
allowed to create anew whenever necessary. 

Now, the Yin replaced the Xia; the Zhou replaced the Yin; the 
Spring and Autumn period replaced the Zhou. The rites of the 
three dynasties were not the same. Why should antiquity be fol-
lowed? Great men create, and disciples transmit. If you understand 
whence standards and order arise, then you can respond to the times 
and change. If you do not understand the origin of standards and 
order, you end up in disorder even if you accord with antiquity. 
The standards and edicts of the current age should change with 
the times; the rites and propriety should be altered with customs. 
(“Fanlun,” 13/122/20–22)

Indeed, the text sees innovation as the key for dynastic change as well, 
as the previous three dynasties fell because the rulers were overly beholden 
to precedent, and each succeeding dynasty arose because the founding rulers 
were willing to innovate:

Placing a state in order has a constant: taking the benefi t of the 
people as a basis. Correcting education has an alignment: putting 
commands into practice is most important. If one investigates ben-
efi ting the people, one does not necessarily imitate the ancients. 
If one investigates activities, one does not necessarily accord with 
the old. Now, as for the decline of the Xia and Shang: they did 
not change their standards, and they were destroyed. That the 
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232 MICHAEL PUETT

three dynasties arose is due to their ruling without imitating their 
predecessors. Thus, sages set standards with the changes of time 
and set rites with the transformations of customs. Their clothes 
and utensils were each determined according to their function; 
the standards, the measures, the regulations, and the commands 
accorded with what was appropriate. Therefore, to change from 
the ancients is not something that can be opposed, and to accord 
with customs is not something that one should strive to do often. 
(“Fanlun,” 13/121/3–6)

Both standards and rituals, therefore, must be changed with the times, and 
sages must be allowed to create when necessary.

History is thus driven by the inventions of the sages, who are them-
selves defi ned as completely autonomous from the customs that previous 
sages created. All of humanity lives within the world created by sages, and 
the sages, to continue this process of inventing as necessary, are always free 
from that world. In other words, unlike a vision of history in which one 
is continuing the path laid out by one’s forebears (the normative vision 
emphasized in the ancestral cult), the Huainanzi chapter emphasizes a vision 
in which the sages are always free to create anew.

With rituals in particular, therefore, sages are again the creators, and 
they are fully autonomous from the rituals created by previous sages. Indeed, 
many of our rituals are simply the product of things that occurred in the 
past, but the sages should never be regulated by such precedents:

Duke Zhao of Lu had a nurse whom he loved. When she died, 
he had a cap of silk made on her behalf. Thus, there came to be 
mourning clothes for nurses. The lord of Yang killed the lord of Liao 
and took his wife. Thus, there came to be the ritual of excusing 
women from great feasts. When the regulations of the former kings 
were not appropriate, they were discarded; in the activities of the 
later ages, if they were good, they were promoted. This is why the 
rites and music have not yet begun to have constancy. Therefore, 
the sages instituted rites and music; they were not regulated by 
them. (“Fanlun,” 13/121/1–3)

Rituals hold the practitioners within them and restrict practitioners’ actions. 
Sages, by defi nition, are outside of rituals, following the Way rather than 
precedent:

The people regulated by the standards cannot plan far ahead; the 
men held by the rituals cannot respond to changes. An ear that 
does not pick up the distinction between clear and distorted can-
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233SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

not order pitches and notes; a heart that does not understand the 
distance between order and disorder cannot impose regulations and 
standards. It is necessary to hear clearly and see clearly, for only 
then is one capable of acting in accord with the Way. (“Fanlun,” 
13/122/15–18)

Given such concerns, one of the central issues in the chapter is how 
a sage can assess (lun) what to do, when to innovate, when to follow past 
practices, and so on. If no standard from the past can be assumed to be 
applicable to the present, then how can one know when and what to cre-
ate? The basis is the “Way”:

Therefore, that which the sage follows is called the “Way”; what 
he does is “activities.” The Way is like metal and stone [musical] 
instruments: once tuned, they do not change. Activities are like 
the qin and se: they need to be re-tuned continuously. Therefore, 
standards, regulations, rituals, and propriety are the instruments for 
governance, but not the means by which to govern. Thus, humane-
ness constitutes the warp, propriety constitutes the weft; this does 
not change in ten thousand generations. It is like the fact that one 
can test the abilities of the people and study the ways they can be 
used even though daily there are changes. Does all under Heaven 
have unchanging standards? If one fi ts with affairs of the world, 
obtains the patterns of man, accords with Heaven and Earth, and 
receives blessings from the ghosts and spirits, then one can govern. 
(“Fanlun,” 13/121/24–27)

Concretely, then, following the Way means fi tting with the affairs of the 
world, understanding the patterns of the populace, and according with 
Heaven and Earth.

However, the list also indicates that one receives blessings from ghosts 
and spirits. Ghosts, as well as spirits, do exist, and rulers do indeed need 
their blessings. Yet how does one receive such blessings? The chapter is 
not explicit, but the answer would appear to be that the ghosts and spirits 
respond to the harmony generated by the proper ordering of the sages. In 
other words, all of these issues on the list are interrelated: the blessing of 
the ghosts and spirits occurs as one accords with Heaven and Earth, fi ts the 
times, and understands the patterns of humans. 

In short, the sage does not follow precedent or past standards but 
instead follows the larger cosmic order:

As for the qi of Heaven and Earth, none is as grand as harmony. 
Harmony is the interchange of yin and yang, the distinction of day 
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234 MICHAEL PUETT

and night, and the generating of things. In the period of spring 
things are born, and in that of autumn they are completed; they 
need to obtain the essence of harmony. Therefore, the way of the 
sages is lenient yet fi rm, strict yet kind, pliant yet upright, forceful 
yet humane. Too much hardness leads to infl exibility; too much 
softness leads to laxity. The sage properly resides between hard-
ness and softness and thereby obtains the root of the Way. If one 
accumulates yin, one will sink; if one accumulates yang, one will 
rise. When yin and yang join, they are thereby able to complete 
harmony. (“Fanlun,” 13/122/29–13/123/2)

As in chapter 7, the sages’ reliance on the larger cosmos renders him 
autonomous from the demands of custom and precedent.

But why do the sages create rituals to regulate the nonsages? And, 
more particularly for the concerns of this essay, why do they create rituals 
for the dead?

When the chapter fi rst turns to ancestral rituals, it emphasizes the 
point we might expect—that ancestral rituals have been changed through-
out history:

In the time of the Xia, the tablet for the deceased was placed 
above the eastern steps; the Yin placed it between two pillars; 
the Zhou placed it above the western steps. The rites were not 
the same. Shun used earthen coffi ns; the Xia encircled them with 
stonework; the Yin used double coffi ns; the Zhou built a partition 
and arranged feathers upon it. These burial practices were not the 
same. The Xia sacrifi ced at night; the Yin sacrifi ced during the day; 
the Zhou sacrifi ced at dawn. These sacrifi ces were not the same. 
(“Fanlun,” 13/120/20–23.)

The chapter also emphasizes that different fi gures have disagreed on the 
proper ancestral rites:

Singing to lutes and dancing to drums so as to make music; turn-
ing, bestowing, diminishing, yielding so as to practice the rites; 
having lavish burials and lengthy mourning so as to send off the 
dead: these were established by Kongzi, but Mozi opposed them. 
Universal love, honoring the worthy, esteeming ghosts, opposing 
fatalism: these were established by Mozi, but Yangzi opposed them. 
Keeping one’s nature intact, protecting the authentic, not allow-
ing things to entangle the form: these were established by Yangzi, 
but Mencius opposed them. In urging and rejecting, people differ, 
and each has an understanding mind. Thus, right and wrong have 
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235SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

their proper conditions. If you obtain the proper conditions, then 
there is no “wrong”; if you lose the proper conditions, there is no 
“right.” (“Fanlun,” 13/123/20–23)

Here we arrive at a crucial question. Yes, sacrifi cial rites have changed 
throughout history, and yes, immediately preceding fi gures have offered dif-
fering interpretations regarding proper mourning rituals. But throughout all 
of the changes that the chapter documents, no sage seems to have said that 
humans ought not practice sacrifi cial rituals at all. The only question is 
whether, for example, the sacrifi ces should be given during the day, during 
the night, or at dawn. So yes, the rituals are changed with the times; thus, 
as far as death is concerned, mourning rituals are changed as well. But, why 
were rituals for the dead created in the fi rst place?

As do so many other chapters, chapter 13 denies that sacrifi ces are 
actually eaten by ghosts and spirits, so the means that was used at the time 
to win the favor of deceased and divine powers is ruled out as an effective 
method. But, and also as stated in other chapters, this does not mean that 
the sacrifi ces should not be undertaken:

The present age sacrifi ces to the well and stove, the gate and door, 
the basket and broom, the mortar and pestle, not because one 
takes their spirits as being capable of eating the sacrifi ces. One 
relies and depends on their power so that diffi culties and bitterness 
will be stopped, and therefore one sees their power at the proper 
time. This is the means by which one does not forget their merit. 
(“Fanlun,” 13/131/6–7)

The examples here are telling. These are the tools and instruments associ-
ated with obtaining water, cooking food, and establishing households. All 
of these are associated with the crucial inventions of the sages to enable 
humans to live better, more productive lives. People sacrifi ce to these items 
not because their spirits can eat the sacrifi ces, but because doing so reiterates 
the crucial advantages that these objects bring to human activities.

This is true of sacrifi ces to natural objects as well:

It rams stones together and expels them, then spreads them out 
thinly and pulls them back together; within a morning it can cover 
all under Heaven with rain: this is Mount Tai. Though the earth be 
reddened for three years, they do not cease fl owing; they moisten for 
a hundred miles and yet still can water the grasses and trees: these 
are the Yangzi and Yellow Rivers. This is why the Son of Heaven 
ranks them and sacrifi ces to them. (“Fanlun,” 13/131/7–9)
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Sacrifi ces, whether given commonly or by the Son of Heaven, are meant 
to emphasize—both to the practitioner and to other humans—the power 
of those objects.

The same is true of sacrifi ces to the deceased. These are performed 
not to coerce dangerous ghosts but rather to emphasize to the living the 
signifi cance of those who have undertaken meritorious deeds:

Therefore, if a horse has saved people from trouble, after it dies, 
people will bury it, using a screen as a shroud. If an ox has merit 
with humans, after it dies, people will bury it, using the sideboard 
of a great chariot as its burial mat. If oxen and horses that have 
merit cannot be forgotten, then how much more so with humans! 
This is the means by which the sages reiterate humaneness and 
inherit kindness. Therefore: Yandi created fi re; when he died, he 
became the God of the Stove. Yu labored under Heaven; when he 
died, he became the God of the Soil. Houji created sowing and 
reaping; when he died, he became the God of the Grains. Yi ridded 
all under Heaven from harm; when he died, he became the God 
of the Ancestral Temple. This is the means by which ghosts and 
spirits were established. (“Fanlun,” 13/131/9–13)

The consequence of this argument is that the pantheon of gods 
sacrifi ced to by humanity is a product of the sages’ work. Natural forces 
that are signifi cant for humanity, as well as deceased sages who produced 
signifi cant inventions for humanity, are made into gods—not because the 
former are capricious spirits who can be coerced through offerings, and not 
because the latter became dangerous ghosts who needed to be controlled 
through sacrifi ce, but rather because making them into gods allows the 
sages to control those sorts of behaviors that cannot be controlled through 
written rules and texts:

Therefore, they rely on ghosts and spirits in order to make admonish-
ments. With all of these, none could be successfully made manifest 
in documents, tablets, bamboo, and silk and stored in temples and 
archives. Therefore, they use portents and omens to make it clear. 
The foolish do not understand the dangers. [The sages] thereby 
borrow the awesomeness of ghosts and spirits in order to give voice 
to their teachings. (“Fanlun,” 13/131/2–3)

As we have seen, the claim that the pantheon of gods was composed 
of deceased humans and the spirits of natural forces would not have been 
surprising at the time. What would have been surprising is that neither is 
presented as capricious or dangerous, and that the reason the sacrifi ces are 

SP_OLB_Ch09_225-248.indd   236SP_OLB_Ch09_225-248.indd   236 3/22/11   7:26:54 AM3/22/11   7:26:54 AM



237SAGES, THE PAST, AND THE DEAD

helpful is not that they coerce the capricious ghosts and spirits but rather 
that they help guide human behavior in ways that bring about harmony in 
the world—and thus the blessings of ghosts and spirits. What would have 
been even more surprising is the claim that the sages are outside of this 
process. The sages created the rituals, but they themselves are not bound 
by them at all: sages are able to connect with ghosts and spirits through 
self-cultivation, not through sacrifi ce. They created the pantheon of popular 
religion as a means of celebrating themselves and training the populace in 
ways that would otherwise not be possible.

In short, chapter 13 is arguing that the entire world of humans is 
an ongoing creation of the sages. Thus, the rituals for dealing with the 
dead, including sacrifi ces, were created by the sages in order to direct the 
activities of nonsagely humans in ways that would lead to an orderly and 
harmonious world. Previous sages, therefore, are made into spirits who will 
then be sacrifi ced to by the latter-born, and the material objects invented 
by those sages, along with signifi cant natural forces, will become the object 
of sacrifi ce as well.

As in the world of popular religion, in the text the pantheon of 
deceased humans and natural powers is domesticated, constructed, and 
maintained by humans. But in the “Fanlun” chapter of the Huainanzi, it is 
not sacrifi ces that so domesticate the powers; instead, it is the sages who 
name them, rank them, and create the sacrifi ces for them—but all in order 
simply to direct the activities of the populace. There is no concern here 
with transforming the dangerous ghosts of the deceased or with coercing 
the capricious powers of the spirits.

SAGES, GHOSTS, AND SPIRITS

I have argued elsewhere that the cosmology of several of the chapters of the 
Huainanzi (along with several other texts dating from the late Warring States 
and early Han periods) represents a reversal of that found in the dominant 
religious practices of the day.11 In those practices, the assumption was that 
nature was a highly perilous and fragmented world controlled by dangerous 
ghosts and capricious spirits. Thus, the goal was to use sacrifi ces and ritual 
to transform and domesticate such powers into a pantheon that people 
hoped would act on their behalf. In several chapters of the Huainanzi, the 
aim is to recognize that, on the contrary, the world is a monistic cosmos 
generated by the One, which should therefore be considered the ancestor 
of everything. The goal is not to domesticate the recently deceased and the 
local spirits into a more unifi ed pantheon but rather to cultivate oneself to 
become ever closer to the One.

However, here I would like to underline that this is true only for the 
sages—as well as for those such as the True Man who are even more refi ned 
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than the sages. For the humans beneath the sages, however, the “Fanlun” 
chapter of the Huainanzi explicitly argues that the religious practices of the 
day were in fact created by the sages simply to control their behavior.

In one sense, then, a generally Zhuangzian vision is being appropriated 
to assert a radical idea of sagehood in which the sage is fully autonomous 
from precedent and from norms derived from history and culture. In chapter 
7, one also fi nds an assertion of a generally Zhuangzian vision of death in 
which the sage comes to view himself as part of a larger cosmos and thus 
does not fear his own particular death.

Yet several chapters—chapter 13 being a particularly striking exam-
ple—take this strong vision of sagehood in a counterintuitive way. The sage 
in chapter 13 is defi ned as a creator, the creator of the worlds in which the 
myriad things grow and develop. The sages are thus the creators of customs 
and precedents that completely regulate the life of the nonsages. Included 
therein are the mortuary rituals and the pantheon of ghosts and spirits to 
which nonsages sacrifi ce.

In terms of death, this results in a two-tiered approach. The nonsages 
fear their own deaths, fear the ghosts of those already dead, and follow the 
precedents and customs of the past. In short, they live in a haunted world. 
In contrast, the sages do not fear death, do not become ghosts or fear those 
who have died previously, and are fully autonomous from the customs and 
precedents of the past. Although the sages are also surrounded by ghosts 
and spirits, they live in a distinctly unhaunted world.

GHOSTS IN EARLY CHINA

Having discussed the arguments from chapters 7 and 13 of the Huainanzi, 
it may be helpful to place these arguments in the larger debates of the time 
concerning death, ghosts, and sagehood.

As mentioned previously, the dominant religious practices of early 
China were focused on dealing with a world of capricious and potentially 
malevolent ghosts and spirits. The practices, therefore, involved endless 
sacrifi ces, exorcisms, and divinations. Many of our received texts from early 
China, however, take a distancing position from these practices.

One of the ultimately (although not immediately) infl uential visions 
was developed by the Mohists. The Mozi argues that ghosts do exist and do 
act in the world, but they are not capricious at all. On the contrary, the 
cosmos is fully moral and indeed was created by Heaven, a moral deity. The 
ghosts who populate the world are organized by Heaven into a hierarchy to 
dispense justice in the world, rewarding the good and punishing the bad. 
The goal of human sages was thus to clarify the moral order instituted and 
maintained by Heaven and the ghosts:
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Therefore, in ancient times the sage kings made manifest and under-
stood what Heaven and the ghosts bless and avoid what Heaven and 
the ghosts detest so as to increase the benefi ts of all under Heaven 
and eradicate the harms of all under Heaven. This is why Heaven 
made coldness and heat, placed the four seasons in rhythm, and 
modulated the yin and yang, the rain and dew. At the proper time the 
fi ve grains ripened and the six animals prospered. Diseases, disasters, 
sorrows, plagues, inauspiciousness, and hunger did not arrive.12

Indeed, Heaven, a moral deity, created the cosmos itself in order to 
benefi t humanity and supervise human behavior through rewarding the good 
and punishing the bad: 

Moreover, there are ways that I [Mozi] know Heaven loves the people 
deeply. It shaped and made the sun, moon, stars, and constellations 
so as to illuminate and guide them [i.e., the people]. It formed and 
made the four seasons, spring, autumn, winter, and summer, so as to 
weave them into order. It sent down thunder, snow, frost, rain, and 
dew so as to make the fi ve grains, hemp, and silk grow and prosper, 
and sent the people to obtain materials and benefi t from them. It 
arranged and made mountains, streams, gorges, and valleys, and [it] 
distributed and bestowed the hundred affairs so as to oversee and 
supervise the goodness and badness of the people. It made kings, 
dukes, and lords and charged them with, fi rst, rewarding the worthy 
and punishing the wicked, and, second, with plundering the metals, 
wood, birds, and beasts and working the fi ve grains, hemp, and silk 
so as to make the materials for people’s clothing and food.13 

Sacrifi ces, therefore, are not an attempt to coerce or mollify capricious 
spirits. Instead, sacrifi ces were instituted by the sages to clarify the wishes 
of Heaven and the ghosts and to teach humanity obeisance to these higher 
powers: 

Therefore, if it were like this, then Heaven would send down cold 
and heat without moderation, snow, frost, rain, and dew at the 
improper time; the fi ve grains would not grow; and the six animals 
would not prosper. . . . Therefore, in ancient times, the sage kings 
clarifi ed what Heaven and the ghosts desire and avoided what 
Heaven and the ghosts detest. They thereby sought to increase the 
benefi ts of all under Heaven and push away the problems of all 
under Heaven. They thereby led the myriad peoples under Heaven 
to purify themselves, bathe, and make libations and offerings to 
sacrifi ce to Heaven and the ghosts.14
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The ruler, as well as the populace, does need to gain the support of Heaven 
and the ghosts but does so through proper behavior, not through coercing 
the spirits through sacrifi ce.15

This vision of sages as having instituted sacrifi ces to Heaven and the 
ghosts in order to transform the behavior of humanity was also used in the 
sacrifi ce chapters of the Book of Rites (Liji).16 In these chapters, the capricious 
and potentially malevolent nature of the ghosts and spirits is downplayed 
as well, but not out of a claim that ghosts and spirits are, contrary to com-
mon belief, part of a moral, regularized hierarchy of divine powers. The goal 
instead is to shift the focus to the effect of rituals on their practitioners. The 
argument is that humans should sacrifi ce to ghosts and spirits, as well as (if 
one is a ruler) Heaven and Earth, but not in order to coerce or manipulate 
ghosts, nor to teach humans to obey the will of a moral Heaven and set of 
ghosts. Instead, the purpose was to transform the dispositions of the prac-
titioners, teaching them to respect that from which they arose, to accept 
proper hierarchy, and to have proper feelings toward one another.

For example, the “Jiyi” chapter argues that “ghosts” and “spirits” 
are the names given to the earthly soul (po) and vital energy (qi) of the 
deceased, respectively:

Zai Wo said: “I have heard the names ‘ghosts’ and ‘spirits,’ but 
I do not know what they mean.” The Master said: “Qi is the 
fl ourishing of spirit; the earthly soul (po) is the fl ourishing of the 
ghost. . . . Everything that is born will die. When one dies, one 
returns to the ground. This was called the ‘ghost.’ The bones and 
fl esh wither below; hidden, they become the earth of the fi elds. 
Their qi is sent out above; it becomes radiant brightness. Accord-
ing with the essence of things, instituting the pivot of action, [the 
sages] clearly named ‘ghosts’ and ‘spirits,’ taking them as a pattern 
for the black-haired people. The populace was thereby awed, and 
the myriad people thereby submitted.”17

Morever, these terms, and the entire system of ancestral worship, were cre-
ated by the sages in order to bring order to the populace:

The sages took this as still insuffi cient, so they constructed dwellings 
and houses and set up temples and ancestral halls. They thereby 
differentiated closer and more distant kinship, and closer and farther 
removed in terms of descent. [The sages] taught the people to turn 
to the past and look back to the beginning, no longer forgetting 
where they came from. The populace submitted to this and therefore 
obeyed with greater urgency.18
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Sacrifi ces to the ghosts and spirits were then established to improve the 
behavior of those still alive:

When these two ends were established, they responded with two 
rituals. They set up the morning service, burning fat and manifest-
ing it with the radiance of [burning] southernwood. They thereby 
responded to the qi. This taught the populace to return to the be-
ginning. They offered millet and rice and served liver, lungs, head, 
and heart, presenting them and separating them into two bowls, and 
supplementing them with sacrifi cial wine. They thereby responded to 
the earthly souls (po). This taught the people to love one another 
and taught superiors and inferiors to utilize their dispositions. This 
was the utmost of ritual.19

In many ways, the arguments of these chapters are closer to the 
practices of the day than the Mohist arguments: instead of claiming that 
the world of Heaven and ghosts is already arrayed in a moral hierarchy, the 
emphasis here is on the claim that the rituals are transformative in shift-
ing ghosts into ancestors. As in popular practice, but very much unlike the 
theory of the Mohists, the hierarchy of the divine world is a product of 
human ritual. Unlike popular practice, however, the emphasis here is less on 
using sacrifi ce to transform ghosts into (hopefully) supportive ancestors and 
more on refi ning the dispositions of the human participants such that they 
think of ghosts as ancestors and thus come to appreciate the importance of 
hierarchy and the past.

Unlike the Mohist chapters, which strongly assert that ghosts and 
spirits do exist, the sacrifi ce chapters of the Book of Rites say little about the 
ontological status of those things the sages deemed “ghosts” and “spirits.” 
The hope would presumably be that all participants in the rituals (includ-
ing, therefore, the recipients of the sacrifi ces) would come to think in fi lial 
terms—with the ghosts’ truly acting toward the descendants as ancestors 
should (i.e., giving benefi t, not harm), just as the living would be fi lial toward 
the ghosts. Some passages seem to imply that this is indeed the case. The 
“Biao ji” chapter, for example, emphasizes that sacrifi ce results in a proper 
ordering of both the ghosts and the living: “The Master said, ‘As for the 
sacrifi cial victims, ritual, and music being properly arranged and fl ourishing, 
this is the means by which there is no harm from the ghosts and spirits and 
no resentment from the hundred families.’ ”20 However, the primary focus 
of the chapters is less on the recipients of the sacrifi ce and much more on 
altering the dispositions of the living participants. 

All of these arguments in the sacrifi ce chapters of the Book of Rites 
concerning the degree to which the entire world of ancestral sacrifi ce was a 
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creation of sages to bring order to humanity are very similar to the claims in 
chapter 13 of the Huainanzi. But there is a signifi cant difference with many 
of the Huainanzi chapters. If the sacrifi ce chapters of the Book of Rites are 
relatively uninterested in focusing on the recipients of sacrifi ce, this is not 
true of the Huainanzi chapters: the Huainanzi chapters do assert that the 
cosmos is ruled by spirits, and it is fi lled with ghosts as well (even though 
the ghosts are notably nonmalevolent). This is crucial since—building on 
the previously mentioned self-divinization literature—several chapters argue 
that humans can, through self-cultivation, gain many of the same powers 
as spirits, can become spirits themselves, and can ultimately even become 
more powerful than the spirits.

Like the Mozi, then, the Huainanzi chapters do assert that ghosts and 
spirits exist and that they indeed organized the cosmos. Also like the Mozi, 
ghosts and spirits are not capricious creatures that one must try to coerce 
through sacrifi ces and divination. And, again, like the Mozi, a ruler must 
gain the support of the ghosts and spirits in order to rule effectively; this is 
done through proper action, not through coercive sacrifi ces. Sacrifi ces are 
defended, but not because they coerce and transform capricious spirits, but 
rather because they help to inculcate proper behavior.

Thus, although the text opposes the nonsagely view of ghosts and spir-
its (that they are capricious creatures one must try to coerce through sacrifi ces 
and divination), the text does assert that they exist, that a sage’s harmonious 
rule gains their support, and that a True Man can in fact control the ghosts 
directly. The key here, though, is that sages (and anyone who cultivates 
himself beyond the level of sage, into becoming a True Man) do not seem 
to become ghosts because their souls return to nothing. Thus, the ghosts are 
the dead of nonsagely humans who continue to haunt the nonsagely living, 
while the sages are fully autonomous from this world of ghosts—both in the 
sense that they do not themselves become ghosts after death and in the sense 
that they are not haunted by the past deeds of humanity.

The sages, then, live in a world very comparable to that seen in the 
self-divinization literature: a world of autonomy from both the precedents and 
rules of humanity and the caprices of the ghosts and spirits. They follow the 
patterns of the cosmos, but they do so spontaneously. For the rest of human-
ity, however, the sages create mortuary rituals directly comparable to those 
seen in the sacrifi ce chapters of the Book of Rites. And, for the nonsages, the 
world they live in is very much one like that described by the Mohists: a 
world fi lled with ghosts and spirits, but not capricious ones, to whom humans 
are called upon to undertake constant rituals and sacrifi ces.

This debate that we have sketched concerning sages, ghosts, and the 
nature of the cosmos indicates the signifi cant weight given to concerns 
about death and ghosts in early China. Most religious practices of the day 
were concerned with ghosts as well as other potentially malevolent spirits, 
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and the various positions sketched here are involved with defi ning humans 
in relation to these practices—the Mohist concern with claiming that such 
ghosts are, contrary to common views, part of a moral pantheon created 
and organized by a benevolent deity; the concern in the Book of Rites with 
transforming the relationship of the living to the ghosts; the concern in 
the self-divinization literature with attaining autonomy from the world of 
ghosts; and the concern in the Huainanzi chapters with embracing portions 
of all these positions.

All of these arguments, however, are made against a background defi ned 
by the absolute pervasiveness of the religious practice of the day—practices 
concerned with pacifying the capricious and highly dangerous ghosts of the 
dead. The question for all of these texts, then, is what attitude one should 
take toward such practices.

HISTORY

The chapters from the Huainanzi under discussion here posit a bifurcated 
cosmology in which the sages practice self-cultivation techniques to gain 
full autonomy from the world of humans while also creating rituals and 
regulations to organize the rest of humanity. Historically, such a vision 
would come to have great signifi cance. The Huainanzi was, of course, an 
imperial text. It was commissioned by Liu An, the uncle of Han Wudi, 
and certainly supported the maintenance of a powerful empire ruled by 
the Liu clan. As we know, Liu An’s vision for the empire ultimately failed 
to win the day. Han Wudi went on to build a highly centralized empire 
under a very different set of claims, and Liu An himself was charged with 
treason. Later, at the end of the Western Han, the vision of the Book of 
Rites became crucial at court, and the text would be designated as one 
of the Five Classics. The Huainanzi was, to say the least, out of favor in 
imperial circles.

The vision seen in the Huainanzi accordingly came to be seen as, in a 
sense, a road not taken by the empire. As such, the vision would eventually 
be appropriated—with signifi cant changes of course—by later movements 
hoping to make a claim for building a different type of empire than the one 
that ultimately came to dominate the Han. A possible example of this was 
the Celestial Masters, a movement that began in the second century C.E. 
and would ultimately become a major infl uence on later Daoist movements.21 
One of the texts associated with the Celestial Masters, the Xiang’er com-
mentary to the Laozi, probably written in the second century C.E.,22 makes 
a very comparable argument in which the population should continue to 
perform sacrifi ces to ghosts while the sages should instead focus on self-
cultivation, refi ning the spirits within their body, and ultimately working 
to achieve transcendence.23
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Intriguingly, however, the Xiang’er commentary roots this bifurcated 
world within a cosmology directly reminiscent of the Mohists’: the cosmos is 
ruled by a moral deity (called “the Way” by the Xiang’er, “Heaven” by the 
Mohists) who created the cosmos in general and who presides over a moral 
pantheon in which Heaven and the spirits reward the good and punish the 
bad. Indeed, death itself was established by the Way as a punishment to 
those who fail to follow its precepts. Those who do follow the precepts of 
the Way, on the contrary, are rewarded with long life:24

The Way established life in order to reward the good and established 
death in order to punish the bad. As for death, this is what all men 
fear. The transcendent rulers and nobles, like the common people, 
know fear of death and enjoyment of life; it is what they practice 
that is different. . . . Although the common people fear death, they 
do not try to trust in the Way, and they enjoy committing bad acts. 
Is it surprising that they are not yet trying to escape from death? 
The transcendent nobles fear death, trust in the Way, and hold fast 
to the precepts. Therefore, they join with life.25

Those who do follow the admonitions of the Way will behave properly 
and will also undertake practices of self-divinization very comparable to 
those found in texts such as the Huainanzi—they will accumulate essences, 
complete spirits, and thereby live long:

Humans should only preserve their bodies; they should not love 
their bodies. What does this mean? By maintaining the admonitions 
of the Way, we accumulate goodness and complete accomplish-
ments; accumulate essences and complete spirits. When spirits are 
completed, the transcendents live long. This is why we treasure 
our bodies.26

For the Xiang’er, then, death is associated with losing the Way, and 
those who instead follow the precepts of the Way can become transcendent 
nobles and live long. Since they turn away from the world of death, they also 
turn away from the world of sacrifi ces to the dead: “Those who practice the 
Way live; those who lose the Way die. The correct method of Heaven does 
not reside in sacrifi cing, praying, and offering. The Way therefore forbade 
sacrifi ces, prayers, and offerings.”27

The rest of humanity, however, will use their essences not to complete 
spirits but rather to reproduce. Since the Way needs more humans—some 
of whom will follow the precepts and complete spirits—it accepts that this 
is necessary. These people, of course, will die, and the Way accepts that 
ancestral sacrifi ces will need to be performed for them. In fact, it was actu-
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ally the Way that created ancestral sacrifi ces for those who will not become 
transcendent nobles:

Now this [copulating to reproduce] produces great calamities. Why 
did the Way create (zao) it? The Way values ancestral sacrifi ces 
and values that the species does not end. It desires that humans 
join their essences and generate life; therefore, [the Way] teaches 
it. . . . However, humans with utmost power . . . are able to not unite 
and produce life. From a young age they stop this [i.e., the losing 
of their essences through copulation], and they are able to com-
plete good spirits earlier. These are called the essences of the Way. 
Thus, Heaven and Earth have no sacrifi ces, dragons no offspring, 
transcendents no wives, the Jade Maiden no husband.28

Such an argument is a fascinating blend of many of the positions 
previously outlined. Like the Huainanzi, the Xiang’er commentary makes a 
distinction between the majority of people, who perform ancestral sacrifi ces 
to the dead and then in turn die themselves, and those who instead prac-
tice techniques of cultivating spirits and thus transcend both death and the 
world of ancestral sacrifi ces. But unlike the Huainanzi’s celebration of the 
autonomy of those who so transcend the world of death, the Xiang’er instead 
asserts a cosmology directly reminiscent of the Mohists’, in which the Way 
becomes—like Heaven for the Mohists—a deity who governs the cosmos, 
rewarding the good and punishing the bad. Indeed, for the Xiang’er, it was 
the Way itself—not human sages—that created ancestral sacrifi ces. And for 
those hoping to transcend the world of death, the path was to follow the 
precepts of the Way, thus completing the spirits that would help the Way 
to bring harmony to the cosmos.

Thus, for the Xiang’er, it was a moral deity that created the type of 
social hierarchy seen in the Huainanzi chapters: the Way called upon the 
sages to cultivate the spirits within them, but they did so in order to generate 
spirits that would then help to bring harmony to the cosmos. Ultimately, 
these practitioners could achieve immortality while the remainder of the 
populace would continue to form families, procreate, die, and become ghosts 
for which their descendants would perform ancestral sacrifi ces. Such a claim 
concerning a moral deity overseeing both the cosmos and all humans within 
it dramatically limits the types of autonomy supported in self-divinization 
texts such as the Huainanzi and instead asserts the forms of hierarchy seen 
so strongly among the Mohists. Here, we see yet another example of the 
endless permutations that will recur in these attempts by movements in early 
and early medieval China to defi ne themselves in relationship to current 
religious practices—in the case at hand, supporting arguments comparable 
to those in the Huainanzi concerning the importance of a group of people 
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asserting autonomy from the world of death and ancestral sacrifi ce but 
then also appealing to a cosmology comparable to the Mohists’ in order to 
restrict the degree of autonomy such fi gures themselves would be allowed 
to exercise.

In short, what one sees in the Huainanzi chapters under discussion is 
the beginning of something that will become very common in later Daoist 
movements, with Daoist practitioners seeking autonomy from the religious 
practices of the rest of the populace—most of which will continue to be 
devoted to pacifying, coercing, and manipulating the ghosts of the deceased. 
But the ultimate cosmology of these early Daoist movements will involve an 
assertion of a creator deity and a moral bureaucracy directly reminiscent of the 
Mohists’, instead of the claims of autonomy characteristic of the Huainanzi.

CONCLUSION

In the haunted world of early China, one approach was to transform ghosts 
into benefi cial (one hoped) ancestors. Another was to claim that ghosts are, 
on the contrary, embedded in a moral pantheon that rewards the good and 
punishes the bad. Yet another approach was to seek to step outside such a 
process altogether—not worship ghosts, not become a ghost oneself—and 
instead seek some form of self-divinization. What is particularly fascinating 
about the Huainanzi chapters under discussion here is that they attempted 
to assert portions of each of these positions—to have a world of nonsages 
undertaking sacrifi ces to (relatively nonmalevolent) ghosts and also a world 
of sages (as well as those even more refi ned) claiming full autonomy from 
such sacrifi ces. If such a system was never to win the day at the Han court, 
a version of it would later become highly important among the Celestial 
Masters and thereafter among numerous self-proclaimed Daoist movements 
that would also connect to this vision a hierarchical cosmology highly 
reminiscent of the Mohists’ position.

Ghosts, in short, were so pervasive in early China that one either 
endlessly performed rituals to control them, endlessly attempted to embed 
them in larger moral pantheons, or endlessly worked instead to gain full 
autonomy from the world they haunted. A substantial portion of the cul-
tural, intellectual, and religious history of early and early medieval China 
can be written in terms of these permutations on the never-ending attempts 
to deal with the world of ghosts.
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