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Abstract

A Study on Military Rituals
(Junli Ei&) in Early China

Ahn, Ji Yeon
Department of Religious Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

Through an examination of military rituals, junli ®i&, this study
aims to explore a way of approaching war in early China, while also
gaining 1nsights into the worldview underlying it. Drawing upon the
Zhouli JHi&, the Liji &g, and various other early Chinese texts, this
study analyzes the rituals designed to access divine forces during
times of war.

The first half of this study focuses on exploring the rituals that
consecrate the agents of war, which include sacrifices performed
before the army’s departure, the ritual for appointing the general,
incorporating the spirit tablets within the army, and sacrifices carried
out after the battle.

One of the major sacrifices held before the army’s departure is the
yvi ‘B sacrifice performed at the altar of the earth. The key element

of this ritual is the procedure in which the commander of the army
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receives the sacrificial meat, shen Hg, from the altar. Through this
procedure, a part of the earth god’s body gets implanted into the
commander’s body. Therefore, after the y7 sacrifice, the commander of
the army embodies the earth god’s will and commands, becoming the
agent of the deity, also in charge of the deity’s fate.

Another major sacrifice performed before the army’s departure is
the zao i sacrifice. This is a ritual procedure of receiving the
ancestral spirits’ orders to cross the borders of the country and carry
out the military campaign. The army would also determine military
strategies and dates at the shrine through divination and other
prognostication methods, which consecrated the army’s actions.

When the Son of Heaven conducted the military campaign himself,
the Jer Ji sacrifice toward Heaven was to be performed prior to the
expedition, receiving the orders of Heaven to engage in war. The Jes
sacrifice renders Heaven the ultimate source and principal agent of
war. Heaven, together with Earth, is often portrayed as the source of
life for countless beings, but in the military context, Heaven also
becomes the originator of war. By offering sacrifices to the earth
god, ancestral spirits, and Heaven, the army receives divine orders to
fight in the war, and as a result, the deities and the army as their
sacred agents together take part in the war.

If the ruler does not join the army himself, a ritual to transfer the
divine commands of war to a designated general takes place. This
ritual involves the act of presenting the general with the weapons fi
7= and yue $#% at the ancestral shrine, which consecrates the general’s
act of killing as being based on divine will.

When the rituals at the altar of the earth and ancestral shrine
were completed, their spirit tablets (shenzhu W+ ) were to be taken

out and incorporated into the departing army. Not only do these
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tablets consecrate the army in which they take part, but they also
hold a central position in administering the rewards and punishments
within the army after the battle.

Sacrifices for the major deities—the earth god, ancestral spirits,
and Heaven—were also deemed necessary after the battle. This
shows that these deities were understood not only as original
commanders of war but also as those to whom the achievements of
war were dedicated afterward. Indeed, the idea that these deities are
deeply engaged in war, together with the human army, is prevalent
in the religious rituals of junii.

The second half of this study highlights the elements of junii
associated with purification and how they sum up to transform the
entire war into a grand purification ritual. First, there is the ritual of
smearing blood (xin/i #is) on military paraphernalia such as banners,
drums, and weapons before the army’s departure. It can be said that
xinli aims to expel impurity and malevolent forces from an object by
using blood—a substance full of life. Xin/i for the military
paraphernalia before war holds the intention to perform war with the
military objects being fully connected with the divine realm without
evil interference. Yet another possible way to interpret xin/i 1s that
by the act of killing a sacrificial victim and offering its blood to an
object, the object becomes sacred. However, whether the ritual aims
for purification or consecration, its ultimate aspiration remains the
utilization of divine power through military paraphernalia in war.

In addition, banners, drums, and weapons were themselves
understood as sacred objects which can be ritually used to expel
impurity and disasters. By using the appropriate colors for each
direction or through their iconography, banners were thought to be

able to exorcise malevolent forces. Drums were also used as ritual
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objects to attack and drive away evil spirits. Weapons were also
understood as sacred objects that hold the power to ward off
undesirable forces and therefore were used as ritual tools at funerals.
Xinli for these military paraphernalia involves the purpose of making
them fully exert the sacred power of purifying their surroundings.

However, the real-life enemy was not the only force that
challenged the army during its campaign. It was believed that every
space the army passes through contained potential threats. Junli
includes rituals to overcome such implicit threats, which can also be
categorized as purification rituals. First was the sacrifice offered to
the spirits of the road, intended to ward off harm lurking outside the
borders. Next, there was the sacrifice offered to the mountains and
rivers the army passes by on their way to the battlefield which holds
the intention to avoid potential disasters from the mountains and
rivers. Finally, a sacrifice named ma i was prescribed to be
performed at the region where the battle was to be held, which can
be understood as a ritual to ward off the danger that could come
from the regional spirits. The idea that entering somewhere other
than their homeland can provoke the spirits’ anger is reflected in
various rituals held throughout the army’s itinerary.

This study contends that through these rituals, war itself becomes
a grand purification ritual. War not only includes a series of
purification rituals, but 1s also an action that utilizes sacred ritual
objects —banners, drums, and weapons—to exorcise the adversaries.
To sum up, the rituals of jun/i in early China reflect the aspiration to
render war a purification ritual performed by sacred agents. The
human desire to surpass its own limits and reach out to the sacred
beings and powers when engaging in war 1S incorporated into the

rituals of juni/i. The people of early China designed a series of rituals
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to repel harm in wartime by associating with sacred beings and
powers that govern life, which had a constant influence throughout

the history of East Asian state military rituals.

keywords : military ritual(jun/i Ei&), war, sacrifice,
consecration, blood ritual(xin/i &), purification
Student Number . 2021-23764
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