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A Study of Divine Retribution in
Works through the Tang Dynasty

Lee, Long-shien

( Abstract]

This paper looks at major instances of retributaads by ghosts and spirits in
works from the pre-Qin, Han, Six Dynasties, andgrdgnasties. From the standpoint
of popular religion and culture, we will analyzeettevolving models of divine
retributions-including the reasons and motivatiomshind such acts-as well as
overlapping systems of beliefs concerning the whayeaven, the underworld, and
divine justice, etc. Theoretical concepts from amplology will be drawn upon to
further our understanding of popular and religittusught on divine retribution up to
the Tang period.

This timeframe is broken up into three stages. firsesection covers works from
the pre-Qin to Eastern Han period, when divineibetion was widely represented in
extant literature; we will organize the prototymdglivine retribution by their respective
features.Then we will look at works from the Sixragties, when the basic models
inherited from the previous era were expanded, tioatmg the intended targets and
strategies of divine retribution. We begin to drscéhe influence of Buddhism and
Daoism at work in these examples, reflecting thitish cultural landscape of this
period. The third section brings us to the Tangadyy when divine retribution as a
theme took yet another turn, though it retained ynahits former features as well:
ghosts and spirits appeal less to higher powerh sscheaven or the gods than to
figures in an underworld that increasingly resemifee human world. Whether these

DProfessor, Department of Chinese Literature, Natidaaban University.
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appeals were made through dreams or in real hiiefyipes of relations between ghosts
and human obtained grew more complex and heterogsneat the same time,
continuing religious influence strengthened popblaref in the inevitability of “divine
justice.”

Having examined the above historical trends in tBpresentation of divine
retribution, we can thus conclude: first, even titothe world of ghosts and spirits is
largely a projection of the human world, differesdetween them persist. Retributive
acts committed by supernatural beings exhibit a lof irrationality and raw power
exceeding those committed by humans for the sakbeoffive relations” (A ffm) ;
therefore in stories of divine retribution, rarelg human creatures manage to escape
punishment. Secondarily, up to the Tang timesfdbethat divine retribution always
succeeds in these narratives underscores a widesplesire to see to it that such
punishment be efficacious and inescapable. Dikatibution is valued for its ability
to exact justice, and to requite evil done, thusngi readers a sense of satisfaction
when justice is in question-such, we think, isltérger aim of our authors crafting their
stories of ultimate moral justice.

Keywords: retribution, view on retribution, divine justigegpular beliefs
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