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Myth Making on an Ethnic Frontier
The Cult of the Heavenly Kings of West Hunan ( 1715 - 1996)

DONALD S. Sutton' ( Author) SHEN Xiaohu’ ( Translator)
(1. Department of History Carnegie Mellon University Pittsburgh PA 15213  USA;
2. Qujing Normal College China)
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Abstract: Living in west Hunan during the
Qing or Republican periods one could not ignore
the Three Kings—the White Emperor Heavenly
Kings ( Baidi tianwang) to give them their full
popular title. No other gods had a comparable
presence. Their shrines dotted the landscape and
their worship bridged all ethnic groups. Villages
and zhai ( Miao hamlets) lacking their own shrines
sought palanquin visits by the Kings’ images. Mi-
ao travelers away from home set up temporary altars
in the open. At the great centers of worship signs
ordered riders and sedan passengers on the roads to
alight and walk out of respect for the Kings. Be-
fore setting out on campaigns Han soldiers prayed
to them at camp altars and also gave thanks on
their safe return. Days of rigorous fasting and ab-—
stention from normal activities accompanied the an—
nual festival celebrating these gods. In times of vi—
olent conflict Miao and Han would bring the

Kings’ images banners or vestments into battle

against each other. In peaceful times disputants
from all groups settled quarrels with oaths sworn in
the presence of the Kings; they would be less like—
than the

ly to violate such oaths it was reported

magistrate’ s judgments. So to ease the burden
of court cases in this remote area with its many in
— migrants and conflicts over land officialdom tol-
erated the shrines and their attendants the parale—
gal ritualists who officiated over a sort of divine
high court its very this — worldly decisions sancti—
fied by blood oaths before the Heavenly Kings.
Both its juridical functions and its ethnic mix
of worshippers make the cult of the Heavenly Kings
a social phenomenon of special interest. Certainly

this was no common cult and consequently it pro—

10. 3969/j. issn. 1674 -9391. 2013. 03. 01

vokes a special set of questions. Were its powers
and political roles unusual? How could its gods at-
tract such diverse groups? Did these gods possess
the same mythic meanings for all believers? How
did the myths develop and serve the believers? Far
from being narrowly religious these questions in
a socially complex region such as West Hunan get
to the heart of local society.

The juridical roles played by the Heavenly
Kings were unusual but their powers were not.
Everywhere in China gods were taken seriously:
groups as well as individuals sought their help.
Despite their theoretical impartiality gods became
standard bearers in local politics and objects them-—
selves of political contention.

Gods reached across social boundaries artic—
ulating social relations as worshippers cooperated or

Often

and cults divided communities or separated them

competed to win their favors. rival gods

one from the other but in some places a single
cult framed and channeled sub-official politics
within a locality; this was the case in West Hu-
nan. In such instances various groups of believers
worshipping a specific god did not necessarily have
identical images and notions of that god in mind
when they made offerings or bore images in proces—
sion. Variations in hagiographies or understandings
were connected with different social groupings.
When parallel constituencies claimed the
same patron gods at the same place and time myth
could become a dynamic element in local political
relations

particularly if as with the Heavenly

Kings no agreed on story existed. Mythic inven—
tion was collective and competitive. Consequent—

ly rival myths of origin took shape with the effect
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that divine power and others’ belief in it seemed to
serve personal and group interests as people made

deals

oust rivals. Cult rituals had the same object

formed alliances or sought to undo and
no
matter who the worshippers were but explanatory
myth had many variations; its efficacy for any
group derived from its being tailored to fit the con—
sciousness and needs of that group. Being attached
to the central object of local worship it had to
have more specificity and to carry more authority
than folklore or history for several reasons: it had
to mobilize what the community of worship valued
most deal with intractable difficulties of daily life
and death and speak to local problems.

Deriving from many sources the narratives’
mythic elements had to undergo a double process of
appropriation and narrativization before becoming
serviceable. Appropriation identified the gods and
their worship intimately with a specific group ( eth—
nic social ormixed) in West Hunan society.
This process involved merging a borrowed or inven—
ted incident with a group’ s preexisting symbols
and mythic history adding written or oral elements
taken from elsewhere and localizing the myth by
mentioning sites and events associated with the
specific group and its shared memory. Narrativiza—
tion extended the story of a god through typical sta—
ges ( potentially five in number) : origins ( divine/
animal/human) heroic actions ( performed locally
redemption

All this e-

laboration permitted different people to dream dif—

and as human beings) martyrdom

and intervention ( as local protectors) .

ferent dreams as they competed to assert proprietor—
ship of the objects of their worship. In the process
the local worshipping groups moved toward a redef—
inition of themselves.

In West Hunan ( as in other places where in—
terpretation was not standard) the competitive and
collective elaboration of serviceable narratives crea—
ted a myth cycle of rival stories reflecting different
local political alignments. Separate though they
were these stories also influenced each other and

combined to produce new variations within the cy—

there are

cle. In the case of the Heavenly Kings
eight extant narratives. Unlike the authors of some
earlier studies the author of this article will not
assume that each narrative is to be associated ex—
clusively with a distinct uniform and coherent
message addressed to a single ethnic or social
group. Cult centers tend to develop explanations
for their gods’ origins that have wide appeal. And
cult transmission tends to produce a mingling of o-
ral and written forms at times preserving different
vantage points within the same narrative. Thus

with gods’ origin myths at least it seems unneces—
sary to seek a single meaning in a cultural text as
has been the practice of some historians under the
influence of Clifford Geertz’ s (1973: 93 —94)

research. Although particular myths do indeed bear
the

genre on the whole better fits Mikhail Bakhtin’ s

the strong imprint of a particular viewpoint

(1984) dialogic process which construes texts as
a discourse among different groups. This article
shows that both the myth cycle of the Heavenly
Kings and its individual narratives embody an im—
plicit argument about alternative forms of order and
identity in the tumultuously changing society of the
Miao region ( Miaojiang) .

The major broad constituencies of the Heaven—
ly Kings were Han settlers and soldiers Miao indi-
genes and the Tujia who gradually emerged from
the Turen ( the term applied in the mid - eigh—
teenth century to natives of the recently abolished
tusi) as a self-conscious ethnic group. None of
these groups was stable or self-contained. Not a
few Han settlers acculturated to the Miao way of
life

Administrative integration in the early eighteenth

particularly during the seventeenth century.

century brought a greater military presence to the
region and provided protection for new Han in-mi—
grants. Many used their expertise and literacy to
compete aggressively for control of Miao trade and
property. The indigenous Miao people distinct
from other Miao groups in language and marriage
relations themselves

were a highly adaptive

group learning agriculture and other customs from
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the Han settlers

multiplying and acculturating

throughout the eighteenth century and since. In
1795

who were expropriating their land. The suppression

they rose in revolt against the Han settlers

of Miao rebels further concentrated their people in
the poorer and more rural parts of the region and
led to their eventual subordination to a third group
the Tujia. The Tujia had originated as Turen in the
chiefdoms and had a history of providing military
assistance to the Qing. With the abolition of the
tusi system the Turen emerged as allies of Han
settlers and may have absorbed both long-estab—
lished Han settlers and acculturating Miao as their
influence grew in the Miao region. At least since
1956 when the West Hunan Tujia Miao Autono-
mous Region was set up with Jishou as its capital
the Tujia have been dominant in political and eco-
nomic influence throughout the region but the Mi-
ao were and still are the largest ethnic group in the
three old subprefectures of the autonomous region’
s southern half.

The changing demographic and political con—
ditions in a frontier region had their effects on the
cult of the Heavenly Kings and its myth cycle. In
the seventeenth century Han in-migrants settling
near already established Miao communities used
the cult as a means of assimilation. By the eigh—
teenth century however they were more inclined
to appropriate the cult gods as their special protec—
tors. With backing from military men who had set—
tled in the region officials tried to make the cult
more respectable. Sixty years after the Miao re-
gion’ s incorporation the Board of Rites agreed to
accept the cult in the Qing pantheon ordering two
seasonal rituals to be performed by local officials.
Meanwhile the Miao continued to worship the gods
in their own way and the Tujia originally wor—
shippers of their chiefdom founders ( there were no
shrines to the Heavenly Kings in their eighteenth—
adopted the gods as their
The Heavenly

spanned ethnic divides

century communities)
own as they rose to dominance.
then

Kings cult even

when its various groups of devotees were engaged

94

in violent conflict.

This article looks in turn at the principal
voices in the cult myths: Qing officials and Han
frontiersmen local Han literati Miao and Tujia.
Concomitantly he bears in mind three main peri-
ods of the cult’ s evolution that coincided with
distinct phases in local politics: the eighteenth
century a period of rapid immigration and popula-
tion growth under inconsistent government policies;
the “long nineteenth century ~ an era of central
government neglect and the emergence of the Tujia
as a distinct ethnic group; and the late twentieth
century the era of Chinese Communist rule dur—
ing which the cult has persisted despite official dis—
couragement and the violent suppression of the
Cultural Revolution. He uses all of the eight narra—
tives that have come to hand including one related
to himself in 1996 during his visit to the cult center
at Crow Creek ( Yaxi)

ther narrative

and concludes with a fur-
a speculation on the prehistory of
the gods.

The author mentions that the gods’ origin sto—
ry drew much of its effect from the narrative form
itself. Stories explain why worshippers worship
writing the faithful into the action. This is why the
last part of the Heavenly Kings’ story explicitly or
implicitly puts things together by referring to the
world of the gods and their communities of wor—
ship. In this narrative and ideally in real life
collective worship reintegrated specific communities
riven by schism and in some cases reconciled a
community founded by a stranger—king ( cf. Sahl-
ins 1985) to his departure.

What the author described in this article is not
a series of isolated narratives but a narrative cycle
in which each myth oral or written attempts to
appropriate for a particular perspective yet pre—
serves elements of earlier myths of the cycle. One
result is that later myths are more fully developed.
Myths describing the origins of gods belong to a
specific genre that conditions their evolution. The
reason for this recurrent pattern is probably both

functional and structural. A god’ s origin myth
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gains its complexity from its need to stimulate all
the emotions associated with worship—awe admi-
ration pity fear gratitude hope and a sense of
local affinity. To carry out such a function a myth
must cut across the lines that normally divide the
various groups who worship the god. At the same
time structurally a myth’ s narrative movement
tends to replicate the annual ritual movement of its
subject god who as the result of worshippers’
periodic offerings supplications and processions
moves back and forth between the visible and the
invisible worlds. The Heavenly Kings myths are in—
separable from their authorship audience and re-
gional social context all of which impose specific
patterns. By showing a local group contracting
deals successfully with the center the narratives
project the reality wished for by that group.

In presenting the more than three centuries’
history of this trans-ethnic myth cycle the author
shows the narratives about the frontier gods not as
the reflection of a static group or groups but as a
wishful projection by individuals seeking to shape
their identity and relationships on the frontier. The
vying mythic interpretations never start from
scratch but incorporate fragments of earlier ver—
sions each myth thus reflecting an ongoing conver—
sation among very heterogeneous worshippers. The
conversation running through the gods’ origin nar—
ratives gave expression and added a local twist to
everyone’ s anxieties about life death hardship
and uncertainty. It allowed worshippers to refigure
or develop relations with officialdom and the local
ethnic other. In the process it helped to construct
individual and group identities as fluid as those of
any frontier region not so much mirroring frontier

soclety as creating it.
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