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The Gods Imprisoned:
Local Worship of Prison Gods in Imperial China

Hsi-ytian Chen

Research Fellow, Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Prison God temples were a unique feature of traditional prison design in
imperial China. As its name implies, a Prison God temple was constructed
inside a prison, where the Prison God would be worshipped. At least since
the Song Dynasty, at all levels of government from the capital to the county,
anywhere with a jail, there was a temple within to be worshipped by prisoners
and jailers. The worship of the Prison Gods was part of the official imperial
system of state cults. The Prison Gods were arguably the sole deity available
for inmates to pray to. Some confessed their (true) crimes and sought
absolution, some hoped for fair or better treatment behind bars, and some
longed for a quick imperial pardon. Those suffering from wrongful
convictions might pray for an eventual exoneration. Religious belief and
legal justice were intertwined in this sacred space.

In the official sacrificial codes, although distinctions were drawn
between the celestial gods, the territorial spirits, and deified personalities, in
practice many of the celestial and territorial deities were worshipped as
personified beings. Like the City Gods (chenghuang) and the Gods of the
Soil and the Ground (tudi), the Prison Gods were usually deemed
transferrable and fungible, and thus were subjected to replacement with other
suitable deified personalities. Despite ungrounded rumors concerning newly
emerging personalities, two major historical figures were worshipped across
the empire as the conventional Prison Gods: one was Gao Yao, the Minister
for Law under Emperor Shun who was regarded as the primogenitor of the
criminal justice system; the other was Xiao He, the first chancellor of the Han
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Dynasty who rose from a humble position in a county office to enact a legal
infrastructure for the new reigning empire. This article uses local gazetteers
and other records to demonstrate that Gao Yao was enshrined in the majority
of local prisons while Xiao He was worshipped essentially in provincial
regions in eastern and central China. As for other deified personalities also
said to be Prison Gods, such as Bo Yikao, the alleged eldest son of King Wen
of Zhou, Wen Tianxiang, the last Prime Minister of the Song Dynasty, and
Ya Nai, a sympathetic county jailer of the late Ming, there seems to be no
specific cases of local worship in Prison God temples.

Finally, this article also examines how successive dynasties saw
contentions that worshipping Gao Yao in prisons was desecrating this deified
personality, and that the Prison Gods should be worshipped as territorial
deities instead of personified beings. However, it was not until the late Qing
Dynasty, when there was in-depth examination of prison reform, that Gao
Yao was finally discharged from the prison system.

Keywords: Prison God Temple, state cults, deified personalities, Gao
Yao, Xiao He



