
The World behind the 
caves
The birth of Daoism



Daoist Lineages/Traditions 2nd -12th 
century
 Way of the Celestial Masters (Tianshi Dao 天師

道) in Sichuan
 Great Peace (Taiping 太平) in eastern provinces; 

erupted 184  did not outlast fall of the Han
 Upper Purity (Shangqing 上清) and Numinous 

Treasure (Lingbao 靈寶) emerged in the 
southern coastal region in late fourth century

 Complete Perfection (Quanzhen 全真), about 
1163 CE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The terms Shangqing and Lingbao refer to textual corpora and not to social units. The Shangqing texts are described as revelations transmitted by transcendent beings to Yang Xi 楊羲 (330–86), a medium in the service of his patron Xu Mi 許謐 (303–73) and his son Xu Hui 翽 (341–c. 370). Yang Xi promoted these texts, and they became valued among the southern elite families. The Lingbao texts also claim to be revelations of ancient teachings. But, while they appeared a generation later than the Shangqing revelations, the Lingbao texts claim to have been revealed a century earlier to a legendary sage, Ge Xuan 葛玄, said to have been active in the early third century, and to have been secretly transmitted since then.



Celestial Masters
 Organized community established by Zhang Ling 

張陵, also known as Zhang Daoling 張道陵 in 
142 CE

 Name of Zhang’s group in their own texts: 
Covenantal Authority of Orthodox Unity 正一盟
威; Five Pecks of Rice (Wudoumi dao 五斗米道
) in official histories

 Four centuries between the second and the sixth 
centuries CE constitute the formative period of 
Daoism



Raz, Gil. (2012). The emergence of Daoism: Creation of a 
Tradition. Abingdon: Routledge, p. 4.

“For reasons inherent in its very process of 
development, Daoism was not a clearly definable 
religion during its formative period and remains so 
to this day. We should consider the Daoist religion 
not as a unitary phenomenon, but as an assemblage 
of intersecting textual and ritual lineages with a set 
of shared core beliefs or attitudes which formed a 
commonality as opposed to other traditions such as 
Buddhism, on the one hand, and the practices of 
common religion, on the other.”



Daoist synthesis
 Involved interactions among diverse traditions, 

including local cults; shamanism (wu 巫); immortality 
cults; various technical traditions and practices 
associated with the Masters of Esoterica (fangshi 方士
), such as divination, breath meditation, medicine, and 
alchemy; and elements of Han imperial ideology and 
ritual

 Pure, uncreated Dao is alternative to the violent cults 
of the deified spirits of the dead

 Daoist authors claim to be in possession of orthodox 
and most efficacious practices to attain the Dao and 
thus social order and harmony

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Daoists thus created their tradition through a complex process of debating, selecting, and distinguishing from a wide repertoire of early and contemporary practices.



Retrospective creation of tradition
 Creative genealogies of practice entail three 

strategies of distinction: 
1. determining the correct lineage
2. a mythology, and 
3. correct ritual practice



Sima Tan on daojia (Shiji 130.3388–92; Hanshu 62. 
2710)
“The Daoist tradition enables man’s numinous essence to be 
concentrated and unified, so as to move in unison with the 
formless, and to provide adequately for the myriad things. As 
for its methods, it follows the great compliance of the Yin-
yang specialists, picks out the best of the Confucians and 
Mohists, and adopts the essentials of the Terminologists and 
Legalists. It shifts with the times and changes in response to 
things. In establishing customs and carrying out affairs, there 
is nothing it is not suitable for. It is simple to grasp and easy to 
hold onto; there is much achievement for little effort.” 
道家使人精神專一, 動合無形, 澹足萬物. 其為術也, 因陰陽
之大順, 采儒 墨之善, 撮名法之要. 與時遷徙, 應物變化. 立
俗施事, 無所不宜, 指約而 易操, 事少而功多.



Polythetic definition; Raz (2012), p. 18
1. The primary criterion is a view of the Dao as an overarching and effective 

force, but not necessarily personified, simultaneously prior to the 
emanation of the cosmos and yet active in the manifested world. 

2. This force can be effectively approached by humans through ritual means, 
and those who are successful with this quest achieve transcendence. 

3. These means are secret and guarded within strict lineages of transmission. 
4. These lineages reject all practices that do not revere the direct 

manifestations of the Dao. Daoists thus replace sacrificial and other blood 
rites with other, usually bureaucratic, means of communication with the 
extra-human realm. 

5. An eschatological vision underlies the quest for transcendence, 
differentiating Daoism from the earlier tradition of seekers of longevity.



 Rise of Celestial Master Daoism has to be understood in a 
larger context of religious change during the Eastern Han.

 New type of communal practice
 Cultic centers that focused on individual practitioners who 

were perceived as having attained the Dao and transcended 
the limitations of mundane space and time.

 quest for longevity and transcendence, transmission of 
esoteric knowledge, the appropriation of these techniques 
and practices, narrative structure, incorporation of such 
adepts into the Daoist tradition



Cults of Transcendence: Typology (Raz 
[2012], p. 48)
1. Small cultic associations: formed around an actual individual, little 

known, or even unknown, beyond the immediate group; 
exemplified by the Fei Zhi inscription 肥致碑. 

2. Local cultic centre: a center of public worship of a local practitioner; 
exemplified by the Transcendent Tang Gongfang inscription 仙人
唐公房碑. 

3. General cultic centre: a localized cult of a practitioner who has 
become part of the public domain. Already a legendary person in 
contemporary sources, whatever may have been the original 
particulars of the practitioner are no longer recoverable; 
exemplified by the Wangzi qiao inscription 王子喬碑. 

4. Universal cultic centre: a cultic center designated and supported 
by the imperial court, exemplified by the Inscription to Laozi 老子銘.



Fei Zhi Inscription (date 169 CE)
 Please see handout.



Daoist Diaspora



The Parish System
 24 parishes  reference to twenty-four 

seasonal nodes of the solar calendar
 24 parishes represented as upper, middle, 

lower set of 8 parishes  levels of the body: 
head, chest, abdomen

 “The parish is what the nature, fate, soul, and 
spirit depend upon” 治者，性命魂神之所屬
也.

 Parishes were the ritual centre



Master Red Pine's Almanac: 
Petitions I



Petitions II



Petitions III



Petition for Preventing Locusts and 
Rats from Eating Seedlings



 Thank you for listening.




	The World behind the caves
	Daoist Lineages/Traditions 2nd -12th century
	Celestial Masters
	 Raz, Gil. (2012). The emergence of Daoism: Creation of a Tradition. Abingdon: Routledge, p. 4.
	Daoist synthesis
	Retrospective creation of tradition
	Sima Tan on daojia (Shiji 130.3388–92; Hanshu 62. 2710)
	Polythetic definition; Raz (2012), p. 18
	Slide Number 9
	Cults of Transcendence: Typology (Raz [2012], p. 48)
	Fei Zhi Inscription (date 169 CE)
	Daoist Diaspora
	The Parish System
	Master Red Pine's Almanac: Petitions I
	Petitions II
	Petitions III
	Petition for Preventing Locusts and Rats from Eating Seedlings
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19

