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A Study of the Western Sect of Religious Taoism in
the Ch’ing Dynasty

(A Summary)

S. H, Wong:

The Western Sect of religious Taoism was established in the Tao-kuang period
(1821—1850) under the name of Chang San—feng, ‘the popular Taoist figure in the
early regime of the Ming dynasty, by Li H51-yiieh (. 1796—1850) and his fellow
advocates of Taoism. The Western Sect was originally known as the ‘Yin-hsien™
(Hidden Immortal) or ‘Yu-lung’ (Like dragon)' sect. The naming of the sect was
very much influenced by Wang Hsi-ling (1664-1724), a Taoist advocate who claimed
to be the immediate disciple of Chang San-feng. The sect was called ‘Yin-hsien’. .
because Wang had always emphasized the quality of ‘yin’ (hidden) which Li‘Hsi-yiieh‘
and his like-mind friends took from the work of San-feng. As for the term ‘Yu-lung’,.

it was often used to describe Lao-tzu regarded by the Sect:as’ its first patriarch.

Most of the followers of the Sect were. natlves ‘of the ‘ct of Lo-shan in Szechuan

Wthh had becom

a collection of"Works attnbuted to Chang San-feng but in fact consists largely of
spurious works fabricated by Wang st-lmg and Li H31-yueh together with works
by unknown authors. . : .

The followers engaged in various kmds of - activities, one of which was "
planchette writing. The spirits of Chang San-_feng and other famous Taoist figures
were often requested to descend to officiate at the performance and in ‘the Chang
San-feng ch’ianchi there can be found poems written by the adherents themselves
and those attributed to the various spirits that came to participate in the thaumaturgic
practice. Besides exchanging verses, the devotees also made use of planchette writing
to seek advice about the future, on examinations and other. matters Another
important religous actmty performed by the oflowers of the Western Sect was the
compilation of Taoi ”“‘ n be found in the Chang San-feng
hian-chi. ’
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Besides forma y establishnig a sect, Li Hsi-yiieh and his friends even claimed
a ‘toa-t'ung’ or line of transmission in the sect, in which notable Taoist figures such
as Lao-tzu, Yin-hsi, Ma-i, Ch’en T’uan, and Huo-lung were claimed to be the
patriarchs. However, a careful study of the biographical accounts of the alleged
patriarchs shows that the allegation were mere fabrications and the line of transmission
contains serious chronological discrepancies. Li Hsi-ylich had fabricated the ‘tao-
t'ung’ in order to enhance the prestige of the sect. Furthermore, of the eleven Taoist
figures who, according to Li Hsi-yiieh’s claim, were the immediate disciples of Chang
San-feng, only five of them could have been related to Chang, and the rest could
not have been his disciples. ‘




