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Abstract

The Qianerbai guan yi or Organon of the Twelve Hundred Officials provided
lists of Daoist deities whose help against demonic evil could be implored in
written petitions ritually submitted to an otherworldly judiciary. The tradition
can be traced to the beginnings of the Way of the Heavenly Master in second/
third-century Sichuan and thus holds important clues concerning the ideology
and practice of the early Daoist religion. A good deal of material pertaining to
these lists has in fact been transmitted, but its apparent deficiencies have left
scholars speculating about the original text. The first part of this article reasons,
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conversely, that a definite original of the Qianerbai guan yi never existed
but that the material circulated from the beginning in multiple, considerably
overlapping yet varying, manuscript versions, just as the form in which it has
been transmitted suggests. The text-scholar’s urge to trace textual versions to
unified and presumably uncorrupted originals is of little help in the case of
the Qianerbai guan yi, whose origin and transmission are better approached
contextually with reference to the peculiar view the Heavenly Master Daoists
had concerning the renewed and continual dispensation of the pneumata (gi)
of the Dao through the structures of their liturgical work. The second part
of the article deals with the gods listed in the Qianerbai guan yi registers,
whose names and descriptions don’t sit snugly with the fundamental Daoist
definition of divinity as abstract cosmic gi. Quite a few of the Qianerbai guan
yi deities rather reflect images of the “demonic,” popular gods supposed to be
averted by them. This agrees with Rolf A. Stein’s observations about overlaps
between Daoism and popular religion. But the use of originally alien spirits
in Heavenly Master rituals against the evils purportedly wrought by precisely
such outsiders begs the question of how this fits with Daoism’s oft-proclaimed
intent to transform the landscape of Chinese religion according to Daoist
parameters. To gain a better understanding of this issue and its ramifications,
I recapitulate the constraints imposed on popular religious worship in China’s
classical literature, which impacted the more wide-ranging Daoist demonization
of all gods receiving sacrifices. The following section elaborates Daoism’s
contrasting theology of “non-eating,” purely cosmic divinities, but also points
out that the very insistence on transformation precluded a stringent definition
of the Daoist pantheon in these terms, which is evident, for example, in Tao
Hongjing’s difficulties in trying to present the realms of the divine according
to an unequivocal scheme. The ambiguities necessarily adhering to the politics
of inclusion and transformation are considered in more detail in the succeeding
segment on other relevant Daoist sources of the fourth and fifth centuries. In
conclusion I show the amazing consistency of Daoist attitudes vis-a-vis popular
cults and their objects by tracing a double-strategy of categorizing spirits as
aliens and containing them in symbolic layouts known as Five Prison Camps
from the early days of the Heavenly Master movement through much later
Daoist rituals aimed at subjugating non-Daoist practitioners and their gods to
the structures informing contemporary local Chinese religion. Yet, despite the
undeniable effects of its liturgy, the interactions with China’s lived religion
have also transformed Daoism itself. The incorporation of extraneous gods
into its system has erased neither sacrifice nor the shamans and spirit mediums
associated with their cults, but instead necessitated accommodations of these in
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principle still rejected aspects of “ordinary” religion.'
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