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Journey of Spirit-Writing and Divination:
Ye Mingchen’s Prophecy Techniques and
Political Fortunes

Zheng Xixun

Abstract

The claim that Ye Mingchen #EZEE (1807-1859), Governor-General of
Liangguang, caused the fall of Guangzhou due to his superstition in divine
omens during the Second Opium War has been widely discussed, though
these examinations have not delved deeply enough. Relevant historical
materials leave significant room for interpretation. The Ye Mingchen
Archives contain seven records of divination and spirit-writing, which,
when analyzed individually, reveal they were created between the first and
seventh years of the Xianfeng J#¥ reign. Most of these records aimed to
predict political developments and guide decision-making, either directly
produced by Ye Mingchen or closely linked to him. These records form
a foundational ‘basis for understanding Ye’s conduct during the Second
Opium War. By reconstructing the context of an anonymous unpublished
memorial in the Wu Xu % 1 Archives and combining accounts from war
eyewitnesses such as Elgin (1811-1863), Hua Tingjie FEZEE (1822-1872),
and Chen Li Pii% (1810-1882), it can be confirmed that Ye repeatedly
prayed to deities during the Guangzhou campaign, a practice correlated
with the failure to defend the city. Judging from these records, the Ye
family was likely a Daoist household deeply engaged in spirit-writing.
Ye Mingchen’s experiences illustrate the interaction between prophecy
techniques and politics. This not only enriches our understanding of
political history through a social history lens but also sheds light on the
neglected spiritual world of the past.

Keywords: Ye Mingchen, divination, spirit-writing, the Second Opium
War, spiritual world





