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DEMONS, GANGSTERS, AND SECRET 

SOCIETIES IN EARLY MODERN CHINA 

� Robert j. Antony 

Un questionab ly the most famous Chinese "se cret so ciety" was the 
Heaven and Ea rth So ciety CTiandihui x:liJrw{), bette r known in the West 
as the T riads. 1 It began sometime du ring the eighteenth centu ry, most 
p robably eithe r in Guangdong J#.[*" in Huizhou f.!!;1'i'l o r  Chaozhou 1$lHI 
p refe ctu re o r  in Fu jian fill}! in Zhangzhou i'�t1'i'l p refe ctu re. The ea rliest 
known mention of the name Tiandihui, howeve r, was in 17 86 with the 
eponymous Lin Shuangwen #�}( Rebellion in Taiwan It�. This was 
the fi rst ve rifiable T riad rebellion. The leade r of the rebellion, Lin 
Shuangwen, was something of a gangste r o r  lo cal bully, who had engaged 
in a va riety of criminal a ctivities ranging f rom petty theft and gambling 
to a rmed aff rays. Lin, howeve r, was not the o riginato r of the Heaven 
and Ea rth So ciety. 

A t raveling cloth selle r named Yan Yan iX1:lI;j, who had come f rom 
Zhangzhou, had b rought the T riads to Taiwan in 17 84. He had been initi
ated in the p revious yea r by Chen Biao �/�, an itine rant heale r f rom 
Guangdong, who had taught him the se cret codes, hand signals, and lo re 
of the Heaven and Ea rth So ciety. Lin Shuangwen was one of seve ral of 
Yan Yan's dis ciples. Inte restingly, afte r his a rrest in 17 88, Yan Yan des cribed 
the Heaven and Ea rth So ciety as a " religiOUS tea ching" Cjiao *�). In his 
confession he explained that "eve ryone who ente rs the so ciety has to 

establish an in cense alta r and unde r crossed swo rds they swea r an oath 
to help out othe r membe rs of the se ct (jiao] wheneve r they en counte r 
any t roub le." He then went on to des cribe the rituals and passwo rds of 
the so ciety /se ct.  His confession continues: 
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I presented an earlier version of this pap
er first at the Institute of Taiwan History, 
Academia Sinica, Taiwan, in March 2002, 
and am grateful for the comments of Paul 
Katz, Meir Shahar, Ch'en Ch'iu-k'un, and 
other participants at the presentation. 
Another version was presented at the His
tory Faculty Colloquium in October 2003, 
at Western Kentucky University, and I 
wish to thank the participants for their 
comments and suggestions. I also wish 
to thank the two anonymous readers for 
East Asian History for their critical com
ments. Research was supported by a 
Fulbright Fellowship that was funded by 
the National Endowment for Culture and 
Arts, Republic of China. 

1 I use the term "secret society" as a 
generic term for the various illegal asso
ciations discussed in this alticie. Actually, 
in most cases these associations were 
not secret but were openly known in 
the local community; but since scholars 
have continually described these groups 
as "secret societies," for convenience, I 
will continue to do the same in this 
article. 
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2 Tiandihui [The heaven and earth 
society], compiled by the Qing History 
Institute of People's University (Beijing: 
Zhongguo Renmin Daxue Chubanshe, 
1981-9) 1: 97-111. 

3 The historiography of the early Tian
dihui is discussed in Dian Murray and 
Qin Baoqi, The origins of the Tiandihui 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
1994), passim; see also David Ownby's 
review of Barend ter Haar's "Ritual and 
mythology of the Chinese triads: cre
ating an identity", in Haruard Journal 
o/Asiatic Studies 60 (2000): 324-33. 

4 See, for example, Zhuang jifa, Qingdai 
tiandihui yuanliu kao [On the origins 
of the Tiandihui in the Qing period) 
(Taipei: Guoli Gugong Bowuyuan, 1981), 
passim, and Qingdai mimi hUidang shi 
yanjiu [A study of secret societies in the 
Qing period) (Taipei: Wenshizhi Chu
banshe, 1994), passim; and Qin Baoqi, 
Qing qianqi tiandihui yanjiu [A study 
of the Tiandihui in the early Qing per
iod) (Beijing: Zhongguo Renmin Daxue 
Chubanshe, (1988) 1998), passim. 

5 See He Zhiqing, Tiandihui qiyuan yan
jiu [A study of the origins of the TiandihUl] 
(Beijing: Shehui Kexue Wenxian Chu
banshe, 1996), passim; see also He Zhiqing 

ROBERT J. ANTONY 

Or iginally people w ill in gly entered t he society to get financ ial help 
from ot her members for wedd in gs and funerals and support if t hey 
got into fights. Also if band its accosted t hem, as soon as t hey ind icated 

t he secret s igns of t he sect t hey would not be bot hered. W hat is 
more, by transm itt in g  t he teac hin gs to ot hers t hey could rece ive some 
gratuit ies. 

Accord in g  to his test imony, t he soc iety /sect had been created " in 
t he d istant past " in S ic huan Im)l l prov ince by two people w hose surnames 
were Li '*' and Z hu *. Afterwards a certa in Ma J iulon g ,�fLfj� gat hered 
forty-e ight monks to spread t he ir rel igious teac hin gs, w hic h also included 
ma gical tec hn iques (fashu l'!1fD for d ispatc hin g  sp ir it sold iers. Later, of 
t he or iginal forty-e ight S haol in Y -# monks, only t hirteen had surv ived 
to spread t he teac hin gs everyw here. Yan Yan sa id t hat it was Monk Hon g 
Er m=, w ho was also ca lled T ixi mll= (or Tux i i*W), w ho actually 
introduced t he Heaven and Eart h Soc iety to Guan gdon g in t he 17 60s. 
As Yan Yan expla ined to his inqu is itors, Li, Z hu, and Hon g were not 
only t he surnames of key founders of t he soc iety, for t he names also 
served as secret codes (anhao a§�) t hemselves .z 

Interpreting the Early Heaven and Earth Society 

One of t he most heated debates amon g histor ians of C hina concerns 
t he or igins and nature of t he Heaven and Eart h Soc iety, debates w hic h 
unfortunately s idetrack researc h from ot her important quest ions about 
t he role o f  secret soc iet ies in C hinese soc iety and culture more generally.3 
Follow in g  t he arc hival tra il left by Yan Yan and ot hers, today a number 
of sc holars, pal1icularly Zhuan g J ifa m: a �i and Q in Baoq i � flJilT, have 
concluded t hat T ix i  founded t he Tiandihui in 1 761 or 1 762 in Hu iz hou 
or Z han gz hou. W hile Q in Baoq i has expla ined t hat t he Tr iads arose as 
a result of t he soc ial and econom ic hards hips of t he labor in g  poor, Z huan g 
J ifa has su ggested t hat it or iginated in t he et hn ic and l inea ge feuds 
(xiedou � raj) common t hrou ghout sout heast C hina at t hat t ime. For bot h 
sc holars t he Heaven and Eart h Soc iety was fundamentally a mutual-a id 
and self-protect ion or gan izat ion.4 

Ot her sc holars, most notably He Z hiq in g iTv];¥�1N, w hile reco gn iz in g  
T ixi as a Tr iad leader, have ins isted t hat t he soc iety was founded muc h 
earl ier in t he Kan gx i  '* j�� re ign as a rebell ious pro-M in g  BFJ, ant i-Manc hu 
1i or gan izat ion.5 And alt hou gh most current researc h has debunked 
suc h t heor ies, st ill some sc holars ma inta in t hat t he Tiandihui started in 
t he M in g  dynasty or t hat its founders were followers of Z hen g C hen ggon g 
1$JJ.l(;rj] (Kox in ga) on Ta iwan. T hey also interpret t he secret soc iety in 
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narrow political terms as an anti-Qin g �]1f or ganization 6 Despite t heir 
differences in interpretation, one t hin g t hat most of t he above-mentioned 
writers have in common is t heir attempts at literal interpretations of 
Tiandihui myt hs and le gends. T hey eac h base t heir ar guments or attempt 
to trace t he names of places and peoples in Triad lore to actual historical 
locations and fi gures. 

Conventional wisdom has also informed us t hat t he secret societies 
in C hinese history were somew hat ri gidly divided into t wo distinct groups: 
one, t he secret reli gious sects in nort hern C hina, namely, t he so-called 
"W hite Lotus" (Bailianjiao El Ji �1c) tradition, and two, t he secret societies 
in t he sout h, namely, t he "Triad" tradition. In t his interpretation t he Tiandihui 
was viewed as bein g basically secular, even irreli gious, in nature 7 

Recent researc h by David Ownby and especially Barend ter Haar, 
however, has radically altered previous interpretations. W hile ter Haar 

offers no e xplicit e xplanation for t he ori gins of t he Triads, Ownby 
su ggests t hat secret societies, includin g t he Triads, had evolved out of 
two separate and distinct p henomena: t he community-based mutual -aid 
associations (hui if) and blood-oat h brot her hoods. Secret societies only 
emer ged sometime in t he 1740s to 1 760s w hen t hese two types of popular 
or ganizations mer ged for t he first time in history. T his mer ger, Ownby 
tells us, was marked by t he appearance of specific names for t he various 
societies, t he Tiandihuibeing one suc h name. Bot h Ownby and ter Haar 
have also rejected t he literal interpretation of Triad le gends as t he basis for 
historical facts and instead treat t hem on t heir own terms as my tholo gy. 

In doin g so t hey have opened t he door to look seriously at Triad rituals 
and le gends as bein g important to members in creatin g a community 
and identity of t heir own. Si gnificantly, too, t heir findin gs su ggest ways 
to view t he Heaven and Eart h Society in terms of popular reli gion, an 
approac h rejected or i gnored by most earlier sc holars 8 

In t his paper I follow t he leads of Ownby and ter Haar to investi gate 
furt her t he connections between C hinese secret societies and popular 
reli gion, and in particular ter Haar 's interpretation of w hat he calls t he 
"demonolo gical messianic paradi gm.,,9 In brief, ter Haar has traced t he 
roots of early Triad rituals and lore back to traditional Daoist e xorcist 
tec hniques and to folk demonolo gy, clearly s howin g links bet ween several 
non-Budd hist -inspired messianic movements and early Triad development. 
W hile buildin g on t he studies of previous sc holars, t his article attempts 
to go beyond t hem to e xplore secret societies (in t he broadest sense ) in 
relation to bot h popular reli gion and or ganized crime. I link t he early 
Triads and secret societies in general to a line of development t hat emer ged 
out of popular demonolo gical messianic movements and "gan gsterism," 
p henomena t hat were frequently bound by blood-covenants (shaxue 
jiemeng ltrtn. ila M). 
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land Wu ZhaCXjing, Zhongguo banghui 
shi [A history of Chinese secret societies] 
Cfaipei: Wenjing Chubanshe, 1996), passim. 

6 See, for example, Ma Shichang, "Ming 
dai tiandihui ziliao de xin faxian" [Newly
discovered materials on the Tiandihui 
in the Ming period] Wenwu 8 (996): 
59-61, and Chen Baoliang, Zhongguo 
de she yu hui [On Chinese she and hui 
associations] (Taipei: Nantian Shuju, 
1998), passim. 

7 Most of the above-mentioned scholars 
follow this line of thought, as do earlier 
writers such as Xiao Yishan, Jindai 
mimi shehui shiliao [Historical materials 
on modern secret societies] (Taipei: 
Wenhai Chubanshe, [1935]1972), passim; 
Luo Ergang, Tiandihui wenxianlu [Mat
erials on the Tiandihui] (Hong Kong: 
Shiyong Shuju, 1942), passim; and Jean 
Chesneaux, ed., Popular movements and 
secret societies in China, 1840-1950 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
1972), passim. 

8 David Ownby, Brotherhoods and secret 
societies in early and mid-Qing China 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
1996), passim, and "Tiandihui as pop
ular religion," Journal of Asian Studies 
54.4 (1995): 1023-46; and Barend ter 
Haar, Ritual and mythology Cif the Chinese 
Triads: creating an identity (Leiden: 
Brill, 1998), passim. Among the earlier 
generation of scholars, Dai Xuanzhi 
pointed out links between the Triads and 
popular religion in his "Tiandihui yu dao
jiao" [The Tiandihui and Daoisml, Nan
yang daxue xuebao 6.1 (972): 156-60. 

9 ter Haar, Ritual and mythology, p.224, 
et passim. 
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10 See, for example, the essays in Fred
erick Krantz, ed., History from below: 
studies in popular protest and popular 
ideology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 
passim. 

ROBERT]. ANTONY 

W hat I do not intend to do in t his art icle is present any new 
hypot hes is for an e xact date and place of t he found ing of t he Heaven 

and Eart h Soc iety. Nor do I offer any new informat ion on w ho founded 
t he Tiandihui. T hese are not relevant quest ions for t his art icle and I have 
not hing new to add here to t he ongo ing sc holast ic debate. Instead, I am 
interested in eluc idat ing t he conte xt in w hic h  t he Tiandihui and ot her 

secret soc iet ies emerged and developed in sout h C hina in t he e ig hteent h 
century . Borrow ing from history, ant hropology, and folklore, my approac h 
is w hat sc holars have called " history from t he bottom up. "l0 My purpose 
is to invest igate as best as we can t he early secret soc iet ies based on a 

study of t he perspect ives and mot ives of t he people w ho formed and 
jo ined t hem. Of course, t hese events and movements can be interpreted 
in d ifferent ways depend ing on t he perspect ive taken. T hus, we can 
look at t hem from t he o ffic ial perspect ive, w hic h invar iably emp has ized 
t he sed it ious nature of t he movements ; or we can take t he popular 
perspect ives of t he part ic ipants or leaders, w hic h emp has ized folk bel iefs 
about t he supernatural and /or surv ival strateg ies somet imes involv ing 
band itry and racketeer ing. It is dangerous to rely solely on t he perspect ives 
and interpretat ions of o ffic ials, because by do ing so we run t he r isk of 
attr ibut ing percept ions and mot ives to t he part ic ipants t hat t hey d id not 
have. Nevert heless, none of t hese perspect ives is mutually e xclus ive. 

Geographical and Temporal Distribution of Illegal 

Associations in South China, 1641-1 788 

My find ings are summar ized in t he Table in t he Append ix. T hat 
table outl ines data on over forty " illegal assoc iat ions" in Ta iwan, Fuj ian, 
and Guangdong between 1 641 and 1 788. (T his table, w hic h is der ived 
from a broad range of pr imary and secondary mater ials, does not cla im to 
be complete but only suggest ive of major trends.) I selected t hese part icular 
areas because of t he ir d irect relevance to t he early development of t he 
Tiandihui and ot her secret soc iet ies. I beg in w it h  t he M ing-Q ing trans it ion 
in t he 1 640s and end w it h  t he year 1 788, w hic h  marked t he appearance 
of t he Tiandihui in Ta iwan dur ing t he L in S huangwen Rebell ion ment ioned 
earl ier. Roug hly half of t he cases in t he table were demon ic mess ian ic 
movements or at least demonstrated certa in mess ian ic influences. Just 
over half of t he cases involved assoc iat ions t hat used blood oat hs or 
covenants. W hile in almost half of t he cases groups took spec ific names, 
a sl ig htly larger number of groups had no appellat ions. T he major ity of 
t he assoc iat ions were involved in suc h act iv it ies as band itry, sw indl ing, 
and /or sed it ion. (In t he table I have used quotat ion marks around t he 
words "sw indling" and "sed it ion" to ind icate t hat t hese were labels imposed 
by Q ing o ffic ials.) T his art icle focuses ma inly on t he cases labeled 
"mess ian ic" in t he table. 
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The geo grap hical distribution of ille gal asso Clat lOns in sout h 
C hina durin g t he years 1641 -17 88 is illustrated in t he map. As t he map 
indicates, t hese associations were spread t hrou ghout muc h of Guan gdon g, 
Fujian, and Taiwan. I have not, however, uncovered evidence of ille gal 
associations for t his period in sout hwestern Guan gdon g (e. g. ,  t he Lei zhou 
31'1'1 Peninsula or Hainan 1fli l¥J Island) or in eastern Taiwan (alt hou gh 
t here was suc h activity in t hose areas by t he early nineteent h century). 
W hile several ille gal associations were located in t he perip heral areas of 
Guan gdon g and Fujian, t he majority of t hem were located in core areas , 
particularly t he densely-populated and hi ghly-commerciali zed prefectures 
of C hao zhou and Z han gzhou, wit h somew hat fewer in Quan zhou 5R 1+1 
and t he Canton JJi 1'1'1 delta. T hese findin gs are si gnificant because t hey 
modify t he conventional interpretations of G. William Skinner and 
ot hers, w hic h claim t hat most social disorders appeared not in core but 
in perip heral re gions of t he Qin g empire Y 
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1 1  G. William Skinner, "Cities and the 
Hierarchy of Local Systems," in The City 
in late imperial China, ed. G. William 
Skinner (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Uni
versity Press, 1977), pp.308, 338-9; see 
also Eric Hobsbawm, Bandits, rev. ed., 
(New York: Pantheon, 1981), p.16. 
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Map of Southeast China Showing the Geographical Distribution of Illegal Associations, 1641-1788 
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]2 See Kristofer Schipper, "Vernacular 
and classical ritual in Taoism," Journal 
of Asian Studies 45.1 (1985): 21-57; Hany 
Lamley, "Hsieh-tou: the pathology of 
violence in southeastern China," Ch'ing
shih wen-t'i 3.7 (977): 1-39; also see 
the discussions on south China's socio
economic conditions in Ownby, Brother
hoods and secret societies, passim; and 
Robert Antony, Like froth floating on the 
sea: the world of pirates and seafarers 
in late imperial south China (Berkeley, 
Calif.: University of California, Institute 
of East Asian Studies, 2003), passim. 

13 Rolf Stein, "Religious Taoism and 
popular religion from the second to 
seventh centuries," in Facets of Taoism: 
essays in Chinese religion, ed. Holmes 
Welch and Anna Seidel (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press 1979), 
pp.62-6. 

14 See, for example, the discussions on 
anxiety and violence in the eighteenth 
centUlY in Antony, Like froth floating on 
the sea, passim; on the Yongzheng sup
pression campaigns, see Jonathan Spence, 
Treason by the book (New York: Pen
guin, 2001), passim; and for the Qianlong 
period, Philip Kuhn, Soulstealers: the Chi
nese sorcery scare of 1768 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990), 
passim. 

15 Shiliao xunkan [Collections of histori
cal materials], /ian series (Taipei: Zhong
yang Yanjiuyuan, 1963), p.20b; and J. J. 
M. de Groot, Sectarianism and religious 
persecution in China (Leiden: Brill, 
1901), pp.268, 284. 

ROBERT J. ANTONY 

Alt hou gh Taiwan was a frontier re gion durin g t his period, nonet he
less, it is important to point out t hat all of t he associations on t he island 
were located in t he most populated and commercialized areas, namely 
Z han ghua �ft, Z huluo �m., and Fen gs han �LlJ. Not in Cidentally, t hese 
were areas settled by lar ge numbers of people w ho came from 
Z han gz hou and C haoz hou w ho brou ght wit h t hem t heir local customs 
and folk beliefs. W hen viewed as a w hole, t he area wit h t he lar gest number 
of messianic incidents, namely C haoz hou, Zhan gz hou, and sout hwestern 
Taiwan, was one of s hared culture, includin g not only lan gua ge and 
reli gion but also endemic feuds and local violence. 1 2 

Table 1 below gives a temporal view of t he ille gal associations in 
sout h C hina between 1 641 and 17 88. Most activities occurred in t he years 
between 1 731 and 17 88. Not only did many of t hese associations take 
specific names -e. g. ,  t he Fat her and Mot her Society (Fumuhui Y:. fIJ:in 
or Small Da gger Society eXiaodaohui /J\ JJfr)-but t here was also an 
increase in bot h demonolo gical messianic and blood-oat h activities be gin 
nin g in t he 17 30s. W hy was t here t his apparent sudden upsur ge ?  As Rolf 
Stein pointed out for an earlier a ge, demonic cults (guidao %!.:i!) tended 
to appear in C hina durin g times of decadence and crisis. 13 T he ei ghteent h 
century was suc h a time of increasin g decadence and e xtrava gance ; it was 
also an a ge of great an xiety, fierce competition, an d violent confrontations. 
Per haps even more important, be ginnin g in t he late 17 20s bot h t he Yon g
z hen g �iE and Qianlon g lj!t[li emperors took a personal interest in t he 
investi gation and suppression of heterodo x sects and t herefore called upon 
officials to crackdown on t heir activities, undoubtedly causin g a marked 
increase in t heir numbers. 14 Also, alt hou gh t here were earlier pro hibitions, 
after 1 729 t he imperial court promul gated several new laws a gainst w hat 
it saw as an increase in heretical sects , especially in t he sout hern provinces. 
In 17 47, for instance, t he Qianlon g emperor issued an imperial edict t hat 
condemned t he evil customs amon g t he people in Fujian w ho placed 
t heir trust in s hamans and ma gicians w ho claimed t hat t hey could control 
t he forces of nature by summonin g spirits and demons ]5 

Table 1 
Temporal Distribution Cit Illegal Associations in Southeast China, 1641-1788 

Demonic Sectarian Named Covenants/ 

Years Messianic Messianic Associations Blood Oaths 

1641-1670 0 1 1 2 

1671-1700 1 0 0 1 

1701-1730 0 1 6 5 

1731-1760 12 2 10 7 

1761-1788 5 2 3 9 

Totals 18 6 20 24 
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Interpreting Demons and Saviors 

Demonolo gical messianism was an important type of folk millen
arianism but was distinct from t he better known messianic movements 
associated wit h t he so-called W hite Lotus (Budd hist) tradition. In t he latter 
tradition, believers responded to t he t hreat of apocalypse by c han ges in 
t heir lifestyle and moral be havior, for example, by keepin g a ve getarian 
fast, meditation, sutra readin g, and so fort h. Only t hose w ho adopted t he 
proper lifestyle would be saved ; everyone else was doomed. In t he 
demonolo gical messianic tradition, accordin g to Barend ter Haar, t here 
was no need for a c han ge in one's lifestyle or even moral be havior . To 
fi ght off t he impendin g apocalyptic disaster one simply used Daoist (or 
popular) exorcist tec hniques, w hic h called on t he aid of various saviors or 
messia hs, divine armies, and protective amulets. In a word, anyone 
could buy protection from t he apocalypse. Furt hermore, unlike most 
Budd hist-inspired millenarian movements, t he demonic messianic move 
ments frequently invoked blood covenants similar to ones used in Daoist 
exorcistic rituals. 16 T he beliefs in demons and apocalyptic disasters, of 
course, were deeply in grained in C hinese folk culture. 

A lt hou gh t he information in t he table in t he Appendix is incomplete, 
nevert heless we can make some general statements based on w hat we 
do know about t hose messianic movements. Indeed, t here are certain 
key elements t hat are common to nearly every case labeled messianic 
in t he table. W hat is more, besides t he messianic attributes, most of t hese 
same movements also ex hibited various nefarious activities or forms of 
gan gsterism-swindlin g, extortion, gamblin g, t heft, banditry, murder, and 

so fort h (discussed in t he followin g section). 
Demons and the Apocalypse. Messianic movements be gan wit h 

rumors or prop hecies of impendin g esc hatolo gical disasters-demons 
invadin g t his world, pla gues and epidemics, wars, barbarian invasions, 
bandits, floods, fires, locusts, and so fort h. Demons were t hemselves t he 
harbin gers and t he cause of apocalyptic calamities. J. J. M de Groot 
explained t hat in C hinese folk beliefs demons acted not only alone in 
causin g havoc, but also t hey frequently banded to get her "in gan gs and 
hordes, armed, equipped and led by c hieftains quite like terrestrial troops 

and armies. "  Indeed, he continued, "spectral warriors" (guibing ��) and 
t heir exploits were key features of C hina's demonolo gy. 17 

Spirits and demons, w ho resembled humans and were ruled over by 
spectral kin gs (guiwang �3:.), resided in a nebulous realm, often said 
to be located in remote barbarian areas beyond t he pale of C hinese 
civilization. T he ancient Classic of Mountains and Seas (S han hai jin g LlJ 
¥f##JD, for instance, described a " ghost kin gdom" (guiguo �!ill) t hat was 
in habited by one-eyed bein gs wit h human features and situated amon g 
t he distant nort hern countries . T here also were headless monsters, like 
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16 ter Haar, Ritual and mythology, pp.224-
62; on the Daoist demonological trad
ition, see Kristofer Schipper, "Demonologie 
chinoise," in Genies, anges et demons 
(Paris: Le Seuil, 1971), 8: 405-27; and 
on Daoist views of the apocalypse, see 
Christine Mollier, Une apocalypse taoiste 
du Ve siecle: Ie livre des incantations 
divines des grottes abyssales (Paris: 
Institut des Hautes Etudes Chinoises, 
1990), passim. 

17 J. J. M. de Groot, The religiOUS system 
of China: its ancient forms, evolution, 
history and present aspect, manners 
customs and social institutions connected 
herewith (Leiden: Brill, 1892-1910), vo!.S, 
p.476. 
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18 Stein, "Religious Taoism and popular 
religion," p.63. 

19 See de Groot, The religious system, vol.5, 
pp.802-5. 

20 It is noteworthy that some Chinese 
still refer to Westerners as "ocean devils" 
(yanggui � �). 

21 Gongzhongdang Kangxi chao zouzhe 
[Palace memorials of the Kangxi reignl 
(Taipei: National Palace Museum, 1976), 
vo!'7, pp.614-17. 

Figure 1 
A headless monster from the Shanhai
jing (source: G. Willoughby-Meade, 
Chinese Ghouls and Goblins [London: 
Constable, 1928)) 
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t he one depicted in Fi gure 1. Here was a re gion of yin �1i;, of cold and 
darkness in habited by demons. A si xt h-century Daoist work likewise 
associated barbarians wit h t he forces of darkness (yin) as well as wit h 
heterodo xy or licentiousness. IS T he world of ghosts and demons was 
separated from t he world of humans by specter gates (guimen � r,). 
Durin g t he Tan g dynasty and earlier eras, accordin g to t he Old History 
ojthe Tang (Jiu Tan gs hu if ntftt), one suc h gate was located in t he sout h, 
at t he far e xtremity of t he C hinese empire. Some t hirty Ii m to t he sout h 
of Beiliu �tffiL t here was a "Specter Gate Pass" (guimenguan � r, IUJ) 
marked by two rocks t hat opened into t he malarial re gions of Vietnam. 19 

It was, t herefore, quite natural for C hinese to associate forei gn invaders 
and conquerors -suc h as t he Mon gols, Manc hus, and later Westerners 
wit h demons and t he associated disasters t hey brou ght wit h t hem as 
not hin g less t han apocalyptic. 20 

Divine Annies and Messianic Saviors. In eac h of t he messianic cases 
discussed here, c harismatic leaders appeared w ho eit her prop hesied 
about an impendin g apocalyptic disaster or w ho took advanta ge of suc h 
rumors already in circulation. T hey preac hed t hat t hey possessed met hods 
to combat apocalyptic demons and pla gues. In some cases t hey asserted 
t hat t hey t hemselves were saviors. In 1 719, in Fujian, for instance, Xue 
Youlian m:ff:@ said t hat he could invoke a Bod hisattva (Pusa '!'fill) to 
descend into his body (jiangshen ���) supposedly to save his followers 
from t he apocalypse. 21 In ot her cases leaders claimed t hat t hey could 

Figure 2 
Exorcistic sword dance (source: Shalun 
village, Taiwan, february 2002 [photo 

by the author)) 

summon divine armies and saviors 
to fight a gainst evil demons. Vio
lent demonic bein gs could only 
be warded off by violent mea
sures. In Daoist and folk beliefs 
evil-spreadin g demons had to be 
battled a gainst and violently des
troyed wit h spirit so ldiers (shen
bing tfll � or yinbing �1i; �) by 
usin g e xorcistic rituals. It was 
common for Daoist priests and 
s hamans, wieldin g swords and 
fla gs in ritual e xorcist dances, to 
e xpel demons by summonin g spirit 
soldiers. In t he nineteent h century, 
as a local gazetteer from Guan g
don g e xplained, in t he country 
side wi zards or male s hamans 
( nanwu �&), w ho, dressed in 
female clot hin g, would ascend 
altars to dispatc h divine armies 
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to dr ive away the ev il specters lurk in g  in the area.22 E xorc ist ic r ituals, l ike 
the one in F igure 2, are st ill performed in Ta iwan. 

The five d iv ine arm ies, called the F ive Encampments (wuying n'if) 
in southeastern Ch ina, were denoted by five colored fla gs represent in g  

the five d irect ions (north, south, east, west, and center). Each army was 
commanded by its own d iv ine general whose name and t itle were often 
wr itten on h is fla g. In 17 48, L i  Awan *�iiJm, a local Dao ist pr iest from 
Chaozhou, possessed five colored fla gs represent in g  sp ir it arm ies wh ich 
he sa id he could call upon to fight back the apocalypse.23 It is reasonable, 
too, that the "F ive Houses" (wufang nO}) in Tiandihui accounts, wh ich 
were represented by five colored fla gs ,  stood for the F ive Encampments 
of the d iv ine arm ies.24 Such fla gs could (and st ill  can) be found in r ice 
bushels (dou -4 ) on temple altars and placed around v illa ges for protect ion 
a ga inst demon ic forces 25 

Sav iors, who always came from some idyll ic outs ide place (often 
in the west), led and d ispatched d iv ine arm ies to fight demons. Once the 

demons were defeated a perfect a ge of Great Peace (taiping :t:if) would 
ensue under the rule of a sav ior. It was common, in fact, for mess ian ic 
leaders to issue proclamat ions declar in g  the advent 

Figure 3 
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22 Sihui xianzhi [Gazetteer of Sihui county, 
Guangdongl (1896), voLl, p.68. 

23 Kang Yong Qian shiqi chengxiang fan
kang douzheng ziliao [Sources on urban 
and country resistance during the 
Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong per
iodsl (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1979), 
vol.2, pp.653--4. 

24 Zhuang Jifa, Qingdai mimi huidang shi 
yanjiu, pp.19-20; and ter Haar, Ritual 
and mythology, p.287. 

25 See de Groot, The religious system, 
vol.6, pp.1277--8, 1291, 1316; Schipper, 
"Vernacular and classical ritual," p.28; 
and ter Haar, Ritual and mythology, 
p.284. 

26 Tiandihui, 1: 18, 6: 340. 
27 On various surnames used as saviors 
in China, see Mollier, Une apocalypse 
taofste, pp.10-12, 22-3; and ter Haar, 
Ritual and mythology, pp.313-14. 

of a new era of " great peace."  The messa ge was both 
mess ian ic and pol it ical for it assumed a chan ge of 
dynasty. Accordin g to Tiandihui lore, once the Manchus 
were destroyed, an era of Great Peace would be gin. 
In mytholo gical terms, dur in g  in it iat ions new Tr iad 
members would cross a r iver in a boat to reach the 

The great peace market of the Triads (source: Xiao Yishan, 
Jindai mimi shehui shiliao {Sources on modern secret 

societiesJ (1935: Taipei 1972J, vol.1, 22b) 

dest ined Great Peace Market :t:if:JJS (F igure 3). In 
fact, the term " great peace" frequently appeared in 
Tr iad myths and le gends. Not co inc identally, in the 
earl iest foundat ion account (dated 180 6), the Shaolin 
Monastery 0�#� was supposedly located in the 
Great Peace Fortress :t:if� in Great Peace prefecture 
:t: if 1+1 in Gansu 1:1'11 province in far weste rn China.26 

In the e ighteenth century, most of the sav iors 
were represented by ind iv iduals hav in g  the surnames 
Li or Zhu. Althou gh in early imper ial Ch ina the 
surname Li was more commonly used for apocalypt ic 
sav iors, in the Q in g  per iod the surname Zhu also 
became qu ite common. Because there was a popular 
bel ief that d isasters could be averted by the a id of 
imper ial descendants sav iors were often sa id to be 

royal figures, thus the names L i  of the Tan g JiIf 
dynast ic house and Zhu of the M in g  dynasty were 
popular. The use of the surnames of imper ial fam il ies 
also gave le git imacy to mess ian ic movements and 
bolstered cla ims to emperorsh ip 27 
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28 Shiliao xunkan, tian series, pp.324a-5b. 

29 Kang Yong Qian shiqi cheng:xiangjan-
kang douzheng ziliao, vol.2, pp.626-7. 

30 Qing Gaozong shiluxuanji [Collection 
of the veritable records of the Gaozong 
reign) (Taipei: Taiwan Yinhang, 1964), 
p.100. 

31 Zhupi zouzhe (677) QL 7.6.22; (947) 
QL 7.8.2; and (947) QL 7.8.25 [Unpub
lished palace memorials, First Historical 
Archives, Beijing). In the notes QL stands 
for the Qianlong reign and JQ for the 
Jiaqing reign; the numbers following 
QL and JQ stand for the reign year, lunar 
month, and day. 

Figure 4 
Triad savior, Zhu Hongzhu (source: 

Xiao Yishan, Jindai mimi shehui 
shiliao, vol.l, la) 
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As t he table in t he Appendix indicates, one of t he most frequently 
mentioned saviors was named Li Kai hua '* Im::re (or variations suc h as 
Li Jiukui ,*1L�, Li Tianbao *7(1{, and Li Tao hon g *tUI). Ot her 
common saviors included T hird Prince Z hu (Zhu Santaizi *':=:j;;:r) or 
suc h similar names usin g t he surname Z hu.  In Z huluo county, Taiwan, 
in 1734, for example, one messianic group invoked t he Fourt h Prince 
Z hu (Zhu Sitaizi *1I9j;;:r) as t heir messia h.28 In 1 742-43, in Fujian, 
anot her messianic group inscribed t he names Li Kai hua and Z hu Son of 
Heaven (Zhu Tianzi *7Cr) on a w hite silk fla g. 29 A decade later in one 
of several incidents in Fen gs han county, Taiwan, Z han g Fen gjie 5!aRIlf 
also wrote on fla gs t hat Li Kai hua would aid him and his followers in 
attackin g Xiamen JJ: r, . 30 Takin g advanta ge of a local drou ght, leaders of 
t he Small Da gger Society in sout hern Fujian in 1 742 spread rumors of 
impendin g disaster. T hey produced banners proclaimin g t hat Li Kai hua 
would lead five (divine) armies to drive away demons.31 T he Heaven and 
Eart h Society, from its very be ginnin gs, espoused various saviors of t he 
Li and Z hu surnames, as well as ot hers. T here was a Li Tao hon g and t he 
familiar Li Kai hua, as well as a Prince Z hu,  a Z hu Hon gde *#U!, a Z hu 
Jiutao *1LtJt, and a Z hu Hon gz hu *#1;t'r (Fi gure 4). Accordin g to Sasaki 
Masaya, t he name Li Kai hua appeared as early as t he Min g dynasty and 
was deeply embedded in popular t hou ght.32 T he name T hird Prince Z hu, 
ter Haar su ggests, was derived from t he popular exorcist deity Santaizi .:=: 
j;;: r or Nez ha Iljj� �f;, w ho had t he surname Li. 33 Suc h widespread appearances 
of t hese specific, well -known saviors over a lon g period of time and 
over a lar ge and diverse area of sout hern C hina was not usually t he result 
of simple coincidence but rat her of a s hared cultural and reli gious herita ge.34 

Besides t heir reputed royal herita ge, saviors also s hared a number 
of ot her distinct c haracteristics. For one, t hey were usually youn g. Because 
of t heir virility, accordin g to C hinese folk belief, youn g men were con
sidered to be especially animated wit h positive yang r� forces. For t hat 
reason male s hamans were preferably yout hs, and in late nineteent h
century Fujian youn g boys between t he a ges of eleven and fifteen were 
employed in reli gious processions to c hant exorcisin g spells. 35 As noted 
above, saviors also all had unusually remarkable personal names, often 
employin g flower or fruit symbolism (suc h as "peac h"), auspicious numbers 

32 Sasaki Masaya, Shinmatsu no himitsu 
kessha; zempen, tenchikai no seiritsu 
[Secret societies in the late Qing period; 
the founding of the Tiandihuil (Tokyo: 
Gannando Shoten, 1970), pp.187-8. 

33 ter Haar, Ritual and mythology, pp.255-6. 

34 What is more, as Barend ter Haar (Ritual 
and mythology, passim) and Suzuki 
ChOsei have shown, the names of such 
saviors were found not only in southern 
China but also in most other regions of 
China during the early and mid-Qing 

/periods. See Suzuki ChOsei, "Shincho 
chOki ni okeru minkan shOkyo kessha 
to sono sennen okoku undo e no keisha" 
[Popular religious societies in the mid
Qing and their tendencies towards rnilIen
arianism), in Sennen okokuteki minshu 
undo no kenkyil, ed. Suzuki Chusei 
[Studies on millenarian popular move
ments) (Tokyo: Tokyo Daigaku Shup
pankai, 1982), pp.151-350. 

35 de Groot, The religious system, vol.6, 
pp.985, 1195, 1269. 
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(such as "nine"), and the color "red" (hong n or a homonym #t). The color red, 
in particular, has very positive connotations and is efficacious in counteracting 
evil and averting calamities. It is the color of fire and light, and therefore 
possesses positive yang; it is also the color of blood, the vital force of life. 
For these reasons emperors and Daoist priests used red ink in writing documents 
and rebels wore red turbans around their heads; it is also why parents 
in south China tied red thread in the hair of their children.36 

The Li Mei case is instructive. Uncovered by officials in Enping ,�\ +
county in Guangdong in 1729, a charismatic preacher named Li Zantao 
$1t$Ei or Li Shixin $'tlt1i3, but who called himselfLi Mei $#fi ("Plum Plum"), 
showed up early in that year in the Canton delta, along the West River 
gyU,  and in neighboring Guangxi }l gy  province, predicting an impending 
apocalypse of demons and plagues. He had at his command, he asserted, 
an arsenal of saviors leading (divine) armies. They included the familiar 
names of Li Kaihua or Li Jiukui, Zhu Santaizi, and Luo Ping m +-, who was 
a savior associated with another savior known as the Luminous King 
(Mingwang BJ'EE among other titles)Y In one incident from Guangxi 
officials reported that someone named Li Mei declared that Li Kaihua was 
none other than his son, and elsewhere it was said that Li Kaihua was but 
a youth of eight sui � .  Li Mei also mentioned other less familiar saviors 
such as Duke Chu Thunder (Chuzhen gong � � 0) and Prince Jade Dragon 
( Yulong taizi I�*�). The names Luo Ping and Duke Chu Thunder 
were written on command flags (lingqi 4-�) similar to the ones used in 
exorcist rituals for commanding spirit armies. Li Mei said that Li Jiukui and 
Zhu Santaizi, who were assembling several hundreds of thousands of 
(divine) soldiers, resided in the Little Western Heaven (xiaoxitian IJ\ gy '7C) 
located to the far south in Vietnam, that nebulous region of ghosts and 
spirits. Zhu Santaizi's army would come from Wizard Mountain (Wushan 
ZE LiJ),  a name that referred not only to an actual place in Sichuan 1m J I I  
province but also carried Significant magical connotations. At one time or 
another, Li Mei had told followers that there were divine armies (represented 
by colored silk or paper flags or placards) in Guangxi, Shanxi LiJ gy, Shaanxi 
� gy ,  and Fujian. People who claimed to be Li Mei (or who used similar 
names) continued to appear from time to time over a wide area as far 
away as Yunnan �l¥f, Guizhou J ON ,  and Hubei y,\Jj�t until at least 1743. 

Interestingly, although over those years several hundreds of people were 
arrested, the authorities never apprehended anyone by the name of Li Mei.38 

Protective Charms and Magical Techniques. Throughout Chinese 
history, but especially in times of social and moral anxiety, itinerant healers 
and priests appeared in towns and countryside selling charms (fu 1-0 
and chanting spells (zhou Jf.) to cure diseases and ward off calamities. 
In 1709 such practices became so rampant and disturbing that the Qing 
government had to enact a new law prohibiting anyone from writing 
charms and agitating the populace.39 For most Chinese, however, demon
ological healing was traditionally the most important type of relief from 
illnesses and epidemics 40 Charms were, and still are, ubiquitous to Chinese 
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36 Ibid., vol.6, pp.962, 1264-6; G. Willough
by-Meade, Chinese ghouls and goblins 
(London: Constable and Co., 1928), p.33; 
and ter Haar, Ritual and mythology, p.257. 

37 On the Luminous King, see tel' Haar, 
Ritual and mythology, p.226. According 
to Suzuki ChOsei ("Shincho chOki ni 
okeru minkan shOky6 kessha," p.330, 
n.24), Luo Ping had been worshiped as 
a popular deity in south China since at 
least the Five Dynasties period. 

38 Kang Yang Qian shiqi chengxiang 
fankang douzheng ziliao, vol. 2, pp.613-
16; and Shiliao xunkan, tian series, 
pp.20iJ...-5a. 

39 de Groot, Sectarianism and religious 
persecution, p.266. 

40 Paul Katz, Demon hordes and burning 
boats: the cult of Marshal Wen in late 
imperial Chekiang. (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 1995), p.62. 
See also the important study by Michel 
Strickmann, Chinese magical medicine, 
ed. Bernard Faure (Stanford, Calif.: Stan
ford University Press, 2002), passim. 
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41 See, for example, Xu Zhenghong, 
Fuzhou mixin jengyun [On popular 
channs and incantations] (Tainan: Daxing 
Chubanshe, 1993), passim. 

42 Schipper, "Vernacular and classical 
ritual," p.46. 

43 Cited in Willoughby-Meade, Chinese 
ghouls and goblins, p.1l9. 

Figure 5 
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folk culture and could (and still can) be found in temples and almanacs.41 

Charms and spells were one of the chief means used by Daoist priests 
and other religious practitioners to expel and kill demons, and therefore 
were indispensable in exorcist rituals. Charms were essential to vernacular 
and classical Daoist rituals, considered being "the most fundamental of 
cosmic revelations. ,,42 

Charms were cosmic signs or heavenly revelations believed to have 
been handed down from mythical rulers and deities, who, like the ritual 
specialists, had used them to summon, control, and even punish spirits 
and demons. Charms were potent because they were contracts between 
the religious adept and the deities who conferred them. They were written 
orders sent to the nether world of spirits, and, as in the case of the imperial 
bureaucracy, they bore the impress of official seals. Such seals were 
necessary for the efficacy of the charm, for, as one magician explained, 
"a charm without a seal is like an army without a general. ,,43 Charms were 
usually stamped or written in some esoteric or archaic script such as 
zhuanwen � }(  on yellow (sometimes red or white) silk or paper (some-

All-pu1pose exorcising charm (source: Henry Dore, Researches into Chinese superstitions [Shanghai: T'usewei Printing 

Press, 1914-38]) 
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times on wooden or jade tablets) . Spells were recited over charms to 
give them potency. Protective amulets were normally worn on the person 
or hung somewhere in the home or burned and the ashes consumed (often 
mixed with liquor) or carried in small satchels.44 Figure 5 depicts an 
"all-purpose" exorcising charm for expelling from houses all demons 
that molest and injure people. "The name of the person for whose benefit 
the ceremony has been performed, as well as the date at which it has 
taken place, are written on the space left blank for that purpose. ,,45 

In the demonological messianic cases discussed in this article charms 
were the chief means of protection for individuals from demons and 
eschatological calamities.46 After warning people of impending catastrophe, 
preachers like Li Mei, Li A wan, and others, promised that no harm would 
come to anyone who bought their charms. According to several depositions, 
Li Mei and his associates produced charms and certificates (zha to on 
yellow silk stamped with a wooden seal in archaic characters with the 
names of generals and saviors. As with most charms, spaces were left 
blank for filling in names and dates. The seal was kept in a special 
pewter box. The certificate that Li Qisheng *;it; M had purchased cost 
three taels of silver. Li Mei had told him to display the certificate at the 
entrance to his village to protect himself and his family from (demon) 
soldiers. Li Mei told Liang Zibin W: T �  that he needed no weapons but 
only an amulet for protectionY Although official documents do not 
mention any predictions of impending apocalypse, the Iron Ruler Society 
( Tiechihui ijtR f{) case in Fujian from 1736 to 1756 was very similar to 
the Li Mei case cited above. Leaders of the Tiechihui used an "old text" 
or Heavenly Book (tianshu 7( if) containing charms and incantations 
written in the archaic script, which they copied to make seals and cer
tificates that they sold to villagers. These charms were printed on yellow 
silk and paper with the name Li Kaihua as well as several military titles.48 
When Zhu Ajiang * �iiJ � was arrested in 1770, officials found a seal and 
a booklet containing charms and spells 49 The classics, old books with 
archaic writing, and old seals were also in themselves considered to be 
effective protective charms 50 

During Triad initiat
ions new members were 
given "certificates" (yao
ping ,@ll�), often on yellow 
or red paper or silk, to be 
carried at all times as a 
form of identity. These cert
ificates also served members 
as protective charms. Figure 
6 depicts a Tiandihui cert
ificate or charm dated 
from the early nineteenth 
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44 Ibid., p.47; and Anna Seidel, "Imperial 
treasures and Taoist sacraments-Taoist 
roots in the apocrypha," in Tantric and 
Taoist studies in honour of R. A. Stein, 
ed. Michel Strickmann (Brussels: Institut 
Beige des Hautes Etudes Chinoises, 1983), 
pp.293, 315; and John McCreery, "The 
symbolism of popular Taoist magic" (PhD 
diss., Cornell University 1973), p.86. 

45 Henry Dore, Researches into Chinese 
supe"titions(Shanghai: T'usewei Printing 
Press, 1914-38), vo1.2, p.162. 

46 On the use of charms and spells in 
messianic movements, see Suzuki, 
"Shinch6 chuki ni okeru minkan shuky6 
kessha," pp.163-4. 

47 Shiliao xunkan, tian series, pp.20b-3a. 
48 Ibid., di series, pp.441a-51b. 

49 Kang Yong Qian shiqi chengxiang 
fankang douzheng ziliao, vo1.2, pp.686--8. 

50 Willoughby-Meade, Chinese ghouls and 
goblins, pp.28, 45. 

Figure 6 
Tiandihui certificatelcharm (source: 
Tiandihui, vol. 6, frontpiece) 
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51 Gustave Schlegel, Thian Ti Hwui, the 
Hung League or Heaven-Earth League 
(Batavia: Lang & Co., 1866), pp.222-4. 

52 Tiandihui, 3: 124-5. 

53 Ownby, Brotherhoods and secret so-
cieties, p.4. 

54 de Groot, The religious system, vol.6, 
pp.10l9, 1048; and ter Haar, Ritual and 
mythology, pp.230, 247. 

55 Yongzheng zhupi yuzhi [Palace mem
orials and edicts of the Y ongzheng reign] 
(Taipei: National Palace Museum, 1965), 
10: 5988-9. 

56 Seidel, "Imperial treasures and Taoist 
sacraments," p.301. 

57 Shiliao xunkan, tian series, pp.673a-7a. 
58 Kang Yong Qian shiqi chengxiang 
jankang douzheng ziliao, vol.2, pp.686--8. 
59 Willoughby-Meade, Chinese ghouls and 
goblins, pp.177-8. 

60 See de Groot, The religious system, vol.5, 
p.819, and vol.6, pp.960, 991, 995-7. 
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century. Triads also produced amulets for guarding physical health and 
for "cultivating and regulating the person. ,,5 1  During the Lin Shuangwen 
Rebellion there was the case of Woman lin 3t:�& who used charms and 
incantations to cure sickness among Lin's troops. She also reportedly 
performed exorcist rituals with a sword while beating a drum and chanting 
spells in order to protect the rebels from the weapons of Qing soldiers. 52 
Tiandihui members also used a variety of hand signals amaZingly similar 
to the ones used in exorcistic magic. Triad rituals, certificates, hand signals, 
and charms, as David Ownby has explained, "added a layer of supernatural 
protection to the more secular protection sought by joining a brotherhood 
association. ,,53 

Sometimes door plaques and flags were used as amulets to expel 
demons and plagues 54 In 1733 and 1734, Wang Atong :E �iiJ ¥: in Haiyang 
1@ �  county, Guangdong, for instance, claimed to have paper charms that 
could protect people and cloth flags that could ward off ghosts. On some 
of the charms were printed the words "Heaven Round National Treasures" 
( Tianyuan taibao 7C lI � jf) 55 The "national treasures" (taibao) in ancient 
China were considered to be charms of power and long life that had 
been miraculously bestowed by Heaven.56 In the mountainous border 
area between Fujian and ]iangxi 1I gy in 1767 and 1768, Monk ]ueyuan 
1f II and his band, after foretelling the imminent arrival of brigands, pro
duced flags that they sold to villagers for protection against those bandits. 57 

Saviors were often armed with iron or peach wood swords, as were 
Daoist priests and shamans. These weapons were usually said to have 
been bestowed on them by Heaven, a past emperor, or a famous warrior. 
In 1770, in Chaozhou prefecture, for example, the geomancer Zhu 
Ajiang declared that he had received a magic iron sword from Heaven.58 
Iron symbolized strength, determination, and justice, as well as positive 
yang forces. The magnetic properties of iron also infused the weapon 
with magical properties quite useful in quelling demons 59 The wood of 
peach trees, of course, had important supernatural qualities useful in 
exorcist rituals. Because it symbolized vitality, demons feared the peach 
tree. For the same reason, people in Xiamen wore miniature swords of 
peach wood as amulets or hung them over the doors of their houses to 
ward off demons and epidemics 60 

Besides charms and spells, many of the leaders of the various 
messianic movements also professed that they or someone close to 
them had special magical techniques (fashu 1*#j). Li Mei claimed that he 
possessed magical powers which he could use to summon and command 
the five divine armies, as well as to excavate hidden treasures of silver 
buried in the ground in a place called Great Peace (Taiping :*-0/-) in 
Yangjiang �1I county in Guangdong. He was assisted by an illusive 
monk named Zhikai 'i§' 00 ,  who was his military advisor and who could 
also use magical arts to stupefy people and exorcise demons. For his part, 
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Li Tianbao claimed to be able to perform magic with a jade charm that 
the gods had given to him. When he was arrested, officials uncovered a 
jade tablet, five charms, and miscellaneous pieces of "seditious" writings.6l 
Jade, which symbolized Heaven and the emperor and had magical 
qualities, had traditionally been used in China for good luck, immortality, 
wisdom, and power, as well as for protection against evil spirits and 
illnesses. In Fujian in 1752, a Daoist priest named Feng Heng <'!!§J1f said 
he could use magical arts to tell the past and predict the future, as well as 
conjure up the five spirit armies 62 People who bought charms from 
Wang Atong said he was a wizard Cwushi ill. aiji) who was good at sorcery 
CXieshu �1*D.63 

Tiandihui initiation rituals normally included a rice bushel containing 
the usual exorcistic objects--colored flags, sword, scissors, mirror, ruler, 
and scales. These items were explicitly mentioned in a Triad initiation in 
1802 in Xinhui ff:JT\t county, Guangdong.64 The Triad altar in Figure 7 

clearly shows these objects, as well as charms (fu :f.4) and command 
flags (lingqi) common in exorcist rituals. In the context of Chinese folk 
religion, each object had specific functions of expelling demons and 
providing protection against illnesses and other evils. The rice in the 

Figure 7 
Triad altar showing common exorcist objects (source: Li Zifeng, Haidi [Bottom of 
the sea), 1940) 
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bushel, which represented positive rejuvenating powers, was commonly 
used in divination and exorcism; it also sometimes represented spirit 
soldiers. Triad lore spoke of a peach wood sword engraved with dragons, 
and in at least one early society manual the sword was used ritually to 
"behead demons . ,,65 Scissors, like swords, cut and destroyed demons; 
and rulers and scales, as instruments of measurement, controlled things. 
Mirrors, which ever since ancient times were used to produce "fire from 
the sun," were instilled with magical powers that could deflect evil spirits. 
Even today one can still find mirrors attached to the walls or roofs of 
houses as "all-efficacious household channs" providing protection against 
malevolent forces 66 

Interpreting Sedition and Gangsterism 

Imperial Pretensions. The demonological messianic incidents were 
not politically innocent. In some cases a dynastic change was implied and 
in other cases it was explicit in their slogans and banners. The seditious 
propaganda, too, can be viewed in eschatological rather than simply in 
purely political terms. In many instances, as Barend ter Haar has explained, 
"Their driving motivation [to rebel] was the threat of apocalyptic disasters, 
rather than some fundamental dissatisfaction with Qing rule. ,,67 Tiandihui 
rhetoric, which was explicitly anti-Manchu, can be viewed, on the one 
hand, as being politically and ethnically motivated, and on the other hand, 
as being a conflict with demons. In demonological messianic terms the 
Manchus, as "barbarian" conquerors, were seen as devastating demons 
(likely to bring military disasters). This is implicit in several cases where 
villagers fled their homes in panic with the approach of imperial troops 
who had been sent to quell "rebels. ,,68 Manchus were to be fought not 
only with conventional armies but also with armies of divine soldiers. 
Significantly, officials noted that in a number of cases cited here, "rebel" 
groups had neither actual armaments nor real armies. Li Mei, as noted 
above, told followers that they did not need weapons. Seldom, in fact, 
did these cases ever escalate into actual rebellion against the Qing dynasty. 
In some instances it is difficult to pinpoint any rebellious intentions 
even though officials labeled these groups as "seditious ."  

Although not all of the messianic incidents purported Ming restoration, 
several in fact did. The popularity of saviors having the surname Zhu 
after the collapse of the Ming dynasty was a clear reference to the fallen 
dynasty. In Fujian in 1742--43, Huang Tianrui jt7'2Jffii and Monk Shanjue 
�1l: produced a white silk banner with the names Orchid Dragon, Zhu 
Son of Heaven and Li Kaihua (lanlong Zhu tianzi Ii Kaihua Wi!1�*7'2 
1'-* 00 it) written on it 69 Li Amin told his followers that someone with 
the surname Zhu, who was a Ming heir, was planning to lead a revolt 
in 1770 in southern Fujian 70 The Third Prince Zhu (Zhu Santaizi) or 
Fourth Prince Zhu obviously referred to saviors who were the supposed 
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scions of the Ming royal family 71 In 1734 in Zhuluo, for example, on 
Wuchifu's �Mli flags were the words "Great Ming Revival Fourth 
Prince Zhu" (da Mingfuxing Zhu Sitaizi :;fc BflmJl* llY j:r).72 Earlier 
in Taiwan in 1721, the Zhu Yigui * - .  uprising, which also demonstrated 
certain demonological messianic attributes, called for the "restoration of 
the Ming.,,73 

Messianic leaders also bolstered their political claims by surrounding 
themselves with imperial symbols. Saviors with the word "Dragon" in 
their names, the use of yellow silk and paper with writing in red, and 
precious objects bestowed by Heaven all had clear imperial references 
and helped to create a sense of legitimacy. Displaying his imperial pre
tensions, Li Mei reportedly wore a yellow robe and rode in a sedan
chair?4 Du Qi t±�, a leader of the Iron Ruler Society, had a bronze seal 
and an "old book" with imperial enfeofments and dragon motifs, which 
he copied to produce documents on yellow silk.75 Messianic preachers, 
as we have seen, claimed to possess various dynastic treasures, including 
jade tablets, bronze seals, Heavenly books, stashes of silver, and Heavenly 
swords. Royal treasures were important for guaranteeing the ruling 
family's possession of the Mandate of Heaven. The appearance of jade 
charms, such as the one allegedly produced by Li Tianbao, had traditionally 
been regarded as portents heralding the rise of a new dynasty?6 Leaders 
also produced seals claiming the Mandate of Heaven and new reign 
titles. Li Mei had banners with the words "Receive [the Mandate of] Heaven 
and Carry out the Way" (tianyu daoxing :7(WJ]Hr) and certificates 
stamped with the future gUihua fifflit reign year.77 The Small Dagger 
Society in Fujian and Guangdong in 1742 had banners that proclaimed 
"On Behalf of Heaven Carry out the Way" Ctitian xingdao � :7( 1T;@) .78 
In Taiwan in 1753 another group included the words "Follow Heaven" 
(shuntian JIIJ(:7() on its flags?9 The Triads, of course, had similar slogans. 
Leaders also distributed ranks and titles, always an imperial privilege, to 
their closest followers. 

Blood Oaths and Covenants. A large number of the illegal as
sociations, both messianic and non-messianic, listed in the table in the 
Appendix, bonded members with blood oaths and covenants. Such oaths 
normally consisted of three components: the swearing of an oath or 
covenant (either written or oral) before a deity, the drinking of a con
coction of blood (either of some sacrificial animal or from the participants 
themselves) mixed with liquor, and a malediction listing specific punish
ments imposed on transgressors of the oath. Originally derived from ideas 
of human sacrifice, blood oaths were as old as Chinese history; they were 
used at one time or another by rulers, statesmen, religious practitioners, 
and commoners, as well as by bandits, pirates, and rebels so During the 
Warring States fit\t � period, according to Mark Lewis, blood oatl1s provided 
a means for elite political and social cohesion following the disintegration 
of the Shang jffi and early Zhou Jj!ij aristocratic order. At that time, 
bloody rituals involving the killing of a sacrificial animal (usually a 
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sheep) and the drinking of its blood sealed military and diplomatic 
alliances. Participants performed a solemn ritual calling on the gods and 
ancestors as witnesses. "Blood was . . .  sprinkled on the altar to summon 
the spirits, and the text of the covenant was read. This text included a 
list of the participants, the terms of the oath, and sometimes a curse 
upon those who violated the covenant. "  The covenant was presided 
over by a covenant master ( mengzhu 2/.3:.) 81 Although blood oaths 
became less important in China's ruling class after the Han r1i: dynasty, 
the practice continued in the lower orders, especially to "sanctify under
takings of great danger. ,,82 From the Tang dynasty onwards there was an 
upsurge in the use of blood oaths, particularly among the SOcially margin
alized elements of Chinese society who engaged in violent, criminal, 
messianic, and rebellious activities.83 

Also, ever since at least the eleventh century in south China, Daoist 
priests and shamans used blood oaths in exorcist rituals. Indeed, the blood 
oath between adept and deity was an essential element in exorcism, 
without which it would have been futile. In an exorcism the religious 
specialist (sometimes several of them) performed a ritual dance while 
holding a sword and flags in his hands (see Figure 2 above). Through 
ritual he summoned the divine generals. The flags of five colors represented 
the five divine generals of the five directions whose armies helped to 
exorcise evil demons. With the sword he fought the demons. Normally, 
too, the ritual included a blood covenant between the specialist and the 
divine generals. The priest drank blood mixed with liquor and offered 
the same concoction to the divine generals. It was usually the blood of 
a cock that was sacrificed and used in the covenant. Not coincidentally, 
cock's blood was traditionally used to cure illnesses caused by demons. 
The cock and its blood were believed to have "solar propensities, and 
moreover confer on man the vitality bestowed by the universal source 
of life, of which it is the symbol." According to one source, the blood from 
a cock's comb "will cure sorcery, drive away evil, and arrest epidemics. "  
Sometimes the blood of  the ritual specialist himself was used, human 
blood being considered even more potent.84 

Tiandihui initiation rituals always included blood oaths, but they 
were not the only illegal association to have them. The first messianic 
secret society clearly to have a blood oath was the Iron Ruler Society in 
southern Fujian. Although antecedents to the society dated back to 1736 

with the God of War Society (Guanshenghui r*� �fr), the first mention 
of a blood oath ritual was not until 1752. Late one night in the fourth 
lunar month of that year twelve members had retired to the tiny cloister 
(an If) of Monk Daosan :@:-= to drink and feast and to initiate several 
neophytes with prayers, sacrifices, and the swearing of an oath with the 
blood of a cock. The covenant also included a death curse on anyone 
breaking the oath. At an earlier initiation, which took place on the day of 
the God of War festival, leaders produced a covenant text and recorded 
in it the names of over fifty sworn brothers. As we have noted earlier, 
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they also produced charms or certificates with the name Li Kaihua and 
the titles of military officials on them.85 One is immediately struck by 
the similarity here with the earlier Warring States and later exorcist 
blood oath rituals. The Triads and other secret societies also had similar 
blood oaths and covenants. 

Messianic Leaders. Several features immediately stand out when 
we examine the social backgrounds of leaders of the messianic groups 
discussed in this article. Significantly, the largest number of leaders were 
itinerant religiOUS practitioners who drifted around from place to place 
making a living by selling their services and expertise on various religious 
and medical matters. They were a highly mobile group, who, like itinerant 
merchants, peddlers, and laborers, traveled from market to market often 
over long distances. Since ancient times China has known of such men, 
distinct from Confucian scholars, who were called "masters" (fangshi 1J 
±).  They lived close to the common people, spreading their ideas and 
supporting themselves as diviners, alchemists, astrologers, and healers. 
After the Han dynasty, because of their association with various apocryphal 
texts and rebellions, they were forced underground 86 

Such folk diviners, sorcerers, magicians, spirit mediums, and healers, 
who were often literate or semi-literate, nonetheless endured into the 
Ming, Qing, and contemporary eras 87 The mid-nineteenth-century illus
tration in Figure 8 of the "snake charmer" and his assistant is an example 
of such a folk healer. Li Mei, too, was described as a roving medicine 
seller and geomancer, who traveled back and forth between Guangdong 
and Guangxi using several aliases. At one time earlier in his life he had 
been a common soldier in Dongan 

Figure 8 
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:Ji1i[1( county, and he was also 
described as a shaman or magician. 
One of his compatriots, Li Tianbao, 
was likewise a traveling magician 
or spirit medium.88 Wang Atong 
was a sorcerer who moved about 
the Chaozhou area between Hai
yang, Puning ilff ,*, and Jieyang 1&1 
� counties.89 Li Boju *1B� had 
received his book of amulets from 
a man named Cao Risheng 'if B !ff. , 
who traveled about practicing geo
mancy and sorcery.90 Wang Liangchen 
1: � Iii: was an itinerant fortuneteller 
in Guangdong in the 1750s. In a 
number of cases mendicant Buddhist 

Snake charmer and folk healer (source: William Gillespie, The Land of Sinim, or 
China and Chinese missions [Edinburgh: Myles Macphail, 1854)) 

monks and Daoist priests were 
deeply involved in these cases of 
demonic messianism. The supposed 
founder of the Heaven and Earth 
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Society, Tixi, was a monk who reportedly traveled about between Fujian, 
Guangdong, and Sichuan. In 1767 and 1768, Monk Jueyuan led a 
messianic group, which included a covenant, in the border area between 
Fujian and Jiangxi U11!i.91 Li Mei said that a certain fictitious Monk Zhikai 
assisted him; Monk Shanjue helped Huang Tianrui, an itinerant tobacco 
peddler; and the Daoist priest Feng Heng aided Cai Rongzu ��tEl. in 
organizing a messianic group in Fujian in 1752.  Li Awan was born into 
a family of practicing Daoist masters who possessed a secret book of 
sorcery.92 Because they practiced magic and could summon and control 
spirits and demons, villagers held such religious practitioners in awe. They 
were an ubiquitous and indispensable part of village life and customs. 

While many leaders were outsiders, others lived on the margins of 
village life, and still others were men with some status and property in 
their local communities. Frequently leaders were local bullies and ruffians. 
Several depositions described Lin Shuangwen as a local bully, petty 
thief, and an abusive husband.93 Du Qi, a leader of the Iron Ruler Society, 
was described as a "good-for-nothing fighter" (wulai quangun � � �  
m), and his cousin, D u  Guoxiang t± � t$,  was a dismissed soldier and 
boxing master. Both men traveled around local markets teaching martial 
arts and recruiting followers. A Buddhist monk named Daosan assisted 
them. Another leader, Luo Jiaqiu m ;805/(, who came from a lower gentry 
family, was also a local rogue who practiced boxing and associated with 
riffraff.94 He Xi fiiJ � ,  who helped to organize Lu Mao's IJIDl': brother
hood in 1767, was also a boxing master 95 So was Li Amin?6 There always 
had been a close association between boxing masters and religious 
adepts in China. As Kristofer Schipper reminds us, the so-called "barefoot 
masters" (fashi #i: Biji) in Taiwan normally studied martial arts as part of 
their religious training.97 The Small Dagger Society case on the Fujian 
and Guangdong border in 1742 involved local bullies Chen Zuo �ft 
and He Zhi, as well as two members of the local gentry and a merchant.98 

Cai Rongzu, who helped to form a sworn brotherhood in Fujian in 1752, 

was a xiucai �:t degree holder.99 In a Taiwan case in 1734, officials 
arrested an old cripple known only as the "toothless fellow," who was 
undoubtedly a wandering beggar who spread rumors of impending 
apocalypse. lOO In the Chinese popular imagination beggars have typically 
been viewed as dangerous outsiders often associated with sorcery. lOl 

One is also struck by a number of cases in which women took 
leading, or at least important, roles in instigating or organizing messianic 
groups. In Fujian in 1747-8, one of the leaders of the Venerable Elders 
Vegetarian Society (Laoguanzhaihui *'§�'fr), a sutra-reading lay 
"Buddhist" sect with Maitreya as its savior, was a woman spirit medium 
called Pu Shao i!f j,� , who predicted the future and claimed that Maitreya 
had called for a revolt against the government. Sect members honored 
her by parading her in a sedan chair, in the same way that deities and 
spirit mediums were transported in processions (Figure 9). On their flags 
were the words "On Behalf of Heaven Carry out the Revolt" (daitian 
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xingshi 1-t:7C1T",). 102 In other incidents, officials named Li Awan's mother 
as his co-conspirator, and Wang Atong was aided by his paternal aunt. 
In yet another case in Jieyang county, Guangdong, between 1770 and 
1773, certain members of Lin Ayu's **�iiJ:m brotherhood were followers 
of a woman named Wang .:E ft ,  who used amulets and incantations to 
cure illnesses. Lin's charm was inscribed with the words "beseech fortune, 
avoid calamity." Mrs. Wang's remedies were so efficacious that the local 
people called her "Divine Matron" (xianpo {ill �), a title commonly given 
to prominent sorceresses in Guangdong.103 

Charlatans and Gangsters. In the official documents derogatory 
terms such as "rascal" (jianmin 1If � )  were invariably used to describe 
leaders and their followers. To officials messianic preachers were all 
charlatans and swindlers who duped ignorant villagers out of their money. 
Were such depictions simply an expression of bias on the part of officials? 
In some cases, yes, but in other cases, no. When we examine the activities 
of these groups (which, of course, were also recorded by officials) we 
get a better inSight into their nature. As the table in the Appendix clearly 
shows these illegal associations were commonly involved in various nefarious 
activities. I have used the term "gangsterism" as a shorthand to describe 
activities that included theft, banditry, feuds, gambling, extortion, and murder. 

Once again the Li Mei case is instructive. In late 1 729, officials in 
Nanhai Wi #Ii county near Canton arrested Ou Zaitai � tE e ,  a man 
claiming to be the brother-in-law of Li Mei and a co-conspirator. In his 
confession, extracted under torture, he told officials that it was he and 
Li Mei who had cooked up the whole scheme to make and sell celtificates 
(charms) to swindle people. In Enping county, Li Mei sold about thirty 
protective charms and flags within a couple of weeks, collecting anywhere 
from 1 ,000 to 3,000 cash (wen ;O apiece. According to Ou, on that one trip 
alone Li Mei earned over 20,000 cash, plus three or four taels of silver. 
Li Mei shared the money with Ou and another two accomplices. At a 
time when hired workers and sailors earned only 200 to 400 cash per month 
this was quite a handsome sum. Ou also told officials that they had 
contrived everything to cheat the villagers out of their money. There were 
no soldiers assembled in Guangxi or elsewhere, and as for the names Li 
Jiukui, Zhu Santaizi, Chuzhengong and Monk Zhikai, they too were all 
unfounded fabrications. 104 To what extent Li Mei was a charlatan is anyone's 
guess. We must remember that it was not (and still is not) unusual for 
religious specialists to collect payments for their services, even such 
large sums. Another important point to remember is that for the people 
who bought his charms and flags, they did believe in his warnings of an 
impending apocalypse. To most Chinese, demons and plagues were real. 

Many individuals explained in their depositions that because of 
poverty and hardships in making an honest living they had been forced 
to form or join gangs to engage in theft, robbery, extortion, and SWindling. IDS 

We have already noted that there was a ready market for spreading rumors 
of impending disasters and peddling protective charms. But some messianic 
groups went beyond simple swindling to plan to become bandits and 
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Figure 9 
Spirit medium dressed as a deity 
carried in procession (source: 

Dianshizhai huabao {Dianshizhai 

pictorial}, Shanghai, 1885) 
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pirates, in some cases using such rallying cries as "rob the rich to aid the 
poor" Cjiefujipin t;btr1Jlf�). Although they espoused such high-sounding 
slogans few individuals or groups put their words into action 106 In the 
early nineteenth century, the pirate Wang Zheng I iI  reportedly recruited 
followers by claiming invincibility against the Qing navy by summoning 
"spirit soldiers" (yin bing) to assist him in battle. 1 07 Feng Yajin {'�51 jj£  
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formed a sworn brotherhood in Guishan county in Guangdong in 1768, 

comprised of petty thieves, night watchmen, and local constables, specifi
cally to engage in extorting villagers and operating a gambling racket. lOS 

Wearing red headbands and sashes, members of the Small Dagger Society 
(on the FUjian-Guangdong border) organized to plunder the Zhao'an tiB 
'!i:. county seat in 1742. Earlier that year members hired an assassin to 
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108 Xingke tiben (241) QL 33. 1 1 .26 [Unpub
lished routine memorials in the Punish
ment Section, First Historical Archives, 
Beijing]. 
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109 ZhuPi zouzhe (677) QL 7.8.6, (677) 
QL 7.8.10, and (947) QL 7.8.2. 

1 10 Sasaki Masaya, Shinmatsu no himitsu 
kessha, p.145. 

1 1 1  Shiliao xunkan, di series, pp.443b-9b. 
1 1 2  Paul Katz, "Demons or deities? the 

Wangye of Taiwan," Asian Folklore 
Studies 46 (1987): 203-4, and also see 
the extended discussion in Paul Katz 
[Kang Bao], Taiwan de Wangye xinyang 
[Beliefs in Wangye in Taiwan] (Taipei: 
Shangding Wenhua, 1997) , passim. 

1 1 3 Qingdai mimi jieshe dang an jiyin, 
vol. 2, pp.444-6; and Zhanghua xianzhi 
[Gazetteer of Zhanghua county] (Nantou: 
Taiwan Sheng Wenxian Jiyuanhui Yin
hang [1840] 1999, p.158). 

1 1 4 de Groot, The religious system, vol .6, 
pp.99 1, 995 
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murder the Zhangpu �ml county magistrate, who had uncovered their 
brotherhood. At the time of the arrest of Chen Zuo and other leaders, 
officials discovered two bags of foreign silver, without doubt money they 
had collected from extortion and selling amulets. 109 Zhang Polian'gou 5� 
-liJ5(M�11:i] (Scar-face Dog Zhang), who had joined the Tiandihui in 1 781 
in Zhao'an county, had opened a gambling parlor in his home because 
he was out of work. His abode quickly became a regular meeting place 
for gamblers, drifters, yamen underlings, and soldiers, as well as petty 
thieves, robbers, and other secret society members. 1 10 

When some messianic groups formed blood-oath brotherhoods 
ostensibly for self-protection there was little to prevent them from becoming 
predatory. Perhaps because they made little money "swindling" villagers 
by selling their charms, Du Qi proposed that he and his followers become 
bandits (jielian feilei �Jf..,*P l3E n). Everyone agreed and they swore an 
oath before a deity promising to help and defend one another and to rob 
people and split the loot among themselves. Du Qi's Iron Ruler Society 
was composed chiefly of local rogues, yamen runners, and soldiers, all 
marginal elements of village communities. 1 1 l The Small Dagger Society in 
Taiwan in the 1770s and early 17 805 , was composed of local thugs (referred 
to in the sources as guntu if Mit and luohanjiao *iilJl1lll) who engaged 
openly in local feuds and gangsterism. In Zhanghua local people referred 
to them as the "Wangye Small Dagger Society" (I il% IJ\ 7J it). The Wangye 
or "Royal Lords" referred to a whole group of demons and deities in 
Taiwan, who either brought or relieved epidemics. They were therefore 
both respected and feared. Because of their demonic characteristics and 
appearance, the term wangye was also used colloquially to refer to 
bandits and ruffians. As Paul Katz has pointed out: "Calling a bandit chief 
wangye proves especially significant, as it implies that in most people's 
minds holders of that title were not necessarily benevolent. ,,1 12  The evidence 
suggests, too, that this Zhanghua group may have been involved in 
demonology and exorcist rituals. Not only was Wangye a popular deity used 
in exorcism, but this particular group hung out outside the southwestern 
gate of the city where a Wangye temple was located, and members swore 
blood oaths and carried a "double edge sword" (jian �Ij), like the ones used 
in exorcist rituals, instead of the more common single edge sword or dagger 
(dao 7J).1 13 According to de Groot, the double-edge sword, usually made 
of iron or peach wood, had been used since the first century to exorcise demons 
and was considered to be the most potent demon-destroying weapon.1 14 

Conclusion 

The Heaven and Earth Society was but one of many illegal associ
ations that existed in south China in the early modern period. In this 
article, following the leads of David Ownby and Barend ter Haar, I have 
examined the connections between secret societies and folk religion, 
and in particular the connections with Chinese demonology and mess
ianism. Embedded in China's rich popular culture, secret society rituals 
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embraced traditional Daoist exorcist techniques and folk demonology. 
What is more, I have also demonstrated that these secret societies had 
closer ties with organized crime than they had with rebellious activities. 
In fact, I argue that the secret societies developed out of a popular 
tradition that combined demonological messianic movements and 
gangsterism, phenomena that frequently employed blood-covenants 
to bond members in a sort of brotherhood of crime. 

Most of the people who formed and joined these clandestine organ
izations lived on the fringes of respectable society. They were chiefly 
individuals who fell outside normal community social and religiOUS groups-
lineages, guilds, temple cults, and the like. These were the sorts of people
poor, mobile, unattached, and discriminated against-who often turned 
to gangsterism and predation to survive. Triad members, as we noted at 
the start of this article, swore solemn blood oaths before the gods to help 
out one another in debt and in fights. Yan Yan explained that people 
joined the Heaven and Earth Society for many reasons, including earning 
money by transmitting the secret codes, argot, and hand signals to new 
members (what officials routinely labeled as "swindling"). The fortune-teller 
named Chen Il*, who was active in spreading the Triads in Guangdong 
at the turn of the nineteenth century, always tried to attract new followers 
by telling them that as members they could benefit not only by receiving 
help in times of trouble but also by taking advantage of their numbers 
to rob villages and to share in the loot. Like other Triad members Chen 
and his men carried "certificates" that doubled as identification tags and 
talismans. Their initiation rituals also included the same sorts of myths 
and legends about messianic saviors and magical techniques 1 1 5 People 
undoubtedly joined these illegal associations for support and for pro
tection against both men and demons. 

Let us end with one final anecdote concerning a messianic leader 
named Yang Daohua ;jW:i!¥ from Linhong Cii?SL in Guangdong, who 
claimed to possess a magical sword that could slay everyone within a 
radius of twenty miles. After gathering a group of villagers from his 
home community he led an armed uprising, whose forces attacked the 
granary, markets, and government posts in the area. Yang and his band 
killed seven people and absconded with a sizable amount of official 
funds before being apprehended by the authorities. 1 l6 Although similar 
to the other cases mentioned above, what is striking about this incident 
is the fact that it did not occur in the eighteenth centUlY but rather in the 
summer of 1957. Despite the repeated attacks on popular "superstitions" 
by the Communist government since 1949, numerous similar cases have 
been reported throughout China in recent years. As one Chinese newspaper 
editorial in 1982 explained: 

In the past few years, there have been indications of a revival of 
reactionary superstitious sects and secret societies in some places. 
In some areas, scoundrels and counterrevolutionaries have appeared, 
claiming to be "emperors" or the 'Jade Emperor" descended to earthy7 
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1 1 5  On Chen and the early Triads in 
Guangdong, see Antony, "Pirates, bandits, 
brotherhoods," pp.280-92, and on the 
predatory activities of secret societies, 
see ibid., pp.353-65. 

1 16 Elizabeth Perry, Challenging the m£lndate 
of heaven: social protest and state power 
in China (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 
2002), p.282. 

1 1 7  Ibid., p.298. 
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APPENDIX: ILLEGAL ASSOCIATIONS IN SOUTH CHINA, 1641-1788 

DATE PLACE REGION LEADERS NAME ATI'RIBUTES SAVIORS ACI1VITIES 

! 1641-47 Enping Guangdong Tan Yuzhen Jialanhui blood oath banditry, revolt 

1645-58 Kaiping Guangdong He Tai blood oath bondservant 
Xinhui Wu Yajiu revolt 
Xiangshan 
Gaoyao 
Shunde 

1676 Longchuan Guangdong Zheng Jin blood oath banditry, revolt 

1677 Tongan Fujian Cai Yin messianic Zhu Santaizi "sedition" 

1702-D3 Zhuluo Taiwan Liu Que blood oath gangsterism, revolt 

1719 Fujian Xue Yanwen messianic(?) Pusa gangsterism, 
Xue Youlian "sedition" 

"swindling" 

1720 Huian Fujian Chen Ling Nandouhui gangsterism 
Beidouhui 

1721 Fengshan Taiwan Zhu Yigui blood oath revolt 
� 

1726-28 Zhuluo Taiwan Tang Wan Fumuhui blood oath "sedition" 
Zhu Bao 

1728 Fujian Tiebianhui blood oath gangsterism 
(Fumuhuz) 

1729 Taiwan Zilonghui Mutual-aid 

1729-43 Enping Guangdong Li Mei messianic Li Kaihua "swindling" 
Kaiping (Li Zantao, Li Jiukui "sedition" 
Yangjiang Li Shixin) Zhu Santaizi 
Dong'an Chuzhengong 
Yangchun Yulong Taizi 
Xiangshan 
Xinxing 

1730 Xiamen Fujian Li Cai Yiqianhui sworn oath revenge, banditry 

1731 Raoping Guangdong Yu Ni Fumuhui blood oath gangsterism, 
Haiyang mourning, "sedition" 

1732 Fengshan Taiwan Wu Fusheng blood oath revolt 

1 733--34 Haiyang Guangdong Wang Atong messianic banditry 
Jieyang Chen Wurui "swindling" 

1734 Zhuluo Taiwan Chen Zong messianic Zhu Sitaizi "swindling" 
Wuchi Fu "sedition" 

1736-56 Shaowu Fujian Du Qi Gmlnshenghui blood oath Li Kaihua gangsterism 
Ninghua Du Guoxiang Tiechihui messianic "swindling" 
Jianyang Luo Jiaqiu (Shisantai "sedition" 
Qingliu Monk Daoshan Tiechihuz) 
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DATE PLACE REGION LEADERS NAME A1TRIBUTES SAVIORS ACTIVITIES 

1 73-59 Lianzhou Guangdong Li Boju messianic "swindling,  " 
"sedition" 

1742 Zhanghua Taiwan Zhuang Lie messianic(?) extortion 
Guo Xing "sedition" 

1 742 Zhangpu Fujian Cai Huai Xiaodaohui blood oath Li Kaihua banditry 
Zhaoan Zilonghui messianic homicide 
Pinghe "sedition" 
Raoping Guangdong Chen Zuo 

1 742-43 Gutian Fujian Huang Tianrui messianic Li Kaihua gangsterism 
Minqing Monk Shanjue Zhu Tianzhu "sedition" 

1747-48 Jian'an Fujian Yu Qingfang Laoguanzhai sectarian Maitreya vegetarianism, sutra-
Ouning Pu Shao (Luojiao) messianic reading, "sedition," 
Gutian gangsterism 

1 747 Fuan Fujian He Laomei Bianqianhui blood oath 

1 748 Changtai Fujian Fumuhui 

1748 Zhangpu Fujian Beidihui 

1 748 Chenghai Guangdong Li Awan messianic Li Tianzhen banditry, food riot, 
Haiyang "sedition" 

1749 Ruyuan Guangdong Luojiao sectarian "sedition" 

1 752 Nanjing Fujian Cai Rongzu sworn oath "sedition" 
Pinghe Feng Heng messianic 

1 752-53 Guishan Guangdong Mo Xinfeng blood oath Li Kaihua banditry 
Zengcheng Wang Liangchen messianic Zhu "swindling" 
Bouluo Hongzhuo "sedition" 
Longmen 
Dongguan 

1 753 Zhuluo Taiwan Shi Tiansi messianic(?) Li surname banditry 
Zhanghua "sedition" 

1753 Fengshan Taiwan Zhang Fengljie messianic Li Kaihua "sedition" 

1 760 Zhanghua Taiwan Shen Fang "sedition" 

1 761--67 Huizhou Guangdong Monk Hong Er Tiandihui (?) blood oath Li surname feuds, banditry, 
Raoping messianic Zhu surname "sedition" 
Dapu 
Zhangpu Fujian 
Zhaoan 
Pinghe 

1 767-8 Zhangpu Fujian Lu Mao blood oath(?) banditry, "sedition" 
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DATE PlACE REGION LEADERS NAME ATI'RIBUTES SAVIORS ACITVITIES 

1767-68 Ouning Fujian Monk Jueyuan sworn oath Wanyuan "swindling" 
Pucheng messianic Santaizi 
Shicheng Jiangxi 

1768 Guishan Guangdong Feng Yajin sworn oath gangsterism, theft, 
gambling, extortion 

1768 Fengshan Taiwan Huang Jiao sworn oath feud, gangsterism, 
Zhuluo Zhu Yide revolt 

1769 Gutian Fujian Xiao Ri'an messianic(?) "swindling" 
Pingnan "sedition" 

1769-70 Zhangpu Fujian Li Amin messianic(?) Zhu surname gangsterism 
Zhaoan sworn oath "sedition" 

1770 Fengshun Guangdong Zhu Ajiang blood oath banditry 
Jieyang messianic "sedition" 
Haiyang 

1770--73 Jieyang Guangdong Chen Agao blood oath vegetarianism, 
Lin Ayu sectarian sutra-reading, 
Mrs. Ma gangsterism, 

"sedition" 

1771 Longxi Fujian Wang Tiansong "sedition" 
Anxi 

1772--83 Zhanghua Taiwan Lin Da Xiaodaohui blood oath gangsterism 

I Zhuluo Lin Shui (Wangye messianic(?) feuds 
Fengshan Xiaodaohut) "sedition" 

1782--83 Fengshan Taiwan Chen Hu sworn oath gangsterism, feuds, 
messianic(?) extortion, "sedition" 

1783 Wengyuan Guangdong Tang Dingxue sectarian healing 
Qujiang "swindling" 
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As in the past, shamans and charlatans continue to appear from time 
to time in China's vast countryside, gathering bands of followers by offering 
protection from dangers in both the seen and unseen worlds of men and 
spirits. Charismatic leaders offered protection as well as opportunities 
for predation. In gathering his band, Yang Daohua relied on traditional, 
time-honored methods of recruitment. Indeed, he could never have 
gathered a following if what he had been preaching had not been deeply 
embedded in Chinese popular culture. Clearly folk beliefs in demons 
and apocalyptic calamities are still alive and perhaps flourishing in con
temporary rural China. 
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