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Cultural Space of Early Taoist Texts and

Methods of Its Interpretation

Preliminary study on the materials of the Tai-shang jiu zhen ming ke + * 4 % p# #*
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Taoism is a Chinese indigenious native religion. Taoism takes an
exceptional place in the history of Chinese civilization. Researchers on religion
tend to think that Taoism reflected ethno-psychological features of the Chinese in
the greatest degree, because its world-view, values and norms determined the way
of life and spiritual traditions of townspeople and villagers of China. In the course
of its development, a lot of elements were borrowed from foreign cultures into
Taiosm, but at its core it still remains the original religion of Chinese society.
Moreover, Taoism seriously influenced the evolution of Chinese Buddhism, it also
had a certain impact on some aspects of Confucian philosophy, especially its
cosmology (the concept of Taiji +~ &) and the metaphysics of Neo Confucianism.
All of this explains such a great interest to Taoism from the researchers from all
around the present-day world.

Until recently, it was commonly believed that the first viable and large-scale
Taoist social organization was established by Zhang Ling (later known as Zhang
Dao-ling 5&ig B or Celestial Master Zhang 3& = £*) in the middle of the second

century AD (around 142 AD, Eastern Han period). However, new archaeological
discoveries testify to the existence of an organized religious movement in China
long before the 2" century AD, which showed apparent similarities with the
doctrine of the Celestial Masters Taoism (this is the so-called “Religion of
Tombs™). This hypothesis forces the Chinese and foreign scholars to actively
search for the origins of Taoism, the common development paradigm for Taoism
and previous religious movements, as well as to look for the basic elements of
Chinese mentality, distinguishing both original diachronic invariants and
synchronous variants in it. Strictly speaking, it was Taiwanese researchers who
achieved outstanding results in solving this academic issue and developed a new
model of the hermeneutic procedure to explain the phenomena of the religious life
of the Chinese people.
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Tai-shang jiu zhen ming ke =~ *+ 4 E f #L, aka The Bright Code of the
Perfected [Kings] from the Nine [Heavens], is one of the earliest known Taoist
codices, comprising the regulations and laws underlying Taoism as a system. This
Code attracted my academic interest primarily because it contains a rich thesaurus
of special vocabulary. A comprehensive study of this terminology can help us to
better understand history of early Taoism, as well as the world-view of Chinese
civilization and its notion of the Netherworld, concept of guilt and punishment
(banishment), and idea of Heavenly order. In my opinion, such research, in order to
be effective, should be based on a new information technologies (digital fulltext
datebase of Taoist Canon) and a new methodology, which most closely takes into
account the particularities of the religious phenomena of Chinese civilization
(concept “usual versus unusual”, original diachronic invariants 7 4p theory instead
of prototype /& | concept, structural analysis in the paradigm of the “banished

immortal mythology”, idea of the mobility of statuses of people and gods, and so
on).
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