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From Seeing off Plagues to Patrolling on Behalf of
the Emperor: The Competitive and Cooperative
Relationship between Taoists and Confucian Officials
in Rituals

Fong-mao Lee*
Abstract

Ritual experts in a Chinese society like Taiwan have several kinds of rituals to see
off plagues. One is that the Taoist priests based on plague thought within Taoist
belief deified the plague with the properties “those who brought on or saw off
pestilence and plague.” Secondly, it is the position of the assistant of the emcee in
Confucianism, which can be traced back to the ancient Nuo ritual, to rationalize
the people’s expelling of epidemic ghosts in the Nuo ritual. Later this ritual was
stereotyped as “inspection by decree,” which first appeared in the Taoist “seeing
off the ship” ceremony of the Song and Yuan dynasties. This ritual initially imitated
the patrol system, metaphorizing the great deva king as a dispatch ambassador.
After inspecting the world on behalf of the Emperor / Deity, the King’s ship
was used to make the Emperor escort the God of Plague and epidemic ghosts to
the ship and see them off. After returning to Luoyang / God’s palace, the King
reported to the Emperor / Deity that the mission had been completed. This type of
imperial metaphor was later imitated by Fujian’s assistant of the emcee. In order
to circumvent the rules, officials were strictly prohibited from holding seeing off

plagues at the beginning. Thus, the rituals were modified into the belief and ritual

*  Fong-mao Lee, Emeritus Chair Professor, National Chengchi University.



126 IR 7 S SR B R R E SR

of “inspection by decree.” The assistant of the emcee would first greet Emperor
ashore; after worshipping, they solemnly send away the God of Plague and
epidemic ghosts with the King’s ship. There are the rituals of “seeing off the five
sovereigns’ ship” in Fuzhou and Putian, and “seeing off King’s ship” in Quanzhou
and Zhangzhou. Meanwhile, the ceremonies of the activities and the vessels used
have cultural symbols of Confucianism and Taoism. Since the activities of seeing
off plagues have flourished until today, we can see the impact of shipping from
abroad since the era of great navigntion. While convenient transportation has
facilitated the exchange of goods, it also brings infectious diseases. Recent serious
infectious diseases have caused a large number of deaths. For example, Asiatic
cholera has become a pandemic in the world many times. Therefore, seeing as
customs of the Emperor and seeing off the King’s ship have existed for a long
time, it means that people hope to express relief from the plague. The assistant
of the emcee and the Taoist ritual experts have different interpretations of the
festival within a competitive relationship, but the two do not hinder each other’s
cooperation, and they both want to resolve the collective survival crisis for the
local communities. This phenomenon demonstrates that the Taoist and the assistant
of the emcee have a classical basis of their own, and their knowledge supports the
stability and continuity of the ritual practice, thus establishing a complex image at

the scene of the ritual.

Keywords: patrol on behalf of the heavenly God, seeing off the King’s ship,
Asiatic cholera pandemic



