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Multiplicity in Unity:
Original and Transformed Forms
of Daoist Divinities—The Queen Mother of the West,
the Mysterious woman, Local Protective Spirits,
and the Five Camps Generals

Lee Fong-mao

Abstract

Yuan Ke’s classification of “immortal myths” (xianhua)—limited to pre-
Qin and Han sources—has shaped the traditional understanding of Chinese
mythology, yet inadvertently excluded Daoist mythologies, resulting in a
historiographical gap. With the recent growth in Daoist studies, this paper re-
evaluates the role of Daoist myths through two sets of case studies: (1) female
deities such as the Queen Mother of the West (Xiwangmu) and the Mysterious
Woman of the Nine Heavens (Jiutian Xuannii); and (2) local protective spirits
like the Five Camps Generals (Wuying bingjiang) and the Earth-Pacifying Gods
(Xietu), who remain active in contemporary folk rituals. Building on Prasenjit
Duara’s concept of “superscribing symbols,” this study introduces the
framework of benxiang (original form) and bianxiang (transformed appearance)
to analyze the multivalence of Daoist deities. The Daoist canon functions as a
“cultural treasure chest,” where myth, scripture, and ritual intersect. Both sets of
deities exhibit continuity and adaptability, fulfilling three analytical criteria:
textual (T), historical (H), and ethnographic (F). Their representations, shaped
over time, continue to respond to contemporary concerns such as gender,

ecology, and communal stability.

*  Emeritus Chair Professor, National Chengchi University; Academician, Academia Sinica.
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Three dimensions merit attention: (1) the narrative dimension—from
ancient myths to folk tales and canonical accounts—which uses belief as its
vehicle and embeds moral implications within Daoist teachings; (2) the social
dimension, reflecting historical change and the cultural significance of female
divinities under patriarchal systems, as well as the functional role of Daoist
priests who respond to communal needs for ritual protection in the Five Camps
and Xietu rites; and (3) the -cultural-psychological dimension, wherein
collective cultural energies are encoded: the two female immortals embody the
virtues of yin softness, while the minor deities express communal desires for
harmony with the land and a sense of inhabitable security. Though transformed
over time, these figures never lose their original intent and retain irreplaceable
value today. Contemporary reinterpretations—gender consciousness and
ecological concern—further reveal the intrinsic continuity from Daoist
philosophy to Daoist religion, where mythic archetypes embedded in ethnic
tradition remain ever-renewing. Thus, the Daoist canon, in its preservative and
adaptive functions, operates as a cultural treasure chest whose significance
transcends historical boundaries, and the value of Daoist mythology continues

to command scholarly attention.

Keywords: Queen Mother of the West (Xiwangmu), Mysterious Woman, local

protective spirits, Five Camps Generals (Wuying bingjiang), Daoism
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	特稿：本相與變相：道教神仙的多面性——以西王母、玄女、土地神煞及五營為例

