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A Study of the Three Sovereigns in Medieval Daoism

Hsieh, Shu-wei
Institute of Religious Studies
National Chengchi University

hsiehben@nccu.edu.tw

ABSTRACT

This study is devoted to a historical analysis of the Three Sovereigns movement
and its sources. It attempts to elucidate the origins and nature of the “Writ of the Three
Sovereigns,” and identify its surviving fragments in the Daoist Canon. The “Writ of
the Three Sovereigns” plays various roles in Daoism. On the one hand, numerous
scriptures were attached to the original three scrolls of the “Writ of the Three
Sovereigns,” and after the fourth century it formed its own corpus, the Section of the
Divine Cave, which constitutes one section of the Daoist Canon. On the other hand,
other traditions, particularly those that flourished between the fourth and eleventh
centuries, borrowed various elements from the “Writ of the Three Sovereigns.” This
paper traces the development of the Three Sovereigns movement from the fourth to the
eleventh centuries through a detailed analysis of its textual history and lineage. By
shedding light on various sources of the Three Sovereigns, it provides a more complete
and nuanced picture of the multi-faceted and complex nature of Chinese Daoism.

Key words: Daoism, the Three Sovereigns, the Eight Envoys, Divine Cave
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