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"Classical Taoism"  – texts from 4th-1st centuries BCE:

1.  The Nei-yeh  – anonymous:  urges bio-spiritual practices, e.g. cultivating ch'i (life-​ener​gy)

2.  The Chuang-tzu  – by Chuang Chou and others:  deconstructs ordinary mental frameworks

3.  The Lao-tzu / Tao te ching  – anonymous:  commends selfless, non-assertive behaviors

 "lao-tzu":  not a name, but a generic reference to honored "elders," probably in Ch'u:

no names or gender idenfications: some of the "lao-tzu" may have been wom​en

 female imagery:  

 Chap. 6:
The valley spirit does not die.  

This is called the mysterious female.

[As for] the gateway of the mysterious female, 

This is called the root of Heav​en and Earth.

 

Like gossamer, it seems to be.

When used, it is not belabored.
 Chap. 28:
Know the male,

Maintain the female:

Be a ravine for all under Heaven.

Being a ravine for all under Heaven,

The enduring te (potency) does not depart.

One reverts to a childlike state.
 Five other chapters (1, 20, 25, 52, 59):  The realities to which we are to return by means of our reformed atti​tudes/behaviors and our bio-spiritu​al prac​tices are expressed in "mother" imagery.

Two or three women practitioners are mentioned in Chuang-tzu; the other texts do not seem to differen​tiate between male/female practitioners.  The practices seem fully accessible.

"Traditional Taoism"  – movements from 2nd-10th centuries; unified as Tao-chiao (5th-10th):

1.  T'ien-shih Taoism ("Heavenly Master Taoism), 2nd-6th centuries

 women ordained as priests; explicit equality with male priests

 some women played leadership roles:  Wei Hua-ts'un ("Lady Wei," fl. 300)

 extant texts outline roles and responsibilities of laywomen in different life-situations

2.  Shang-ch'ing Taoism, 4th-7th centuries

 based on revelations from celestial beings ("Perfected Ones"), many , like Wei

 goal: attainment of "Perfection" through visualizational meditation, e.g., toward Lady 


Yu-ying (Youying), or the Jade Woman of Greatest Mystery; the goal is some​




times imag​ined as marriage (model:  male practitioner, female divinity)

 several texts now translated (see Schafer, Kroll, Boken​kamp)

3.  Ling-pao Taoism, 4th-7th centuries:  universalistic liturgy; no known women practitioners.

In the ecumenical Taoism of the 7th-10th centuries, female priests continued self-cultivation practices (some achieving "immortality"; see Cahill, 1990) and other religious activities.  Some (e.g., Huang Ling-wei) achieved great fame and admiration (see Kirkland, 1991).  Also, several great goddesses (e.g., Hsi Wang Mu, "The Queen Mother of the West") were revered by men and women alike (see Cahill, 1993).

Tu Kuang-t'ing (a male "court Taoist," 10th century) composed the Yung-ch'eng chi-hsien lu, accounts of life/deeds of Taoist god​desses and exemplary women.

"New Taoism" – movements from 10th-13th centuries; Cheng-i and Ch'üan-chen survive today

1.  Ch'ing-wei Taoism:
founded ca. 900 by Tsu Shu, a young woman; its therapeutic liturgies show "how closely Taoist practitioners came to link their physiological and mental well-being to spiritual enlightenment" (Boltz 1987); absorbed into Cheng-i.

2.  Cheng-i Taoism:
a sect of liturgical Taoism that flourished under imperial patronage from 




11th to 18th centuries, and survives, mainly in Taiwan.  Cheng‑i priests

 



maintain the universalistic liturgies of Ling-pao Taoism, and also per​




form rituals of exorcism and personal pro​tection. Unlike the aristo​cratic 




tradi​tions of "Traditional Taoism, Cheng‑i has always ap​pealed to the 




mass​es, but has never allowed women full ordination or leader​ship.

3.  Ch'üan-chen Taoism:
founded by Wang Che (Wang Ch'ung-yang), a 12th-cen​tury 





scholar who taught that immortality can be at​tained in this life 





by cultivat​ing one's inter​nal spiri​tual realities (hsing) and har​





moniz​ing them with one's external life (ming).  His seven ​






famous disci​ples in​cluded a woman, Sun Pu-erh (see Boltz 1987, 




Wong 1991). The tradition soon adopted a monas​tic setting, 





and its teach​ings be​came a spiritu​alized re-inter​pretation of the 





older Taoist practic​es known as "inner alche​my."  Ch'üan‑chen 





Tao​ism paral​leled  – and inter​act​ed with – the meditative tradi​





tions of Ch'an Bud​dhism and Neo-Confu​cianism:  all three 





stress individ​ual moral and spiritual disci​pline.  Ch'üan‑chen 





en​dures today, both intel​lectually and institutionally, though it is

largely un​known to Westerners, and has attract​ed little attention from West​ern scholars.  From the earliest days of the tradition, women have been active, and regard​ed as equa​ls by male partici​pants.  Women today continue to play such roles at Ch'üan‑ch​en temples in China.
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Divine Secrets of the Daoist Sisterhood: Du Guangting's "Record of the Assembled

Transcendents of the Fortified Walled City."
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