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The Legal Principles and Exorcism for
Healing in Daoist Ghost Laws (Guilii)

Yi-yun Chen
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In the Yijianzhi ((RELE) , a Song Dynasty collection of supernatural tales,
numerous accounts describe individuals falling ill after encounters with mei
(i )—spirits or fairies—prompting their families to seek various forms of
medical intervention. The “physicians” consulted ranged from practitioners
versed in medical theory to religious specialists, including shamans,
monks, and Daoist priests. These healers employed a wide range of
therapeutic techniques, with the most distinctive among them being the
treatment by Daoist priests (or sorcerers), which emphasized engaging in
battles with ghosts and spirits. This form of treatment often involved
pursuits, interrogations, legal debates, and punishments—ritual processes
that closely resembled earthly judicial systems. In this framework, Daoist
priests served as “judges,” interrogating and sentencing malevolent spirits
to free the afflicted individuals from their spiritual affliction and restore
their health. From its earliest forms, Daoism has encompassed methods for
exorcising evil and summoning spirits, evolving into a comprehensive
system during the Song Dynasty that included exorcists, objects for
expulsion, and specific rituals for banishing evil.

Yet this raises a fundamental question: how—and why—could exorcism
be enacted through the logic of judicial proceedings? What worldview and
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beliefs underpinned the notion that a trial could resolve spiritual affliction?
Framing exorcism as juridical not only presupposes certain procedural
elements—such as petitions, interrogations, and verdicts—but also
involves determining “guilt” and issues of who is guilty and how they
should be punished.

This article begins with the extended narrative Jiusheng Qigui (J1LEEZTH2)
from the Yijianzhi to examine how Daoism addressed the problem of spirit-
induced illness. It traces the origins, legal foundations, procedural methods,
and shifts in the development of Daoist exorcism practices during the Song
Dynasty, revealing Daoism's concern for the well-being of both individuals
and the broader world.

Keywords: afflicted by spirits (mei), Ghost Laws (Guilii), evil spirits,
fairies (Jingmei), the rites of inspecting and summoning and exorcism,
Daoism



