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A Study of the Prophecies Attributed to Liu Bowen
in Circulation in Taiwan

(A Summary)

Chan Hok-lam and Wang Chien-chuan

Thisis ajoint study of the prophecies attributed to Liu Bowen in circulation in Taiwan
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Liu Bowen was the courtesy name of Liu Ji,
an eminent adviser to the Ming dynasty founder Zhu Yuanzhang (Ming Taizu, r. 1368—
1398). Since the late seventeenth century during the Ming-Qing transition, however, under
the name of Liu Bowen, Liu Ji has been systematically mythologized as alegendary figure,
becoming known as a clairvoyant prognosticator and an ingenious builder of imperial cities
in modern times. In addition to a profusion of prophecies attributed to him during periods of
social and political crises, he is best known as the author of a prophecy book known as
Shaobing ge (Baked Cake Ballad), prophesying the events of China during the last six
hundred years with incredible accuracy and proposing means of salvation. While his name
and his works have been well known in mainland China, the Shaobing ge and other
prophecies attributed to him were also in vogue in Taiwan under Japanese colonia rule and
have remained in circulation in the island since its return to Chinese suzerainty after the
Second World War.
This paper is divided into four parts, with contributions shared by both authors.
Thefirst part gives asummary of the state of research on Liu Ji’s Shaobing ge, tracing
the inception of its propheciesin the late Ming and early Qing to the work of fiction writers
and the propagandists of the anti-Manchu sectarian organizations and secret societies in the
eighteenth century. Additional prophecies attributed to Liu Ji proliferated thereafter onto the
1930s. The earliest edition of Shaobing ge which the authors have seen or in their possession
was printed in the late Guangxu period (1875-1908) but it was probably based on much
earlier cruder manuscripts. The book has been well received in Taiwan since that time.
The second part examines Taiwanese publications under Japanese colonial rule
attesting to the popularity of Liu Bowen's alleged prophecies. The first source was
discussions on the origin of the Shaobing ge and its purposes by Taiwanese scholars
published in the Sino-Japanese Taiwan daily newspaper Taiwan Riri Xinbao, dated
November 20 and December 3, 1898, the thirty-first year of Meiji. There one commentator
suggested that the author of Shaobing ge may have been an adviser to the leaders of the
Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in the mid nineteenth century, and pointed out that several
individual prophecies|ater collected in the Shaobing ge were already well known in Taiwan
at that time. Another Taiwanese publication gives information that Liu Bowen had been
adulated by the local people as a deity of salvation and the Shaobing ge had been cited by
ringleaders of the anti-Japanese Taiwanese uprising in Tainan in 1915 to presage victory.
The third part of the paper examines the worship and distribution of Liu Bowen’'s
alleged prophecies known as Liu Bowen chen or Liu Bowen xiansheng xianchu jiujiebel wen
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by a group of followers of the banned sectarian organization known as Yiguan Sect in the
city of Gaoxiong in southern Taiwan in the 1960s. It reproduces the recently declassified
police records of the Guomindang Government on these episodes with an analysis of the
contents of the prophecies and the motives of the worshippers. It shows that the worshippers
harbored no political agenda but aspired to blessings from Liu Bowen for a healthy and
happy life.

Thefina part of the paper gives atextual analysis of the Liu Bowen chen or Liu Bowen
jiujiebei wen propagated by sectarian organizations in Taiwan with similar non-violent
social goals. The bulk of the text is made up of aprophecy attributed to Liu Bowen allegedly
circulating in Shanxxi and another originating in Wuhan in the 1920s amid social and
political chaos in mainland China. Appended to the latter is atext prescribing various folk
medicine for healing different types of sickness. The work still enjoys popularity today,
attesting to the continued reverence of Liu Bowen as a deity of salvation in Taiwanese folk
beliefs.
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