
A syncretistic and millenarian 
religious movement, the Yiguandao 
(Way of Pervading Unity) was one 
of the major redemptive societies 
of Republican China. It developed 
extremely rapidly in the 1930s and 
the 1940s, attracting millions of 
members. Severely repressed after 
the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China, it managed to 
endure and redeploy elsewhere, 
especially in Taiwan. 

Today, it has become one of the 
largest and most infl uential religious 
movements in Asia and at the same 
time one of the least known and 
understood. From its powerful 
base in Taiwan it has expanded 
worldwide, including in Mainland 
China, where it remains offi cially 
forbidden. 

Based on ethnographic work carried 
out over nearly a decade, Reclaiming 
the Wilderness offers an in-depth 
study of a Yiguandao community in 
Hong Kong that serves as a node of 
circulation between Taiwan, Macao, 
China, and elsewhere. Sébastien 
Billioud explores the factors 
contributing to the expansionary 
dynamics of the group: the way 
adepts live and confi rm their faith; 
the importance of charismatic 
leadership; the role of Confucianism, 
which makes it possible to defuse 
tensions with Chinese authorities and 
sometimes even to cooperate with 
them; and, fi nally, the well-structured

expansionary strategies of the 
Yiguandao and its quasi-diplomatic 
efforts to navigate the troubled 
waters of cross-straits politics.
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“Essential reading for studies of religion, the Chinese world, and globalization, 
Reclaiming the Wilderness is a comprehensive sociological study of one of the 
most important religious movements in the Chinese world. From its base in 
Taiwan, where it is among the largest and most infl uential organized religions, 
Yiguandao now has perhaps the most international footprint of any Chinese 
religion, and is rapidly expanding in mainland China. This elegantly written 
book builds on rich, localized ethnographic data to capture the big picture of 
a diversifi ed and multifarious transnational movement.” 

— DAVID A. PALMER, co-author of Dream Trippers: Global Daoism
and the Predicament of Modern Spirituality

“The movement at the center of this study, the Yiguandao, is at the same time 
one of the largest and most dynamic ‘new religious movements’ in ‘cultural 
China’ and one of the least known and understood outside of a small specialist 
circle. This monograph will go a long way toward fi lling this gap both for China 
scholars and for the wider academic community, in particular in the fi elds of 
religious studies and the sociology of religion.” 

— PHILIP CL ART, Professor of Chinese Culture and History, 
the University of Leipzig, Germany

Jacket image: Map of mainland China/Yiguandao symbol for the goddess 
Wusheng Laomu

2

RECLAIMING THE 
WILDERNESS         

RECLAIMING THE WILDERNESS

CONTEMPOR ARY  DYNAMICS 
OF  THE  Y IGUANDAO

SÉBAST IEN  B ILL IOUD

BILLIOUD

(Continued on back � ap)

(Continued from front � ap)

RECLAIMING THE 

WENZHOU

FUZHOU

XIAMEN

TATATATAIICHUNCHUNCHUNCHUNCHUNCHUNGGGGGG

HONG KONG

SHENZHEN

GUANGZHGUANGZHGU OU

NANCHANG
CHANGSHA

MAMAMAMACACACACACACACAOOO

TAIPEI

NINGBO

9780197529133_CVRmech.indd   All Pages 05-Jun-20   07:16:12


