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The Making of Imperial Mandates, Succession of Throne and Writing of History in the Qing Dynasty

[n the Qing dynasty, orders from the emperor were classified under
several different official names to meet their different functions, namely
imperial mandates, decrees, imperial orders and imperial edicts. For
every major political event or ceremony that took place, an imperial
mandate would be given to inform officials and the general public.
Such events included ascension to the throne, termination of regency,
demise of the crown, investiture of the empress, investiture of honorific
titles to members of the imperial family and granting amnesty. Imperial
mandates in the Qing dynasty were mostly written in both Manchurian
and Chinese on a huge piece of yellow paper in black ink, and were
usually drafted by the Grand Secretariats and later finalized by the
emperors. They were written in accordance to a set format, starting with
the phrase, “The Emperor, who governs with the Mandate of Heaven,
declares that...” and ending with one meaning, “Proclaimed to all under
the Heavens, let it be known” or “Proclaimed to all the states, let it be
known” (depending on the intended audience), with an imperial seal
affixed to the end. Duplicates (teng huang, literally meaning yellow
duplicates) were made on yellow papers by the Ministry of Rites, and

were distributed and announced throughout the empire.

Among all edicts announced by the emperors, the most significant

ones had to be the proclamations of the ascension to the throne and
the last testaments, which were the first edict announced by a new
emperor and the last edict announced in the name of deceased emperor
respectively, as these documents were strongly related to the succession
to the imperial throne and the blessing of Heaven’s Mandate. With these
two edicts, the imperial court expressed a smooth transition of imperial
power and a continuation of the political system and its legitimacy in
ruling. In other words, despite of the passing of the late emperor, his heir
would ensure the monarchy to endure and thrive. When Fulin ascended
to the throne in Shengjing (present-day Shenyang) in October 1643,
his first edict was his proclamation of ascension to the throne, written
however in Manchurian only. After Qing forces passed the Shanhai Pass
and secured control over areas near Beijing, the Qing court was actively
engaged 1n preparation of an ‘expedition to the south and accordingly
it announced an official call to arms to accuse the remaining Ming
court in the south of illegitimately crowing Zhu Yousong, Prince of
Fu, as emperor in the absence of a proper last testament from the late
Chongzhen Emperor. In other words, the Ming dynasty should have been
considered to be fallen since a proper last testament for the Chongzhen
Emperor was absent, and the Qing court deemed itself as the rightful

successor of the Mandate of Heaven.



All of the proclamations of the ascension to the throne and the
last testaments were in fact announced after the transfer of imperial
power had been all settled. Amnesties were usually granted when a new
emperor ascends to the throne so to mark the beginning of a new era,
while the last testaments tended to be a review and justification of the
deeds and possibly the wrongdoings of the late emperor. Scrutinizing
the two types of edicts, most of the proclamations of ascension to the
throne 1n the Qing dynasty typically followed a set standard, and only
rarely something peculiar can be s.pqotted. However, the last testaments
differed from one another, displaying a sharp difference between the last
testaments drafted in the early Qing period and the ones drafted in the
later period. In the first half of the Qing dynasty, the emperors had a total
control over the state apparatus, but this was reversed in the latter half of
the dynasty, where imperial powers were to an extent constrained by the
state apparatus. The last testaments of the Shunzhi and Kangxi Emperors
were similar to a biographical epitaph, while the last testament of the
Yongzheng Emperor showed in addition a political layout after his death.
The abdication edict of the Qianlong Emperor, on the other hand, was
similar in content to the previous last testaments, in that 1t summarized
the achievements of the Qianglong Emperor while proclaiming a

transfer of imperial rule to his successor. On the contrary, starting from

the Jiaqing Emperor, the emperors usually did not personally involve
in the drafting of their last testaments, and their last testaments were
typically produced by senior bureaucrats after the passing of the emperor
as a summary of the emperor’s life, or sometimes simply a summarized
version of former edicts. The emperors in the later Qing period hardly
showed any intent in interpreting their rule and the history in general.
In short, early Qing emperors had more personal say over the political
standards of procedure and their decisions oftentimes were formulated
into a set of unbreakable imperial norms. Constrained by these norms,
emperors from the mid-Qing period onwards had less and less room for
leverage and were usually compelled to exercise only minimal personal

power and rule.
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Edict Announcing Amnesty in Celebration of the
Coronation of the Shunzhi Emperor (in Manchurian)

This imperial edict was written in Manchurian on yellow paper in
black ink, and was among the imperial mandates that were issued
prior to Qing’s seizure of Beijing. The Shunzhi Emperor was
only six when he ascended to the throne in Shengjing (present-day
Shenyang). On the coronation day, all the leading members of
the imperial clans and major government officials, led by Prince
Dorgon, undertook the ceremony of the three kneeling and nine
kowtows. Upon the completion of the coronation ceremony, the
new emperor announced the new era name Shunzhi. This edict
mentioned that as the emperor was still young, he was in need
of the collaboration and assistance from the imperial family
members and senior bureaucrats. Amnesty was therefore granted
to all death row inmates, including those of great heinous crimes
who were usually never pardoned, as long as the crimes were

done prior to September 26", the date when all eight banners

vowed their loyalty to the new emperor.
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Proclamation of the Ascension to the
Throne of the Shunzhi Emperor

During the Qing dynasty, whenever an emperor
ascended to the throne, he would issue an imperial
edict. Qing forces marched through the fortifications
of the Shanhai Pass on May 27, 1644 and later
marched into the city of Beijing in June of that year.
On November 8", 1644, the Shunzhi Emperor issued
this edict proclaiming his ascension to the throne and
the establishment of the Qing dynasty while naming

Beijing its capital. This imperial edict was written

only in Mandarin Chinese, and was written in black
ink on a piece of yellow paper.
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