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Secret Imperial Documents Concerning Buddhist

Activities During the Qing Dynasty
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Introduction

China has a long and splendid cultural history. In the course of its
formation and development, Buddhist culture once played a very
important role, leaving in its wake a wealth of Buddhist literaturc. Among
the vast amount of Buddhist writings, the documents which record the
history of Buddhism are most precious, particularly the imperial records
of Buddhist activities.

The First Historical Archives hold more than ten million documents
from the Ming and Qing dynasties. These include a large number of
documents recording the Buddhist activities of the emperors and
empresses of the Qing. There are imperial edicts on the propagation of
Buddhism and the building of Buddhist temples, pronouncements of the
conferment of awards to the Dalai and Panchen Lamas, the Living
Buddhas and other monks, as well as scriptures and inscriptions written
by the emperors, the compilation of *“‘Recorded Utterances of Zen
masters Selected by the Emperor” and so on. There are also several
memorials concerning questions of Buddhist doctrine discussed by the
emperor and his ministers. The content of all these documents reveals the
notion of Qing policy towards religion and national minorities.

The Qing Dynasty established a feudal regime at the head of which
stood the Man chu nobility supported by the united landlord class of the
Han. Thus is was very like the Yuan Dynasty which based its feudal
system on the Mongolian nobility, but differed, particulalyr in its
religious policy from the dynasties of the Tang and the Song which were
based on the Han landlord class. Although most of the emperors of the
Tang, Song and Ming dynasties believed in Buddhism, in the Tang
Dynasty Wu Zong carried out a purge of Buddhism, in the Song, Wei
Zong venerated Taoism to the exclusion of Buddhism and in the Ming,
Shi Zong who was a Taoist, implemented another purge of Buddhism.
However, all the emperors of the Yuan and Qing dynasties believed in
Buddhism and some emperors of the Qing Dynasty, for example Shun
Zhi, Kang Xi, Yong Zheng and Qian Long were accomplished students of
Buddhist philosophy. The emperors of the Qing regarded the three



traditional cultures of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism as elements
of one teaching and treated them equally. Emperor Yong Zheng was a
student of Zen Buddhism, but he did not reject Taoism and even included
“Enlightening into Reality”, a work by the Taoist Zhang Zi Yang in the
Buddhist compilation **Recorded Utterances of Zen Masters Selected by
the Emperor. The Qing Emperors honored buddhism of both the Han and
Tibetan traditions equally. From the secret historical documents it is
known that both Han monks and lamas were involved in imperial Budhist
activites, both Han and Tibetan scriptures were recited and while 31 Han
monks were conferrcd with the title of Imperial Tutor, 4 Tibetan were
conferred with the title of Great Living Buddha.

The conferment of the titles of Dalai and Panchen, the drawing up of
the 29 Articles concerning the Administration of Tibet, and the Manual to
the throne of 28 Articles and so on all clearly demonstrate that historically
Tibet is an inseparable part of China. It is an irrefutable fact that the
government administration and religious affairs of the Dalai and Panchen
Lamas were under the control of the central government of the Qing.

It is evident from the documents of the Imperial Palace recording
Buddhist activities that the religious policy adopted by the Qing was both
effective and appropriate to the historical conditions. It played a
significant rolc in stabilizing the socicty, pacifying neighboring countries
and consolidating frontier defense. It also made a great historical
contribution to the development of traditional culture.

The opening of these secret historical imperial documents for
consultation and research will contribute to our understanding of history
and help us to draw Iessens from it. The transmission of this fine national
cultural tradition is also important in developing the spirii of loving the
motherland.
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A quotation of Buddhist allegorical words written by the Emperor Yong Zheng.
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The Biography of Zhang Zi Yang written by the Emperor Yong
Zheng. Ven. Zhang Zi Yang was a patriarch of the South Sect of
Taoism. Emperor Yong Zheng included his biography in the
Quotations Selected by the Emperor, a book belonging to the Zen
system. From this, itis quite clear that Yong Zheng intended to bring
Zen, Tantric Buddhism and Taoism together.
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The chart shows the long line of Imperial Tutors after the
Sixth Patriarch. Master Hui Neng of the Tang Dynasty was the
founder of the South Branch of the Zen Sect. He is regarded as the

Sixth Patriarch of the Zen Sect. The Imperial tutors on this chart are
confined to those of the Zen Sect of Buddhism.
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On Chao Ding written by the Emperor Qian Long.
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A memorial to the throne on Buddhist allegorical words presented

by four ministers.
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