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The Idea of Legitimacy in the Qing Dynasty: Eastern Eurasian
Political Thought in 17-18" Century

by
TANII Yoko

Previous studies have seen the legitimacy of the Qing dynasty as it
being the successor of traditional Chinese dynasties or the Mongol Empire
or as it being sanctioned by the political thought of Tibetan Buddhism.
These theories have not given adequate attention to the idea of legitimacy
that the Manchus themselves had claimed since the time of the founding
of their state. These theories have viewed the legitimacy claimed by the
Manchus as entirely dependent on external political authority or thought.
This paper clarifies how the Manchu emperors themselves claimed
legitimacy by examining the early days of the founding of their state.

Since Nurhaci founded the state, which later became the Qing, the
Manchus insisted domestically and abroad that the correctness of their
monarchy had been sanctioned by Heaven. According to them, “the
correctness” had a clear and specific meaning --that the ruler did not
monopolize wealth and supported all the people. The only evidence needed
to support this claim was the fact that the Qing had been successful, and
it did not rely on any authority other than Heaven. The idea that Heaven
appoints an exceptional individual to be the ruler transcended -cultural
boundaries in eastern Eurasia.

Because the Manchus studied the Chinese classics and made them their
intellectual basis, their idea of the legitimacy was theorized in terms of
the traditional Chinese system of knowledge. They quoted passages from
the Chinese classics that said the ruler must share wealth with the people,
and they insisted that this was practiced by their monarchs. They gained
knowledge of history from China and repeated many times that a humble
but virtuous man ought to replace a tyrant, and they placed the Qing in
the genealogy of the dynasties which had inherited the position of the
ruler of the “world” or “all under Heaven,” as from the Liao to the Jin, to
the Yuan, and to the Ming. Nonetheless, after Hong Taiji ascended the
throne as emperor, he still recognized the Ming emperor as having equal
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status with him. It was through the conquest of China, “the central land,”
that the emperor of the Qing recognized himself as truly the ruler of “the
world” and proclaimed himself to be a “Son of Heaven.”

However, the Manchus had emphasized that even a dynasty which had
been approved by Heaven should be abandoned if the ruler was corrupt.
Therefore, Qing emperors worked diligently on political affairs, and the
result of their efforts added more evidence of their legitimacy. There was
a deep-rooted belief among the Han Chinese under Qing rule that rejected
the Qing as barbarians, but the Yongzheng emperor officially argued
against that belief and thereby successfully cemented the theory of Qing
legitimacy. The Qianlong emperor inherited this theory of legitimacy and
declared that the Qing had realized the Zhongria WE (or Huaxia FE )
world on an unprecedented scale. He made no further effort to explain the
source of Qing legitimacy, taking the position that Qing rule ought to be
accepted as a matter of course.

During the same period, the idea based on Buddhist thought emerged in
Mongolia and Tibet that the Qing emperor was a “wheel-turning king” or
the bodhisattva Manjusri, but the emperors themselves did not officially
recognize this as grounds for their legitimacy. Although they generally
followed Buddhism, the emperors adopted the policy that their faith was
not be reflected in political affairs. Among the Manchus, Buddhism did not
have as great a social influence as it had among the Mongols. The Qing
emperors maintained the stance in support of Tibetan Buddhism mostly
out of consideration for the Mongols. The Qianlong emperor ultimately
declared as much to the Tibetan Buddhist world. The Qing stance shown
to “feudatory regions,” such as Mongolia and Tibet, was fundamentally the
same as that for directly ruled regions, and the position of the emperor
was underpinned by the fact that he was “the ruler who unified the
world,” and his mission was to ensure that all the people lived in peace.

To the extent that it was based on the idea that “the world” ought to
be ruled by one monarch who received the Mandate of Heaven, the theory
of legitimacy advocated by the Qing had coherence and universality. This
was the case as long as there was no universal theory that could compete
against it, and it endured until modern times when Eastern Eurasia no
longer was the “world.”
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