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Religions in 18th century Inner-Asia under
the Governance of the Manchu Empire: A
Study of Temples in Nine Cities of Ili
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The Manchu conquest of Inner Asia marked a shift in world history. With
material support from the Chinese society and a military alliance with the
Mongol tribes, the Manchu Empire pushed its territory to central Eurasia.
It was traditionally understood that the Qing Empire intended to separate
Han, Mongol, and Muslim communities in the Western frontier. As
Jonathan Lipman and James Millward would suggest, the ethnic policies
of the Qing Empire in Altishahr and Zungharia (later Xinjiang), were
aimed at discouraging interaction, collaboration and syncretism between
“Chinese” and “non-Chinese” peoples, as in inner-frontier zones like
Gansu and Yunnan, for the sake of stability.

However, as noted from the ethnographies and cartographies of the
region made since the 1760s to the early 19th century, temples of Chinese
religions and Tibetan Buddhism were constructed by Manchurian,
Mongolian and Han colonists and immigrants. The builders and
worshippers included officials, militants, and merchants from other
regions of the Qing Empire. These temples were built in the 1760s,
neighbouring several mosques attended by local Muslims.

This research focuses on the co-existence of different religions and their
relationships in the Ili 7% area. Ili was the western frontier of the Qing

Empire since the mid-18th century, and was a region populated mostly by
Muslims, whereas the military forces stationed there were mainly
Manchurians, Mongolians and Han Chinese who followed different
religions than the native population. Consequently, the governance of the
newly conquered area for the Qing Empire was not without difficulties.



Beginning in the 1760s, newcomers to the area constructed temples,
including a Tibetan Buddhist temple, Chinese City God temples, an
Emperor Guan Temple and others in the nine fortified towns.

How these temples were constructed and worshipped in merits detailed
scrutiny. Whether they served the religious needs of the foreign
population staying in the region only, or they aimed also at spreading the
Qing Empire’s religions to newly dominated Muslim populations, marks
an important distinction. This research examines ethnographies and
cartographies produced from 1760 to 1840, containing information about
the temples in the region.
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