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The Tianli Sect Incident and the Transformation of Cultural Policy

in the Mid-Qing: Research Concentrating on the Jiaqing Period

Zhang Ruilong*

Abstract

Impelled by the Tianli Sect Incident of the 18" year of Emperor
Jiaging’s reign, which convulsed both the government and the public, the
Qing government began to reflect on issues concerning folk customs and
elite practices. This article focuses on a lacuna in present Sinological
research, namely the cultural policy of the Jiaqing period, since there is a
missing link between the evidential studies of the Qianlong and Jiaqing
periods and the rise of neo-Confucianism in the Daoguang and Xianfeng
periods. On this basis, this article points out that the Qing government
under Jiaging’s early reign, influenced by the academic partiality of Zhugui
and Emperor Jiaqing himself, continued to support the evidential studies
program advocated since the late Qianlong period; at the same time, the
government relaxed the literary inquisition policies of the Yongzheng and
Qianlong periods, which had suppressed intellectual activity. It was the
Tianli Sect Incident that then induced the Qing government to turn to
neo-Confucianism and criticize evidential studies.  This move had
far-reaching impact upon the later development of scholarship during the
Qing. This article thus constitutes a case study of the impact of political

events upon cultural policy.

Keywords: Tianli Sect Incident, cultural policy, mid-Qing, history of
Qing scholarship
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