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“Buddhism and Emperorship in Early Medieval China: 

The Example of Liang Wudi (r. 502-549)”

1. Introduction: Buddhism and the state in Early Medieval China

Among the various challenges that Buddhism presented to Chinese society one was directly related to the Chinese imperial institution. It was the Buddhist’s conviction that the Sangha, that means the Buddhist religious community, was essentially independent and “not subject to other forms of ethical or political authority but to its own internal laws and regulations”.
 This claim completely contradicted the claims of the Chinese imperial state according to which the “Son of Heaven” (tianzi) was the only rightful source of all earthly authority. In the north of the divided empire the problem was resolved by declaring the emperor to be a buddha himself. When a monk was showing respect to the emperor he was in effect honoring a buddha. Buddhists in the south felt uncomfortable with this solution. Here the relationship between Buddhism and the state developed differently.
20 minutes are certainly not enough to review the sustained struggle between the Buddhist clerics on the one hand and the emperors on the other over the question of whether or not the monks have to pay homage to the emperor. Rather I would like to address the issue of the relationship between Buddhism and the state in early medieval China by focusing on one ruler and two events in this rulers reign: Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty who ruled from AD 502 to 549 in the southern part of the divided empire  - the capital was Jiankang, todays Nanjing – and who converted to Buddhism and took the vows of a Bodhisattva in AD 504 and 519, respectively.

I have chosen the example of Liang Wudi because he was undoubtedly one of the greatest patrons of Buddhism in Chinese history. He was the first and only southern monarch who declared Buddhism to be the state religion and who allowed himself to be addressed in memorials to the throne as “imperial Bodhisattva” (huangdi pusa). After the example of famous Indian king Aśoka, Wudi build numerous temples, erected stupas, held Sûtra-lectures, and “gave over his body” (she shen) to a monastery four times (527, 529, 546 and 547). This means he joined a monastery as a simple servant, a duty from which his officials had to redeem him with tremendous donations to the monastery. 

With regards to the events – Liang Wudi’s conversion to Buddhism and his bodhisattva vow – I would like to ask and answer the following three questions:

1. What do we learn from Liang Wudi’s conversion to Buddhism about his self-understanding and self-representation as a Chinese ruler?

2. In what ways did Wudi, by making this bodhisattva vow, change the relationship between the state, the Buddhist clergy, and the laity?

3. What are the long-term effects of Wudi’s self-representation regarding the conduct and character of Chinese state ritual in general?

2. Liang Wudi: Emperor and Bodhisattva

The imperial edict, in which Liang Wudi declares his conversion to Buddhism reads in part:

I, the disciple [Xiao Yan XE "Liang Wudi  (Xiao Yan , 464-549, reign 502-549)" ], have been deluded for a long time, devotedly serving Laozi XE "Laozi " . […] Through practice the good [in me] broke free. I rejected my delusions [upon which] knowledge returned. Today, I give up the old cure (Daoism XE "Laozi " ) and return to the correct awakening (i.e. the teaching of the Buddha) XE "Buddha" . I vow to provide that young boys of future generations will leave their families to widely promote the teachings of the Sûtras; to lead the sentient beings to salvation through conversion; and to [let them] complete Buddhahood together. […]  I sincerely wish that the Buddhas may testify hereto and that the Bodhisattvas grant [me] their support. The disciple Xiao Yan XE "Liang Wudi  (Xiao Yan , 464-549, r. 502-549)"  prostrates himself. 

The self-image that Liang Wudi adopts in this document is that of a future world ruler (falun wang), a patron and protector of Buddhism who promises to promote the Buddhist law in all corners of his empire. This ideal of a monarch differed in substantial points from that of the traditional Confucian emperor. In Confucian understanding, the ruler was the exclusive center of the cosmos, the indispensable intermediary between Heaven, Earth and man. Beyond that, he was the instructor of the people, who “transformed by instruction“ (jiaohua) his subjects, if possible with benignity but also with great severity. In contrast, Wudi represents himself in the light of the compassionate rescuer, who stands protectively at the side of countless beings in his realm and accompanies them on their way to salvation. Their way to salvation is also his own way, whereby the monarch becomes the ally on the search for enlightenment and quasi assumes the warranty for reaching it. 

Please note that Wudi does not refer to himself with the personal pronoun reserved for the emperor, zhen朕, but that he uses his personal name instead, Xiao Yan. Xiao Yan was also the name with which the Buddhist monks addressed him during the Buddhist rituals.

One of the most effective means for the promotion of the new imperial self-image was to hold religious mass events at which the believers, clerics as well as laity, gathered to confess their sins, to make solemn vows, as well as to ask blessings for their deceased family members and others. The most significant event of this kind happened on May 22, 519. On this day, Buddha’s birthday, Wudi received the ordination as Bodhisattva (shou pusa jie). Except himself, altogether 48,000 men and women ought having vowed solemnly to Buddhism, among them the entire imperial family “from the crown prince to the concubines of the princes, as well as clerics, literati and common people”.

Liang Wudi’s bodhisattva ordination was innovative in several regards:

· First, the liturgy for the ritual was not based on any of the ordination rituals used by different Buddhist traditions at that time. Rather it was an original amalgamation from different ritual traditions, composed with active participation of the emperor.

· Secondly, he created different ordination rituals for clerics and the laity. The essential difference between these two rituals is most important and revealing. While the monks received their bodhisattva ordination by hearing the precepts (jie) read by a senior monk, Liang Wudi received the bodhisattva precepts directly from the Buddha who was represented by a statue in the assembly. In the ordination ritual specifically designed for himself, Liang Wudi effectively circumvented the Buddhist sangha as source of religious authority.

Wudi’s Bodhisattva-ordination was essentially a political act, through which the emperor united the secular as well as the sacred realm symbolically under his all-encompassing rule. He resolved “to form a united body, a united community, a united congregation, a united heart and united thought“ (yiwu yigong yihui yixin yiyi XE "yiwu yigong yihui yixin yiyi " ). At the same time, he broke the power of the Sangha, his biggest rival as far as spiritual authority was concerned, by opposing the influence of the religious specialists with the mahâyânistic promise of a fast and universal salvation of all beings through the assistance of a Bodhisattva emperor.

Two aspects deserve special attention here. The first concerns the open character of the meeting, which is described already by its name: “large unlimited gathering“ (wuzhe dahui). Liang Wudi held large gatherings with similar designations in regular intervals up to three times in one year. They were truly cosmic gatherings, which included even the most hidden angle of the universe, as well as those people who lived under foreign leadership in the north. 

I also vow: Using the merit (gongde) of today’s all-encompassing assembly [I] vow that today there is none among 

the people and all [living beings] born in the four [kinds of] birth, moving in water, on land or in air, today [living] in the areas under my rule;

the [living beings] born in the four [kinds of] birth, moving in water, on land or in air, and [living on] land that is presently taken by the northern slaves (beilu) and has therefore not yet been subjected;

[…]

that does not join us in this assembly today.

Thus, a long time before the realm was actually reunited Wudi had already established an effective spiritual rule over all of China. 

The second aspect concerns the fact of the abolition of all traditional hierarchies and/or taboos in at least the wuzhe dahui of 519 XE "wuzhe dahui µL¾B¤j·|" . This involved first the seating order during these assemblies, in which no privilege was granted to the emperor, but every participant took the seat he or she deemed appropriate, and, secondly, the temporary suspension of the name taboo to the effect that the emperor referred to himself by his personal name, a practice unthinkable outside a Buddhist context. 

What appears at first sight as a reduction of the imperial authority proves after careful consideration the stabilization of the direct rule of the monarch over each of his individual subjects. A rule that was mediated neither by the members of the aristocracy, nor by the Buddhist clergy or by the officials. The immediate relationship between the ruler and each of his subjects was further intensified by the transfer of the ‘merit’ (gongde) the emperor had earned through good deeds to his subjects.  The individual subject thus stands not only in a personal relationship with the monarch but this relationship resembles that of a creditor to a debtor. “[T]he greatest responsibility lies with the one who has the most merit and to whom the greatest debt is owed, that is to the Emperor. Thus, a social hierarchy can be palpably represented in the assembly ritual as a spiritual hierarchy, elevating the emperor to the highest position.”

3. The legacy of Liang Wudi

Let me conclude this lecture with a few remarks on the long-term effects Wudi’s Buddhist policies had.

Liang Wudi created a new political image of the emperor – the role of the “Emperor-Bodhisattva”, thereby providing a model for later rulers; for example Emperor Wen (r. 589-604) of the Sui dynasty, the ruler who unified North and South, or Wu Zetian (690-705), “the first woman Buddhist cakravartin”.

By reviving the centrality and universality of the imperial institution and turning the imperial court into the religious and cultural centre of his empire, Liang Wudi was the origin of another development which I would like to call the expansion of the medieval Chinese public sphere. To my knowledge, Liang Wudi was the first Chinese monarch who self-consciously created a mass audience for state rituals – one source speaks of 500.000 people attending an assembly -, thereby launching a trend that became fully visible in the Tang. In the Qin and Han dynasties, the most solemn state ritual, the feng and shan sacrifice at Mount Tai, was performed almost in secret. When emperor Han Wudi went to Mount Tai in 110 to perform the feng and shan sacrifices, “the Grand Historian was forced to stay behind at Zhounan and could not take part in the ceremony.”
 In the Tang dynasty, by contrast, rituals – Buddhist and non-Buddhist – took place with enormous audiences present, while the emperor occupied centre stage. 

Liang Wudi’s carefully staged assemblies introduced an element of popular devotion into the state cult, an addition later Confucians were loath to accept.

Liang Wudi’s enthusiastic involvement with Buddhism and Buddhist culture, his neglect of military affairs as well as his almost exclusive concern for the political centre to the detriment of the situation on the periphery might have been one factor contributing to the early fall of his dynasty, as traditional commentators have claimed. He created however a powerful vision of imperial rule which helped to keep the idea of the unified empire alive.
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