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(1) A Buddhist Response to Ancient-style Learning:
Qisong’s Conception of Political Order
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Abstract

In the first half of the eleventh century, several adherents of the Ancient-style learning movement,
or guwen ?,?1/ , began to critique the existing political structure and call for a series of governmen-
tal reforms. In conjunction with their arguments aimed at convincing the state to reorient its focus
towards local administration and the welfare of the populace, several guwen thinkers also attacked
Buddhism and what they contended were its deleterious effects on government and society. As gu-
wen ideas gained an increasing degree of currency in political and intellectual circles, a Chan Bud-
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dhist monk of the Yunmen lineage named Qisong =% (1007-72) began to repudiate guwen argu-
ments and defend Buddhism’s place in the socio-political order. From the 1040s to the 1060s,
Qisong undertook a protracted campaign to rebut guwen criticisms of Buddhism, and demonstrate
to the emperor, officials and literati that Buddhism was essential to good government and the moral
edification of the people.

In this paper, | investigate the arguments that Qisong advanced to convince these groups that Bud-
dhism was indispensable to good governance. My analysis demonstrates that Qisong was conver-
sant with the main positions advanced in the early Northern Song debates over the proper way to
govern the state, society and the cosmos. His politically-oriented writings were not simply Buddhist
apologetics designed to protect Buddhism and deflect guwen attacks, but rather serious theoretical
arguments that presented novel solutions to contemporary political problems.
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