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Abstract  During Sichuan’s promotion of education in the late Qing Dynasty, 
trees in the domain of Buddhist or Daoist temples, which were part of temples’ 
property, had been felled across the province. The profits gained were used to 
repair or build schools as well as to fund their management. In different regions, 
the characteristics and intentions of the felling activities differed. Meanwhile, 
such fever gave rise to corrupt practices of deceitfully seeking profits which in 
turn caused numerous disputes and lawsuits, reflecting the confrontation 
provoked between the state and the people as well as different communities over 
tradition, ritual, and belief. The investigations of felling temple trees could enrich 
the understanding of provincial promotion for education in the late Qing period, 
and that of the social and cultural changes taking place in rural communities in 
modern times. 

Keywords  education reform, late Qing Sichuan, temple property, felling 
temple trees, rural communities 

摘要  清末四川庙产兴学过程中, 作为寺庙公产资源之一的庙树, 在各地都曾被砍

伐, 以为修缮、营造学堂之用, 或筹作学堂运作经费。在不同的地区, 砍伐庙树的

目的和特点有所不同。同时, 砍伐庙树过程中存在弊混谋利的情况, 引起了大量的

冲突和诉讼, 反映出清季推行现代化过程中国家与民众及民众团体在传统的习惯、

仪式和信仰问题上常发生的对抗。对这一问题的考察, 可增加我们对晚清地方学务

运作过程和近代乡村社会文化变迁的了解。 

关键词  教育改革，清末四川，庙产，砍伐庙树，乡村社会 
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1  Introduction 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Wei Yingtao, He Yimin, and Wang Di had done research 
from various perspectives on the school-running circumstances, social 
atmosphere, and related fields of “New Education” in Sichuan before the 
Revolution of 1911.1 But related issues, especially the promotion of education 
with local Buddhist or Daoist temples’ property and activities of felling trees in 
temples’ domain in various counties of Sichuan Province, were seldom 
investigated. In fact, activities of felling temple trees were very common, and 
therefore its social impacts can not be underestimated. Though in Sichuan 
xuebao (Sichuan Academic Journal) and Sichuan jiaoyu guanbao (Sichuan 
Education Official Journal) which are frequently referred to by scholars, 
activities of felling temple trees in the process of regional promotion of education 
in the late Qing were only fragmentarily recorded; and there are hardly any 
record about this issue on the local gazetteers of Sichuan Province written in the 
period of the Republic of China (1912–1949), in the archives of “education 
promotion” from various counties, however, numerous reports and indictments 
about felling temple trees can be found, which provides a sound basis for the 
reconstruction of this historical fact. 

This paper discusses the trees felling activities in the domain of Buddhist or 
Daoist temples in the process of education promotion in the late Qing, mainly 
based on the archives of education affairs kept in Nanbu County, Xuyong County, 
Xinjin County, and Mianzhu County in Sichuan Province. The use of felled 
temple trees and classification of felling activities are investigated in the first 
place. Then the paper focuses on the disputes arising from the felling activities, 
as well as corrupt practices of school managers who deceitfully sought profits by 
using public resources. Renovation of schools and collection of education fund 
were of great concern to officials and landlords who involved temple trees felling. 
But the felling activities are not only financially concerned, but also related to 
local people’s religious belief and customs at that time. Felling trees in the 
domain of Buddhist or Daoist temples, ancestral temples, and tombs, violated 
village people’s willingness to respect and follow customs, which is one of the 
factors that disturbed the social order of the late Qing. 

2  Various ways of felling temple trees in the name of  
education promotion  

In the late Qing Dynasty, public elementary schools in Sichuan were generally 

                                                        
1 Wei Yingtao, 1991; He Yimin, 1992; Wang Di, 1985, No. 2. 
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established on the basis of Buddhist or Daoist temples, or former charitable 
schools. New public schools were rebuilt from existing buildings; the original 
equipment was frequently made use of, but things like new desks and chairs were 
needed. Since the public elementary schools had been regarded as a new type of 
education, they should have certain “new features,” and, therefore, new types of 
teaching tools, such as blackboard and platform, should be purchased even when 
the original equipment had been made use of. When school managers did 
preparatory work to establish schools, they often did not purchase timber at 
markets, but obtained it from temples by making use of the policy that the 
property of temples can be used to promote education. Muhua (collect alms by 
Buddhist monks) originally refers to the act that Buddhist monks beg for food or 
money donation. Muhua, however, had become a word frequently used by people 
involved in affairs of the local education promotion, when they applied for 
permission of the local authorities for felling trees to raise fund. 

As the required temple trees were not used for constructing new buildings, but 
mainly used for renovation and equipment making, the quantity of trees in need 
was often small. For instance, Meijiachang charitable school in Nanbu County 
was rebuilt and became a public elementary school in the 33rd year of Guangxu’s 
reign (1907). A report to the local authority says:  

 
We, Mei Bingsong and Wu Guangda, board directors of Meijiachang School, 
asked the higher authorities for instructions. We have been designated to take 
the position of board directors of Meijiachang School, and we have worked 
diligently while doing preparatory work for its establishment. At the beginning, 
the need for desks, chairs, platforms, and blackboards is not fully satisfied, and 
windows of the building also need repairing. So the school is in need of timber. 
After consulting with local communities and gentries, we are supposed to 
collect several trees from the local temples so that school equipment can be 
made. But we can not make the final decision without authorization, for 
fearing that local ruffians may refuse to follow the policy of the imperial court, 
and boldly stop us from implementing it and delay the fulfillment of our task. 
Thus, we report and explain related issues, and sincerely ask for your 
authorization and instruction so that the public affairs can be smoothly 
conducted. If kindly given, your permission can provide us with great 
convenience, so we expect your decision with great sincerity and respect. 
The16th day of the second month, the 33rd year of Guangxu’s reign (1907).2  
 
Sometimes the obtained temple trees are used to renovate old school buildings. 

                                                        
2 “Meijiachang xuedong wensheng Mei Bingsong, wusheng Wu Shangda wei zunyu chenming 
kencha zuozhu shi.”  
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For instance, the board directors of Laoyayan School in Xuyong County 
reported:  

 
Laoyayan School is established on the public land of King’s Temple. On July 
25 of this year, education inspector of our county instructed that our school is 
located in a place connected with important lines of communications but the 
dilapidated school building is in such a bad condition that it requires 
immediate renovation. We were told to repair and repaint the shrine for idols, 
as well as to enshrine and worship the statues of Confucius to inform ourselves 
of paying respect. In addition, classrooms should be renovated and the two 
rows of rooms need to be reconstructed, which serve as staff rooms, student 
study rooms, dormitories, meeting rooms and servant rooms. The part of the 
school which faces the street should be walled to reduce noises and provide a 
place for putting up official notices. On the vacant lot on the right of the 
school building, a playground can be built. After the renewal and renovation 
project is finished, the school will take on an entirely new look. We deeply 
admire the inspector for his suggestion and attempt to carry out his plan. We 
decide to suspend religious ceremony and entertainment show of this town for 
one year to raise the fund, and collect several trees from local Buddhist 
temples. Meanwhile, we are worried about people’s obstruction as they are 
ignorant about new type education. So we sincerely petition the magistrate to 
give instruction.3 
 
Collecting temple trees in the name of Muhua was usually easy to be 

authorized or permitted by the local authorities. Some school managers 
understood that authorities attached great importance to the promotion of 
education which also improved the public welfare. Since temple possessions 
belonged to the public, it was appropriate and reasonable for them to collect trees 
from temples in the name of donation, so they did it without asking for 
permission of the government. But their plans were often objected by abbots of 
Buddhist temples. In Shuanghe Town of Yongning County, the school manager 
was rejected by the Buddhist abbot of Baolian Temple when the former 
attempted to collect trees from the temple to repair school windows. Zhang 
Denghua, the school manager, sued the abbot for obstructing the education 
promotion, who was later severely reprimanded by local government and had to 
allow the school manager to “fell several temple trees.”4 

Temple trees collected in the name of Muhua were not restricted to being used 
as timber for the school. Actually, there were considerable cases in which the 

                                                        
3 “Laoyayan xuedong wei gaishan xuetang muhua miaoshu wen.” 
4 “Lianghezhen xuedong wensheng Zhang Denghua ju bingwen.” 
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temples trees were sold for profits. Applications for felling and selling temple 
trees, kept in the archives of Department of Education Promotion in Nanbu 
County and Xuyong County, listed the main motives of felling temple trees, 
including raising school fund and renovation fees, as well as paying teachers’ 
salary. Sales of temple trees usually need to be permitted by local authorities, but 
some school manager produced a fait accompli before asking for permission. The 
manager of Zhaohongguan Elementary School in Nanbu County, delivered a 
report to the local officials, which says: 

 
We, Ma Yulin and Chen Shan, were kindly designated as the board directors of 
Zhaohongguan Elementary School. Subsequently, we met and discussed with 
local gentries about raising school fund, and we collected 130 chuan 串 (1 
chuan=1,000 coppers cash) from local associations of all trade as the 
management fund. The name list of the heads of all associations was attached. 
But the fund was insufficient for purchasing school equipment and 
reconstructing the school buildings. So the school directors had already felled 
30 cypresses of the temple, which was worth about 40 chuan. The trees were 
felled to meet the urgent demand and thus contribute to education promotion.  
 
Only afterwards, the school directors reported: “we dare not make arbitrary 

decisions on public affairs.” So they asked for the permission because they 
believed they tried to promote education by “using public resources to benefit 
public welfare.” Faced with the fait accompli, the county magistrate could only 
instruct: “You can act as you reported, but need to submit an account of the 
selling price and quantity afterwards. Corrupt practices should be prohibited 
which will receive investigation and punishment. ”5 

In some schools, the income from selling temple trees might exceed the 
expenditure of the school, so the rest of the fund was used to invest in order to 
generate more profits. This had been a means of raising fund which is frequently 
used by traditional schools in China. For instance, Hongyanzi Elementary School 
in Yongning County had over 200 trees of seven temples felled on one occasion, 
and earned profits by selling these trees to raise the management fund for the 
school.6 The archives of Department of Education Promotion of Nanbu County 
and Xuyong County also have records of the practice of local elementary schools 
which made profits by selling temple trees for the purpose of raising 
management fund. Chen Quanzhong and Dong Shichun, directors of Huapailou 
School in Nanbu County, had applied for the permission of felling and selling 
temple trees to generate profits. The record is excerpted as follows:  
                                                        
5 “Wei yigongjigong enzhun bokuan yizhong xuewu shiqing.” 
6 “Hongyanzi yingjian xuetang famiaoshu shi.” 
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We have raised only 77 chuan when establishing Huapailou School, which can 
by no means cover the expenses. Now the school equipment needs to be 
renewed, and we managed to obtain some temple trees to generate profits so 
that the expenses can be covered. There are 30 chuan remaining. In addition, 
Chen Yuanqi and Zhao Zipei have each patronized a paddy field, which are 
respectively worth 5 chuan and 15 chuan, so the total sum adds up to 50 chuan. 
We can earn 15 chuan annually from the management of the patronized paddy 
fields, but we still fail to cover all the expenses. So now we want to obtain 
more trees from the temple and sell them to earn profits, and try to collect over 
100 chuan which can serve as the school fund for the following years. We 
expect the magistrate can set up a lasting program and give us the approval, so 
that the school can function properly.  
 

The magistrate instructed:  
 
Your annual fund for management is supposed to be 77 chuan. You now have 
a fund of 50 chuan, which can annually generate 15 chuan. So the total annual 
fund can add to 92 chuan. Now, you plan to earn 8 more chuan to collect 100 
chuan for your fund. According to your report, your application for felling 
trees is approved, but you are not supposed to fell more trees than that you 
need. After the business is done, details should be reported.7 
 
Though these applications were submitted in the name of “public opinion,” 

they actually reflected the intentions of school managers. Before this application, 
Huapailou School had felled and sold temple trees twice to raise fund. In the first 
felling, 50 trees were cut, and 60 units of timber were obtained. So in this 
application, the quantity of trees which are supposed to be felled may not be 
small. Therefore, it can be estimated that this elementary school had a large 
number of temple trees felled to raise its fund. 

3  School managers’ practices of seeking private gains in 
the name of public affairs 

As it was legitimate and reasonable for schools to purchase equipment and 
renovate buildings, evidence in the archives suggested that local authorities had 
generally given permission and authorization to fell temple trees if it was in the 
name of raising school fund. Some school managers, however, regarded this as 
opportunities of pursuing personal gains, as local officials did not have much 
                                                        
7 “Huapailou xuetang bing famiaoshu shiqing.” 
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knowledge of how much timber schools were actually in need of. Once school 
managers obtained permission, they were legally justified in felling temple trees. 
So local officials always issued a statement at the end, which said: “You are 
prohibited to fell more trees than that you need and should avoid provoking 
criticism.” It actually belonged to those unsubstantial procedural statements of 
the authorities, who, when issuing a summons, always warned the related persons 
that “do not disturb the public.” In the seventh month, the 31st year of Guangxu’s 
reign (1905), an imperial decree was issued which prohibited forcing religious 
groups to provide financial support. 8  Subsequently, Governor-General of 
Sichuan Province issued the order which prohibited activities of felling temple 
trees in Sichuan. But local authorities at the county level failed to execute the 
order strictly. 

In the process of selling temple trees, it is possible and quite common for the 
school managers to take advantage of public affairs to deceitfully earn personal 
gains. In the archives, there are considerable indictments in which school 
managers were accused of practices of deceiving and misreporting the quantity 
of felled trees, though there may be false accusations and speculations. If school 
managers were accused by many shengyuan (official student), and heads of local 
organizations, or if school managers’ corrupt practices were too obvious and 
severe with abundant evidence, the local authorities would send officials to 
investigate. There was a typical case of corruption, in which old trees in 
Shangcheng Temple of Nanbu County were sold for personal gains. Mengyang 
Elementary School was supported by Shangcheng Temple, and the school had 
accepted patronage of considerable property and fund, “the source of annual 
income of 120 chuan is listed as follows: 

 
Monk Xiangqing donated a field to the school with rent of 31 chuan. 
Laoqingjiao association headed by Zhou Hongxian donated 15 chuan.  
Xiaoqingjiao association headed by Zhou Xuequan donated 15 chuan.  
Linguan association headed by Zhou Zhengqing donated 6 chuan.  
Wuwen association headed by Zhou Xuetong donated 2 chuan.  
Xiaopai qingjiao association headed by Zhou Likang donated 1 chuan.  
Zhan association headed by Lu Meiyu donated 1 chuan.  
Zhaiying’an laoqingjiao association headed by Zhou Xuexin donated 12 

chuan.  
Xinqinjiao association headed by Zhou Hongxian donated 12 chuan.  
Dacheng Association headed by Zhou Lishun donated 6 chuan.  
There is an additional fund of 18 chuan. 

                                                        
8 “Zongdu butang tongchi geshu chouti miaokuan wude yile zirao zha.”  
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At that time, the Nanbu County authority had decided that Mengyang School 
needed 120 chuan for its management fund. According to the list of donations, 
the school should have fairly enough funds for its management and all expenses 
can be easily covered. But in the 33rd years of Guangxu’s reign (1907), the school 
manager Zhou Tianlang had over 40 trees of Shangcheng Temple felled and sold 
them to the timber merchant Liu Yunxuan in the name of raising fund for school 
renovation. Thus, Zhou Hongpeng accused him of felling without the approval of 
the local authority. Zhou Tianlang immediately presented a report, which 
explained that 30 trees in Shangcheng Temple, including oriental white oaks and 
cypresses, were felled and sold to merchants, earning 114 taels of silver. The 
Magistrate found that the report, which should have been presented earlier, was 
quite contradictory, and instructed:  

 
You have not obtained the authorization for your activities of felling and 
selling trees to raise school fund. Your report about the details was presented 
after the accusation, and it is an obvious sign of your corrupt practice. This 
case has been thoroughly investigated, and you will be summoned to court 
later. 
 
Official Qiu Jirui and the accountant were sent to investigate the quantity of 

the timber and confirm the estimated market value, to “collect exact evidence.” 
Qiu Jirui, the accountant, the carpenter, and timber merchant Liu Yunxuan went 
to Shangcheng Temple, and measured each unit of the timber. The total sum was 
estimated to be over 120 units, priced at 925 taels and 5 qian (1 qian =3.125g) of 
silver. But after he was accused, Zhou Tianlang reported he had only obtained 
114 taels of silver, while the merchant Liu Yunxuan declared he paid 291 taels. 
Their statements were quite contradictory. In Qiu Jirui’s report to the magistrate, 
he revealed that “after Zhou Tianlang’s felling, the roots of felled trees indicated 
43 trees have been felled.” The actual quantity of the felled trees was inconsistent 
with what had been confessed. “Meanwhile, timber merchant Liu Yunxuan 
bought the trees at an unreasonably low price, so there must be a conspiracy 
between the two persons.” According to the survey, the local magistrate 
confirmed Zhou Tianlang’s crime of felling and selling old trees of Shangcheng 
Temple in the name of raising school fund, so the magistrate summoned Zhou to 
court. But Zhou Tianlang fled away and hided after he learned the news.9 

As Shangcheng Temple was a famous ancient temple, the trees in the 
temple had lived over a century, and thus were prohibited to be felled. This 
case was widely known in Nanbu County, and had drawn the attention of the 
top officials of Sichuan Province. In the 11th month of the 33rd year of 
                                                        
9 “Zhou Tianlang deng daomai Shangchengsi gushu shi yi’an.”  
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Guangxu’s reign (1907), Fang Xu, the Education Intendant of Sichuan 
Province, gave a clear explanation about the situation and the disposal of 
people involved in the case: 

 
This case was placed on file for investigation on the 13th day of the 11th month 
of the 33rd year of Guangxu’s reign (1907). According to the report of Nanbu 
County, in the name of raising school fund, Zhou Xueren and Zhou Tianlang 
stole and sold old trees of Shangcheng Temple which were prohibited from 
being felled. They embezzled the profits and fled away. The investigation and 
interrogation has confirmed these facts. The case was then placed on file. Zhou 
Tianlang was deprived of the title of Jiansheng, and officials were sent to 
arrest them. In this case, Zhou Xueren and Zhou Tianlang were first accused of 
impeding education promotion by embezzling public fund. After Qiu Jirui and 
other staff investigated the details in the temple, it was found that the facts and 
the confession were quite contradictory. So they were further accused of 
embezzling the school fund and were to be put on trial. The county magistrate 
was then requested to reinvestigate the case by the superior. When the 
summons was issued, they did not return and wait, but chose to bypass the 
county authorities and present their appeals to the higher level, which deserved 
severe punishment. Thus it was very evident that they were afraid of trial due 
to their guilty conscience. According to the record, Shangcheng Temple is an 
ancient temple with a long history. The names of the patrons of the temple 
property can no longer be identified. Zhou and Qiao’s families pretended to be 
the original patrons’ descendents according to their explanation of the 
inscription on the tablets in the temple. Then Zhou Xueren and the 
confederates dared to fell and sell over 40 trees behind the temple, and 
embezzled the profits. After they were accused, investigation and interrogation 
had proved their crime. But they dared to take away the fund and flee to 
escape their due punishment, as well as dared to bypass the county authorities 
and present their false appeals to the higher level, totally showing their 
cunning. The authorities first deprived Zhou Tianlang of the title of Jiansheng, 
and then sent officials to arrest Zhou Tianlang, Zhou Zhengzong, and Zhou 
Xueren, and transferred them to the local county to put them on trial. As the 
temple property’s patrons can not be identified, the authorities will take charge 
of it, without the interference of Zhou and Qiao’s families. Local Department 
of Education Promotion should return the money that merchant Liu Yunxuan 
has paid for the trees. The timber remained should be sold immediately and 
income should be used as the school fund. Further details about the running of 
the school would be arranged in other files. The reinvestigation affairs could 
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be either canceled or carried out.10 
 
Another notable example illustrates the corruption in Siyichang in Nanbu 

County. The school manager Zheng Yiqian was accused by local people and 
monks:  

 
Zhen has received patronage of about 500 chuan from Niuwang Qingjiao 
Association and other associations and earned 20 taels of silver by selling 
timber last year. This year he sold 26 unites of timber and considerable tree 
branches, and respectively earned 380 taels and 20 taels. He embezzled all the 
profits without handing in any to the school fund. Since then he dared to 
gradually have over 40 trees of various temples felled. The facts had been 
investigated and confirmed by local gentries.  
 
The local officials responded with an instruction: “The timber should be sealed 

up, and official Qu Yuting, Liu Zhiqing, and Monk Longsheng are sent to 
investigate.” The investigation showed that Zheng Yiqian had more than 60 trees 
felled, sold over 30 units of timber, and earned over 400 taels of silver. There 
were over 30 units of timber left, which were estimated to be worth 460 taels of 
silver.11 

Some of the owners deliberately concealed the fact that there were old trees in 
the domain of temples, when they attempted to sell temple possessions. On the 
one hand, concealing these facts could help them obtain permission from local 
authorities more easily. On the other hand, it facilitated their practices of 
corruption. For instance, when a four-year-elementary school at Meijiachang of 
Nanbu County was proposed, the director planned to sell the possessions of 
Erjiao Temple, and in his report he declared that:  

 
There is only one poor monk in this temple which is lack of patronage, and the 
temple building is in a poor condition, with no old trees in its domain. The 
school fund and its profits, raised from various associations, had all been spent 
on management and security, so there is a total lack of school fund now. We 
discussed and found that far away from the temple there was a very valuable 
temple possession, which has been pawned. We plan to sell a share of this 
distant possession, and the income can serve as the school fund for 
management and renovation.12 
 

                                                        
10 “Qinming shuli Sichuan Tixueshisi Tixueshi fangzha chi.” 
11 “Si yichang sifa miaoshu yi’an.” 
12 “Meijiachang xuedong shou Erjiaoan changye qingshi yi’an.”  
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After the temple possession was sold, disputes arose. Li’s family declared that 
“the sold possession of Erjiao Temple was originally owned and patronized by 
their ancestor Li Shikuan, whose grave is there, and the inscription on the tablet 
can prove it.”13 Other people did not have the right of selling the possession. It is 
worth noting that the school manager declared there was “no trees in the domain” 
of the temple, but Li’s family argued that “there were more than 100 old 
cypresses, big and tall.” After the possession was sold, “the trees were felled and 
sold to yield profits.”14 Their statements about the details of Erjiao Temple’s 
property were completely different, so it was quite suspicious that there was a 
conspiracy between the school manager and the buyer who collaborated to sell 
the temple trees for private gains. 

As the new type elementary schools were establishing at a rapid speed in the 
late Qing, the practice of felling temple trees became severe, and the quantity of 
felled trees increased every year, despite the fact that monks, patrons, and the 
public kept on protesting. In this regard, many commoners and gentries expressly 
petitioned the local authorities to prohibit felling activities. A petition from a 
local gentry in Mianzhu County advocated for prohibition, he argued: “the total 
expense of renovating school buildings may be less than several chuan, but the 
school managers earned more than 100 chuan by selling temple trees. The public 
kept on complaining about this.”15 Another gentry in Xinjin County also pointed 
out in his petition that the local school manager and related groups conspired and 
illegally obtained profits. “Last year, they planed raising fund by felling temple 
trees to establish an elementary school.” But in actual fact, they “had so many 
trees felled and sold to seek personal gains, and the sold timber was used to built 
ships and coffins. They sold trees for profits in the name of collecting timber for 
the school’s renovation, so the people are irrigated and petitioned for prohibition 
of felling activities.”16 

Generally, in the late Qing’s promotion of education, the authorities only laid 
down some fundamental principles about expropriating temple property. There 
were no detailed rules of whether temple trees could be expropriated, so it is 
impossible to audit as there were no financial accounts. The ambiguity of this 
policy gave school managers opportunities to seek personal gains, using building 
renovation as an excuse. This reality made people show growing antipathy 
towards new type schools. In the seventh month of the 31st year of Guangxu’s 
reign (1905), the Governor-General of Sichuan Province issued the order of 
prohibition against felling temple trees, as he believed that felling temple trees 

                                                        
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 “Kenqing jinfa raomin bingwen.”  
16 “Qing jinfa zirao qingshi wen.”  



Sichuan’s promotion of education and activities of felling temple trees 417 

“brutally violated public belief and opinions.” But “temple trees, which were 
then prohibited to be felled, were still cut and sold everywhere.”17 In the 34th 
year of Guangxu’s reign (1908), Zhao Erxun took over the position of 
Governor-General of Sichuan province, and again issued the order of prohibition 
against felling temple trees. 18  Sichuan Advisory Council in the late Qing 
Dynasty had also proposed prohibition against felling trees that belonged to 
temple property.19 But the effect was negligible. Even in 1919, the authorities of 
Sichuan Province still kept making official announcement about protecting 
temple property, and denouncing “the practice of local gentries who felled temple 
trees and deceitfully obtained patronage in the name of public welfare.”20 So it is 
evident that activities of felling temple trees had lasted a long period from the 
late Qing Dynasty to the early years of the Republic of China (1912–1949). 

4  Cultural and social impacts of felling temple trees 

In fact, the property rights of temple trees and other possessions of temples might 
not completely belong to temples. Frequently, temples only enjoyed “the right of 
use” according to the terms of present laws, and the property rights belonged to 
the patrons, as the temple property was associated with ceremonies honoring 
their ancestors. The property of Erjiao Temple cited above belonged to the Li’s 
family, as “their ancestor Li Shikuan sponsored the temple with his savings, and 
his grave was in the domain of the temple.” So felling temple trees may directly 
lead to conflicts over rural people’s customs, belief, and daily life, and felling 
trees in ancestral temples and tombs may have more serious negative effects. 
More importantly, though fellers of temple trees only intended to accumulate 
wealth, related people were insulted not because they suffered financial losses, 
but because villagers’ fundamental belief about life was disrespected in a cultural 
sense. 

In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the majority of ancestral temples had 
established rules of prohibiting felling temple trees. For instance, You’s family in 
Wansheng County of Sichuan Province, formulated 8 rules in Youshi zupu (You 
family’s genealogy) in the 21st year of Jiaqing’s reign (1816). The rules gave very 
detailed description about how to protect fengshui (location of a house or tomb, 
supposed to have influence on the fortune of a family) and trees: 

 
Trees along the river banks and on the hills should be permanently preserved 

                                                        
17 “Zongdu butang tongchi geshu chouti miaokuan wude yile zirao zha.” 
18 Zhao Erxun dang’an, Extraction (microfiche) 86, File 462. 
19 Wei Yingtao, Zhao Qing, 1981, 19.  
20 Wang Di, 2006, 221. 
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to foster fengshui. The family head should forbid people to fell those trees. The 
leaves of oriental white oak should not be used to feed silkworm, or the branch 
may be hurt. The trees used for firewood should be preserved and replanted 
carefully, and should be forbidden to be felled arbitrarily. If the rules are 
disobeyed and trees are damaged, responsible tenants should compensate for 
them. The fellers should be identified and severely punished.21  
 
In Jiangyin County, Zhejiang Province, the Qian’s family passed over a set of 

“family rules,” which says:  
 
The ancestral temple is the place where ancestors’ spirits rest, and the tomb is 
where ancestors’ remains are preserved. When descendants think of their 
ancestors but can not see them, they can go where ancestors’ spirits and bodies 
rest, and sincerely hold memorial ceremonies in the ancestral temple or beside 
the tomb. The trees and ceremonial items should be cherished. If damages are 
done to the tomb or ancestral temples and its belongings, family members 
should collaborate to restore them to order.…Family members should see to it 
that one should treat the dead as the living and treat the past as the present.22  
 
Here the key is the basic principle of “treat(ing) the dead as the living and 

treat(ing) the past as the present.” Trees of ancestral temples were closely 
associated with the peace of ancestors’ spirits, so trees should never be arbitrarily 
disposed of. Therefore, even if the family property was sold unwillingly, the 
original owner would intervene against the buyer’s activities of felling trees near 
the ancestral temple, in order to prevent fengshui from being damaged. For 
example, in Liubianyi of Nanbu County, Qiu’s family bought, from Zhang’s 
family, 18 cypresses that belonged to Zhang’s ancestral temple for 575 chuan. 
The contract was valid. When Qiu’s family intended to have these trees felled, 
Zhang Yanzong and Zhang Yanshi intervened against felling. Two families were 
thus in conflict, the local authorities settled dispute and who instructed: “The 
trees are permanently forbidden to be felled, and tablets will be established.” 
This prohibition was aimed at both families, so from then on “there was no 
dispute for many years.” In the 30th year of Guangxu’s reign (1904), one from 
Zhang’s family surprisingly “felled one tree and sold it for profits,” so two 
families were in conflict again, and they had to invite local gentries Qiu Shouqi 
and Chen Hongzhe to settle the dispute. Zhang’s family first decided to return the 
profits, but subsequently they only agreed to return part of it. Then Qiu’s family 
sued, and declared they were willing to give the money to Mengyang School of 
                                                        
21 Youshi zupu, 23. 
22 Li Wenzhi, Jiang Taixin, 2000, 296. 
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their family as their contribution to the school fund. The county magistrate 
decided the case and let Zhang’s family “return the profits and make it part of the 
school fund.”23 

As buying and selling property of ancestral temples was neither proper nor 
honorable, both families could not act self-confidently and feel righteous. It was 
a popular belief and custom of the common people that trees belonging to 
ancestral temples should be prohibited from being felled, and this custom was 
always respected by the local authorities.24 In this context, we can understand 
why even local gentries could not help to settle the conflict arising from cutting a 
tree that was not worth much, and to avoid the lawsuit. 

Even if temples were not associated with certain families, it was a 
long-established tradition that temple trees were not supposed to be felled. 
Yongchuan County Gazetteer in the late Qing Dynasty recorded:  

 
For two hundred years since the beginning of our dynasty, the old tradition of 
preventing temple trees from being felled has been preserved. But the common 
people only have a superficial knowledge. When they are warned of physical 
punishment, they may probably ignore it. But if they are warned of karma, 
they will pay vigilant attention. So there are superstitious statements that 
bridges and ships are like treasure, but doing harm to trees and mountains 
brings misfortune and vital punishment. So The Book of Changes says: the 
sages educate the people in ways of the gods. The lasting prosperity of temples 
has its reason and logic.25 
 
Even the sages advocated educating the people in ways of the gods and 

common people firmly believed in karma, so in traditional Chinese society there 
were two kinds of taboos. One was that trees of Buddhist temples and ancestral 
temples should not be felled because felling will cause misfortune and disaster. 
Another was that ancient trees in communities which had witnessed changes of 
the world should not be felled, because they were also associated with fengshui 
and dimai (the veins of the earth). In a culture which valued fengshui and the 
peace of the spirits of the dead, felling trees of ancestral temples and tombs 

                                                        
23 “Weijin bafa koukan huanzhui shiqing.” 
24 Fan family, Lintang zonggui (Lintang’s family regulation), Article “Muji”墓祭 (hold a 
memorial ceremony for one’s ancestors) says that: “If the ancestral graveyard is robbed and 
sold by any of our family descendants, or by any stranger, every branch of our family should 
order its members to report the crime to higher authorities. Since every person has his own 
ancestor, from officials to commoners, and this crime damages one’s ancestor, officials will 
have pity on the related family and command the criminal to return the graveyard.” Quoted 
from Li Wenzhi, Jiang Taixin, 280. 
25 Yongchuan xianzhi, Vol. 3, “Buildings: Temples,” 28. 
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brought danger and disaster, and families and people in communities were 
obliged to preserve and protect them. Consequently, felling temple trees often 
meet objections, as it offended the belief and customs of the village people. 
Meanwhile, expropriating temple trees became one of the causes of disputes and 
lawsuits over education affairs in the late Qing. 

There are two types of such disputes, either between schools and groups or 
between schools and individual families. Group disputes can further fall into two 
categories. Disputes of the first category were between followers of various 
religious groups that attached to certain Buddhist temples and the authorities or 
school managers. For example, in the first year of Xuantong’s reign (1909), a 
dispute arose in Baoyi County over trees belonging to Baolin Buddhist temple. In 
April, the director of Baolin School followed the order and attempted to have 
trees of Baolin Temple felled in order to renovate the school. This happened 
exactly when Qingming Association of the temple held its meeting and ceremony, 
so the followers came forward to stop the felling once they heard the news. Then 
the school manager accused head of Dong Hanzhang, the association of “massing 
the people and impending education promotion.” The local authorities sent the 
police to arrest Dong, which leaded to people’s discontent. Then thousands of 
people gathered and “caused a disturbance.” This event startled the authorities of 
Baoning Prefecture, which sent six Yilong policemen who were under training to 
return and dissuade the “ignorant” followers.26  

Furthermore, many temples often had a “patron conference” made up of 
patrons, which decided temples’ building and management affairs.27  These 
temple neighbors and patron families regarded planting and preserving temple 
trees as their responsibility handed down through generations. They believed that 
temple trees planted by their ancestors could only be preserved instead of being 
damaged and felled. Their disputes with school managers belonged to the other 
category of group disputes. For instance, in Nanbu County, patrons of four 
families near Chunyang Temple were in continuing dispute with the school 
manager of Mengyang School over temples trees.  

 
We, Wang Liyan, Wang Fanggu, Wang Tiyuan, Wang Bingcai, Wang Dachun, 
Wang Lunyuan, Wang Yinhuai, Wang Dinghuai, Wang Shengyuan, Wang 
Yiyuan, Yu Wenxing, Yu Yuannian, Zhao Yuantian, Zhao Yuanhe, Li 
Guangzong, etc. petition the authorities to prohibit felling temple trees so that 

                                                        
26 “Baoningfu tongchi zhawen.”  
27 In the Qing Dynasty, Mingyue Temple in Pujiang County of Sichuan had a “patron 
conference” made up of patrons. See Xie Huang: “Chongxiu Mingyuesi ji”重修明月寺记 (The 
Rehabilitation of Mingyue Temple), edited in the period of the Republic of China (1912–1949), 
Pujiang xianzhi, Vol. 4. 
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dimai can be maintained. Chunyang Temple was originally established by the 
ancestors of the four families of Li, Yu, Zhao and Wang, who patronized their 
fields. Their intention was to pray for blessings and peace. Since then the 
fengshui and dimai had been well maintained, and monks of the temple 
carefully planted and preserved temple trees, so the temple and trees have not 
been damaged for hundreds of years. When the school was established in 
Dayanbachang, however, the school manager intended to have ancient trees 
felled and sold to fund the school. We decided that the religious associations 
would donate 14 chuan so that temples trees would not need to be felled. Then 
the school manager further required about 7 chuan to cover the expenses of 
equipment and books, which is recorded in the case file on the first day of the 
fifth month of the 31st year of Guangxu’s reign (1905). Last winter he intended 
to fell trees in Mountain Chunyang. But we all understand the trees have been 
planted for over a hundred year and are connected with fengshui and dimai, 
which is extremely important for the fortune and prosperity of our land. The 
people here are extremely reluctant to damage the trees as we believe any 
damage will cause disasters for us. So we petition the authorities to establish a 
rule that prohibits felling activities.  
 

After receiving the petition, the local official instructed:  
 
Believing in fengshui is absurd and superstitious, and promoting education is 
the key to cultivating talent. Lu Shangxuan intended to utilize the private 
resource to do public affairs and applied for felling trees to raising school fund 
for Dayuanba School. His application should have been approved. But 
according to your report, you have patronized money for the school last year to 
avoid felling trees. As your financial support had been recorded on file, your 
application for prohibition of felling trees is permitted. The order will be given 
and school manager Lu Shangxuan will be requested to follow the order. The 
third month, the 15th day of the 33rd year of Guangxu’s reign (1907).28 
 
Though school managers and headmasters could ignore the taboos when they 

tried to establish new schools, most people in the country would absolutely 
follow the traditions and observe the taboos. Therefore, although the local 
official in his instruction commented that fengshui is absurd and superstitious, he 
still approved prohibiting cutting trees. It reflects that he still abstained from 
breaking the taboo in this case, so he made concessions to avoid further trouble. 

On the other hand, in the Ming and Qing dynasties, many patrons established 
temples in order to hold ceremonies honoring their ancestors. Some of the 
                                                        
28 “Chunyangshan silin sixing shizhu jinfa miaoshu bing.”  
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temples are established by local gentries who became a monk or devoted his 
property to temples. As many temples were established with the gentries’ donated 
property, the descendants of these gentries often bore the responsibilities for 
managing and renovating the temples and arranging abbots. Many renowned 
families built temples and then bought fields and set up ancestral memorial 
tablets in the established temples, and enlisted abbots to arrange and hold 
ceremonies. So the temples became the places for family ceremonies honoring 
ancestors.29 The Baoguo Temple in Yongchuan County, Sichuan Province is a 
typical example. During the reign of Qianlong (1711–1799), a tablet was set up 
to record the establishment and history of the temple. According to it, Wu’s 
family’s ancestral hall was set in the temple, and such activities as holding 
ceremonies to educate offspring were done in it. The monks had been dedicated 
to holding memorial services in Baoguo Temple.30 The patron families of this 
kind of temples also took the responsibilities for protecting and supervising 
temples’ property, and external negotiations of these temples were often done by 
heads of the families. These Buddhist temples shared the same functions with 
family ancestral temples, so the temple trees were cherished by these related 
families, for they believed the trees were related to the prosperity of their 
families. 

In the late Qing, when school managers asked for permission to felling temple 
trees, the patron families would strongly objected, because they believed it would 
damage the fengshui. In the 32nd year of Guangxu’s reign (1906), a school was to 
be built in Xinzhenba of Nanbu County, the school manager Zhang Yindong 
intended to have two cypresses felled which belonged to Guanyin-tudi Temple. It 
was opposed by Wang’s family, and disputes arose. Wang Xueyi maintained that 
this temple was established by his ancestors and “the cypresses in front of the 
temple has lived for a long time when there have been five generations of the 
family.” The school manger’s intentions of having the trees felled and using them 
for school renovation made Wang’s family very sad. Meanwhile, the family’s 
property was connected with that of the temple; they feared that felling trees 
would damage dimai. The school manger thus accused Wang’s family of 
“obstructing the education promotion,” then the magistrate had Wang Xueci and 
Wang Xuegong arrested and detained. So Wang’s family pleaded to the higher 
authorities of the prefecture, their plea says: “Whether to allow felling trees or 
not is not as serious as murder or robbery. Sending police to arrest people is not 
correspondent with the law. So we petition the authorities to investigate and 
punish the guilty and redress the injustice.” The prefect sent the plea to Nanbu 
                                                        
29 Lushan xianzhi, Vol. I, “Cisi”; Meishan xianzhi, “Dianli zhi” 2, “Diansisi”; Bu Zhengmin 
(Timothy Brook), 2005, 168–176. 
30 “Baoguosi beiji.”  
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County and instructed:  
 
Why should such small case as disputes over trees bypass the local authorities 
and plead in the prefecture? The magistrate of Nanbu County should 
immediately call witnesses and conduct a thorough investigation. A just 
judgment should be passed and sent back to the prefecture for affirmation, so 
that the public can be satisfied. 
 
Then magistrate of Nanbu County released the two persons of Wang’s family 

on bail.31 The magistrate of the prefecture mentioned “bypass(ing) the local 
authorities,” which refers to the fact that charges and pleas, which should be 
made in the local counties, are directly sent to the higher level of authorities or 
fail to be conducted in legal process. In the Qing Dynasty bypassing was 
prohibited. Even if what someone pleaded is true, he or she would receive 50 
whips as punishment.32 Usually, only when the case was quite significant and 
complicated, or was involving grave injustice, one would bypass the local 
authorities to plead at the higher levels. The magistrate of the prefecture might be 
quite surprised for such a case about 2 cypresses, but he still requested the case 
should be reinvestigated by Nanbu County. The lawsuit over 2 cypresses between 
Wang’s family and the school manager had lasted for over one year, and two 
pieces of judgment by the local magistrate were not accepted by Wang’s family, 
who raised money to plead in the prefecture. Obviously, the fees for the lawsuit, 
traveling and bribery were far beyond the value of two cypresses, which exactly 
reflected that their conflicts were not simply over material interests. This 
particular event represented the extent to which local communities cherished 
temple trees. Such cases were quite common in the period, reflecting the hostile 
attitude of common people towards felling temple trees. 

Moreover, if tomb trees of certain families were likely to be felled, the families 
would object more strongly. There was a typical case in Xinjin County in which 
the tomb trees of Shuai’s family were felled. In the 32nd year of Guangxu’s reign 
(1906), an elementary school was set up in Jiangxi huiguan of Xinjin County. 
The school managers He Enlong and Zhao Xiangqi had 29 trees felled in the 
name of school renovation. The trees felled were located at the common 
boundary between the domain of Sisheng Temple and that of Shuai’s family 
tombs. But the cypresses felled belonged to the property of the ancestors of 
Shuai’s family. The school managers concealed this fact and in their application 
                                                        
31 “Xinzhenba shexue famiaoshu yi’an.” 
32 Zheng Qin, 2000, 113. There were an increasing number of lawsuits which bypassed the 
local authorities in the late Qing Dynasty. There were no absolute criteria to settle disputes 
over education affairs: the authorities believed they had done justice, but people felt they 
suffered wrongs. It was a very prominent phenomenon in the late Qing Dynasty. 
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they said: “the cypresses are planted in the public land, and the school needed the 
timber urgently for the construction.” County magistrate instructed “Approved.” 
This approval, however, leaded to a lawsuit that lasted for several years. After 
Zhao Xiangqi felled the cypresses in the domain of Shuai’s family tomb 
according to the permission, Shuai Heshun went to the county and accused Zhao 
of “felling the trees to seek personal gains”; he attached to the indictment the 
contract which proved his ancestor owns the property. But the county magistrate 
“believed that Shuai Heshun had no evidence and was arguing and obstructing 
unreasonably; then he sent officials to investigate.”33 Presumably the local 
magistrate was in favor of education promotion, so his instruction showed 
obvious suggestion and inclination. Official Xie Chun conducted a careless 
investigation and concluded that the felled cypresses were public trees belonging 
to the Sisheng Association. But Shuai’s family again accused that “the officials 
were involved in a conspiracy and the results of the investigation were a 
complete falsehood. They used their power to intimidate us by claiming the trees 
as public property. They cheated the superiors and abuse the people.” Thus they 
“petitioned” for a reinvestigation. Soon, the newly appointed county magistrate 
sent officials to reinvestigate, and then confirmed the trees did belong to Shuai’s 
ancestors’ property. But at the same time the magistrate persuaded Shuai’s family 
to donate the timber to the school. Shuai Heshun accepted the judgment at the 
court. Very soon Shuai Heshun died. His son refused to abide by the court ruling, 
and continued to accuse He Enlong and Zhao Xiangqi at the county court. The 
Magistrate instructed:  

 
Setting up schools is a means of cultivating talent, and is supported by county 
gentries and common people who are actively donating for schools. He Enlong 
applied for collecting trees. Whether the trees belong to you or not, your father 
had promised to donate them for the renovation of the school. You neither 
submitted the evidence that proved your ownership of the trees to help 
investigation, nor obeyed your father’s will. Your act shows no obedience to 
your father or loyalty to the government, which makes you a well-dressed man 
of beastly temper. Meanwhile, Zhao Xiangqi did his task fairly and justly for 
the establishment of local school. But you are so unreasonable and absurd to 
scramble for your own interests in this case. 
 
Subsequently, Shuai Tingbin bypassed the county authorities and sued at 

higher level. The lawsuit lasted for 3 years. In the first year of Xuantong’s reign 
                                                        
33 See two reports and local magistrates’ instructions: “Xingyizhi jiansheng Shuai Tingbin 
qingshi bingming yimian mengti shi” and “xingyizhi jiansheng Shuai Tingbin wei qingshi 
yankan mianren bimeng shi.” 
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(1909), Education Affairs Department of the authorities of Sichuan Province 
instructed: “it is a local public hazard that certain persons seek personal gains by 
making use of public resource and power. According to the report, Zhao Xiangqi 
maintains that the cypresses are the public trees of Sisheng Association, which 
has been investigated by the county authorities but has not been reinvestigated 
yet. The school manager dared to conspire with the local officials to have the 
trees felled. If this event is true, it can be concluded that in daily life the school 
manager and certain officials must have been notoriously and totally corrupt and 
have illegally seek profits by deceiving the public. Sichuan Anchashi (provincial 
officials who were mainly in charge of court and equal with governor in the Qing 
Dynasty) also believed “though establishing schools is an urgent task now, 
immoral school managers and local officials who conspire to fell people’s trees 
in the name of public affairs should be reprimanded and punished so that 
people’s life will not be disturbed.” So he instructed: “It is illegal and bold for the 
school managers He Enlong and Zhao Xingqi to fell private tomb trees.” The 
authorities of Xinjin County are requested to conduct thorough investigation of 
the case immediately.34 

This case lasted three years and Shuai’s family had spent a large amount of 
money for the lawsuit to save the loss of “personal prestige.” But the tomb trees 
were finally forced to be donated to the school according to the judgment. He 
Enlong managed to keep his position of the school manager, and Zhao Xiangyi 
was not severely punished. This showed that the local magistrate’s personal 
would play the crucial role in the judgment. The report of the inspector of local 
department of education and the school manager harbored a preconceived idea 
for the county magistrate and influenced his judgment, so the Shuai’s family was 
obviously in the disadvantageous position. In the “New Policies” period of the 
late Qing Dynasty, the assessment of county magistrates’ performance was 
associated with the quantitative criteria of education promotion. One of the 
contents of the assessment was about how many lawsuits of education affairs had 
been settled.35 In many litigation cases about education affairs, opinions of 
gentries who managed schools often influenced the local official’s ruling. 
Frequently civil provisions of the laws were not referred to. A tendency that 
many judgments showed was that education affairs were given priorities and 
were in more favorable position in lawsuits. 

                                                        
34 “Xing yizhi jiansheng Shuai Tingbin fuyuan chengkong fengpiwen.”  
35 When Chen Ji and other officials observed and studied the county magistrates’ attitudes 
towards education affairs, they first investigate whether the magistrates were active in 
adjudicating lawsuits over education affairs. See the reports, telegrams about Chen Ji and 
others’ inspection of education affairs in the east of Sichuan Province, from the seventh to the 
eighth month, the 34th year of Guangxu’s reign (1908). In: Zhao Erxun dang’an, File 473, 
Extraction (microfiche): 87. 
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Nevertheless, certain local education inspectors and school mangers believed 
that it is more convenient that they have the right to adjudicate disputes over 
education affairs, instead of waiting for the long process in which the local 
magistrate decided cases. Therefore, some education inspectors proposed that in 
counties a special legal organization should be set up in the Local Department of 
Education Promotion, in order to settle disputes over education affairs. For 
instance, the education inspector of Pi County proposed to set up an adjudication 
office for school affairs in the Local Department of Education Promotion.” In his 
report to the Tixuesi (Provincial Department of Education), this inspector 
promised that the proposed adjudication office would only deal with disputes 
about education affairs and would never exceed the power and overstep the 
county magistrate’s authority. But the Tixuesi maintained: “There is no clear 
distinction between education affairs and civil lawsuit. One issue can be regarded 
from different perspectives as different kinds of dispute.” If “it is not carefully 
handled, considerable disadvantages will arise, such as bias and deception, which 
will cause more troubles.” If the proposed Adjudication office can not settle 
certain disputes, they will have to be transferred to the county authorities after all. 
So setting up this office may not be beneficial to settling disputes, but make 
people undergo troubles and setbacks in vain.” 
  The proposal submitted by the inspector of Pi County reflected the tendency 
that an increasing number of lawsuits and disputes about local education affairs 
had arisen, which became a serious problem disturbing local education affairs. 
Meanwhile, the instruction by Tixuesi reflected the complexity of lawsuits over 
education affairs. From school managers’ perspective, felling temple trees was 
“the necessity” of conducting education affairs. But for common people and 
monks, felling activities not only were regarded a “financial means” of exploiting 
people, but also exerted profound cultural impacts on people’s awareness. Their 
different understanding and evaluation of felling activities caused the significant 
increase of lawsuits in the late Qing. In the dramatic historical change in the late 
Qing, lawsuits over education affairs occupied a large proportion of county-level 
civil lawsuits. The civil lawsuits in various counties of Sichuan Province 
indicated a similar trend. When the magistrate of Nanbu County left office in 
1903, there were 12 civil lawsuits, among which only one involved education 
affairs.36 When the magistrate left office in 1907, there were 36 civil lawsuits, 
among which 16 involved education affairs and 10 was directly related to felling 
temple trees and expropriating temple property.37 

Lawsuits over education affairs caused severe obstruction for the promotion of 
education. As a local official had pointed out: “since the new-type schools were 
                                                        
36 “Guangxu ershijiu nian Nanbu xian lifang yijiao song qingce.”  
37 “Guangxu sanshisi nian Nanbu xian zhengtang lifang yijiao bixian rennei sisong qingce.”  
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first set up, the immoral local gentries were more concerned with acquiring 
property for personal interests, and paid less attention to public affairs. The local 
authorities were more occupied by settling related lawsuits than by promoting 
education. Public morals degraded and personal conflicts arose. Immoral gentries 
have been given neither credit nor substantial power, so they totally ignored 
public welfare and did extensive damage. Their practices of causing troubles and 
accusing the innocent led to numerous lawsuits that lasted for years. 
Consequently, local education can not be further promoted and local counties can 
not develop.38 School managers’ appropriation of temple trees not only caused 
many conflicts and lawsuits, but also disturbed the life of local communities. 
People thus had a very negative impression about new type schools. In some 
places, people developed an extremely hostile attitude, and prohibited their 
family members from entering new-type schools. According to the Nanxi County 
Gazetteer:  

 
At that time people were ignorant about new type education. School managers’ 
appropriation of temple property caused long-lasting lawsuits every year. 
Consequently, local people prohibited their family members from entering 
new-type schools. Though teachers were well qualified, but there were not 
enough students. Occasionally, there were few unqualified teachers who 
become the object of public denunciation. Meanwhile, this teaching job 
offered low salary but required hard work, so capable men were unwilling to 
be engaged in it. Even if students from poor families were enrolled, they 
discontinued their studies quite often. So there have been very few students 
who regularly graduated from the elementary school in accordance with the 
school regulations, since the school was set up more than 10 years ago.39 
 
Refusing to enroll children in schools reflected a negative attitude of people 

who protested against arrogant school managers’ practices of seeking for official 
support by accusing whoever hinders them. Furthermore, more active people 
adopted an aggressive means of “anti-new-type-education movement” Japanese 
scholar Hiroshi Abe has done intensive study on anti-new-type-education 
movement in the late Qing,40 but the study of the movement is quite complicated, 
which involves many aspects of rural communities. In my opinion, lawsuits 
arising from felling Buddhist, ancestral and tomb trees had exerted negative 
impacts on local people’s awareness, and at least this should be included as one 
of the various causes for the movement. 

                                                        
38 “Zhengdun xuewu cisong.” 
39 Nanxi xianzhi, Vol. 3: “Education,” 20. 
40 Hiroshi Abe, 1993, 692. 
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5  Conclusion 

In the period of education promotion in the late Qing, trees in the domain of 
Buddhist temples had been massively felled in various regions in order to fund 
the renovation, construction and management of schools. This phenomenon had 
partly characterized local education affairs in the late Qing to some extent. In the 
modern education history of China, however, this issue has almost been 
neglected and seldom attracted subsequent researchers’ attention. China has 
undergone radical social changes in her modern history. The felling of temple 
trees may not be a phenomenon of profound significance, but it reflects a 
departure from Chinese traditions in modern times. Its investigation can provide 
a valuable perspective in studying regional education affairs in the late Qing as 
well as the radical social changes in that period. 

The felling of temple trees, as a means of promoting education in Sichuan, was 
closely related to the different financial status of different regions and places. In 
economically advantageous and relatively highly commercialized regions, like 
Ba County and Xinjin County, the quantity of felled trees is relatively small, and 
the practice of making profits by selling trees to collect education fund is not 
common or widespread. Meanwhile, in economically disadvantageous regions 
which have difficulty raising education fund, like Nanbu County, Xuyong County, 
temple trees had been massively felled and sold to secure the fund. Trees from 
Buddhist and ancestral temples, for a certain degree, had been beneficial to the 
construction and renovation of schools as well as its fund for management; 
however, in the process of expropriating temple trees, the school managers abuse 
their power to seek personal gains. At that time, common people and intellectuals 
of grass-roots level generally believed that fengshui and dimai bore an organic 
relationship with social harmony and stability. Massive felling of temple trees not 
only concerned material interests, but also was in conflict with local customs, 
giving rise to numerous lawsuits. It is, therefore, considered to be one of the 
causes of social disorder in the late Qing Dynasty. 
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