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ABSTRACT

This article examines the 1799-1805 Xianyu Reforms, a period of governmental
reform in the wake of Emperor Jiaqing’s purge of the powerful minister Heshen.
Previous accounts of this event stress its Confucian form and inability to avert
nineteenth-century challenges of dynastic decline. This paper, however, focuses on
ideology and how new change offered not an obstacle, but an opportunity. In secur-
ing power and advancing reform, the Jiaqing court manipulated a caricatured image
of Minister Heshen—and, more broadly, moral/administrative breakdown—in order
to define decline and galvanize public sentiment. Creation of a polemic, classics-
based vision of Heshen (decline) vs. Jiaging (révival), reflective of a clash of cosmic
forces, legitimated the attack on the minister while offering an alternative to a lar-
ger bureaucratic purge. Posing new reforms as the mirror opposite of the “Heshen
Regency,” in turn, molded the shape and the focus of new reform, orienting it prag-
matically toward select values and broader political incorporation of polity. The
Xianyu Reforms, that is, were not shackled by tradition; they used tradition creative-

ly.
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China’s early nineteenth century was a period of political transition and
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Nearly simultaneous Miao, White Lotus, and pirate rebellions
had erupted in the late eighteenth century, the culmination of decades of rising

discontent and declining administrative efficiency. In the protracted and un-
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expectedly bitter pacifications that ensued many educated Chinese perceived
something more. Twentieth century hindsight suggests that these troubles
augured the beginning of the end of the Qing dynasty. Contemporaries also
confronted this fear.1

This essay examines one of the most critical and poorly understood episodes
of the early century turmoil, the 1799-1805 Xianyu Reforms (Xianyu weixin & Ed
HEFT, also called the “Jiaqing Reforms” and “Jiaging Restoration”). Emperor
Qianlong’s ¥Z[% 27 death in 1799 sparked dramatic changes in the Chinese impe-
rial government. His son, Emperor Jiaqing ZEE7 (r.1796-1820), heretofore
politically marginalized, seized control of government and eliminated his
greatest court rival, the powerful first minister Heshen FI¥f (1750-1799). This
“minimalist purge” provided a prelude to cautious fiscal, military, and moral
reform framed in explicit reaction to Heshen’s rule of government.2

Existing studies of the Xianyu Reforms focus most on upon the Heshen
purge and new pacification policy. Their consensus is that the tradition-bound
Jiaqing court let slip a critical chance for radical change, thereby giving the rub
to anxious literati’s darkest fears. Such interpretations, however, pay little
attention to the ideological dimensions of the reforms—how the new regime
treated contemporary circumstances not as an obstacle, but as an opportunity.
The Jiaqing court did not suppress murmurs of doom; rather, it promoted them.
Recasting recent history (particularly Heshen’s rule) in a polemic framework of
dynastic decline and revival laid a classics-based cultural foundation that mobil-
ized literati discontent, encouraged popular support, and opened alternatives to
a destructive bureaucratic purge. This effort, in turn, shaped the specific Con-
fucian form of the reforms, orienting them toward pragmatic ends of social
order, fiscal viability, and national solidarity.

1. Concerning the rebellions of the early nineteenth century see, Guan Wenfa, Jiaging di, pp.
373-494; and Dai Yi, ed., Jianming Qingshi, V.2., pp.382-477. Concerning contemporary
literati fear of dynastic decline, see David Nivison, “Ho-shen and His Accusers: Ideology
and Political Behavior in the Eighteenth Century”; and Mark Elvin, Changing Stories in
the Chinese World, p.21.

2. For related writing on the Xianyu Reforms, see Da Qing Renzong rei (Jiaging) huangdi
shilu (hereafter: DQRRHS); Qing Renzong yushi wenchu ji (hereafter: QRYWJ); Nivison,
“Ho-shen”; Harold Kahn, Monarchy in the Emperor’s Eyes: Image and Reality in the Ch’
ten-lung Reign, pp.248-59; Susan Mann Jones and Philip Kuhn, "Dynastic Decline and the
Roots of Rebellion,” pp.116-19; James Polachek, The Inner Opium War, pp.35-37;
Beatrice S. Bartlett, Monarchs and Ministers: The Grand Council in Mid-Ch’ing China,
1723-1820; Guan Wenfa, fiaqing di; Zhang Yufen, “Lun Jiaqing chunian de Xianyu Weix-
in” and “Jiaqging chaozheng shuping”; and Zhu Chengru, “Lun Jiaging gingzheng hou zhon-
gyang quanli de chongzu.”
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Signs of Decline

By the end of the eighteenth century there were classic signs of dynastic
decline. Population growth, with its rivers of unruly migrants to imperial
borderlands, had swelled to over 300 million. Expansion of cultivated acreage,
labor-intensive farming, and New World crops aided growth for a time, but rents
rose, social violence was pervasive, and some literati feared an imminent
exhaustion of resources. As observer Hong Liangji #5E (1746-1809) put it:
“Heaven and Earth’s way of making adjustments is flood, drought, and plagues.”
With uncontrolled population movement and natural disaster came further erup-
tion of border revolt: most alarmingly, the 1795-1797 Miao rebellion in south
China and the 1796-1804 White Lotus rebellion in central China. The frustrated
Qing pacification that ensued revealed fundamental flaws in the dynasty’s mili-
tary structure, the cost of which nearly bankrupted the imperial treasury.3

Yet there was, contemporaries believed, an even more profound problem.
As explicated in Confucian classics such as the Mencius, the integrity of the ideal
social order was ultimately reliant upon society’s leaders. The imputed power
of rulers was deemed great as leaders strengthened not just organization that fed
and housed, but also the very moral fiber of the recipients of their care. Qing
thinkers, wary of the speculative excesses of the late Ming, were little inclined to
proclaim the metaphysical implications of these ideas. Still they strained
beneath the skin of even the most pragmatic administrative discussion. Good
men create a good world: this is their innate power. In equal measure, bad men
squander their Heavenly-bequeathed potential, bringing disaster in proportion to
their ill-used authority.

Scholar Hong Liangqi is perhaps most famous for rearticulating this view,
centering it anew in late eighteenth century literati discourse. “The deteriora-
tion of the county government is a hundred times worse than ten or twenty years
ago,” Hong lamented in 1798.4 Where once people had lauded the integrity of

3. Concerning contemporary problems, see Susan Naquin and Evelyn S. Rawski, Chinese
Society in the Eighteenth Century, esp. pp.218-21. Concerning Hong Liangiji’s views, see the
translation in Theodore de Bary and Richard Lufrano, Sources of Chinese Tradition:
From 1600 Through the Twentieth Century, V.2, pp.176-78.

4. Huangchao jingshi wenbian (hereafter: HJW) 89:7b; De Bary and Lufrano, Sources, pp.178-
79. Specifically, Hong was referring to wrongful taxation, false reporting, and arbitrary
appropriation of state funds.
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officials, now they merely grasped for wealth.> Nor was this only a problem of
local leaders. In a famous (and nearly fatal) 1799 letter intended for the
emperor, Hong pointed out similar failings with even more important imperial
rulers. “Governors and governor generals of provinces act only to meet an
immediate crisis. None of them are concerned about the role of the official as an
exemplar; they simply concentrate on holding on to their own offices.”6 Moral
deterioration in government, he suggested, now extended to the very top tiers.
A shift had occurred and the result was not just the impassive “flood,
drought, and plague” of a disturbed cosmos adjusting itself. There was a threat
yet more personal and frightening. Speaking of the White Lotus revolt, Hong
Liangiji noted that “the county officials were not able to prevent the spread of
heterodoxy by exerting good influences on the people, and when sectarianism
spread, the officials would . .. make demands on the people and threaten their
lives, until the people joined the rebels.”” Poor leadership—failing to “urge on
Heaven in its work,” as Emperor Kangxi had once exhorted—had transmo-
grified regional revolt into a crisis of civilization. It suggested that the Qing
state had become its own worst enemy: an agent of a pestilential degeneration.
Hong’s ideas are more notably for boldness than originality. Fellow men of
letters harbored similar views, if more discreetly. Yan Ruyi B0 (1759-1826),
a Hunan native long troubled by the eroding moral climate of the late eighteenth
century discussed the idea of decline from a historical perspective. Echoing
thinkers reaching back to the Song dynasty, Yan drew upon the Y7jing &
(Book of changes) to explain history as the circulation of positive (yang %) and
negative (vin [&) forces: powers ever grappling in a zero-sum struggle for domi-
nance. Hence, when peace and culture waned, chaos and barbarism inevitably
waxed. Yan Ruyi saw this pattern in the deterioration of the provincial borders
of western Hunan, southern Shaanxi, and coastal Guangdong. In all three in-
stances, nostalgic early Qing days of cultivated fields, classical study, and har-
monious relations were eroded by strife, greed, and poor management, culminat-
ing in pervasive moral confusion and the Jiaqing wars. As he reckoned, these
new conflicts signified a further (if still correctable) stage in a very alarming

5. De Bary and Lufrano, Sources, pp.176-77.

6. Susan Mann Jones, “Hung Liang-chi (1746-1809): the Perception and Articulation of Politi-
cal Problems in Late Eighteenth Century China,”’p.166. For the full translation of this let-
ter, see pp.161-76. For an excerpted translation see de Bary and Lufrano, Sources, pp.172-
74.

7. De Bary and Lufrano, Sources, p.178.
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process of decline.8

The strongest early nineteenth century support for a classical vision of his-
torical degeneration, however, came from Emperor Jiaqing himself. Enraged
by the Hong Liangji’s protest, Jiaging nonetheless affirmed the cultural logic on
which Hong’s criticism was founded: “Officials had forced subjects to revolt”
(guan bi min fan EERR).9 Here, it is not so remarkable that an emperor of
China should chastise his subordinates in government. Far more striking is
that, in blaming improper leaders, Emperor Jiaging openly sanctioned the views
of impertinent activists and even rebel generals! The concession says much
about the new ruler, even as it set a precedent for the official depiction of the
White Lotus revolt and late eighteenth-century field administration. We see, if
not the man revealed, then at least his public concern and desired reaffirmation
of orthodox ideals.10

Heshen and Dynastic Decline: Pre-Reforms Views

There is little doubt that this classical rhetoric of moral failure, extending
from disgruntled provincial thinkers to disgruntled new monarch, had a political
purpose. The opinions inferred—and, after 1799, stated clearly—that the em-
pire’s degeneration traced most clearly to the alleged evil of one man: Minister
Heshen.

Heshen was one of late eighteenth-century China’s most powerful leaders.
Starting from humble beginnings as an imperial guardsman in 1776, this notable
enjoyed a meteoric rise under the patronage of Emperor Qianlong. A trusted
subordinate, Heshen was granted appointments in the Grand Council, Board of
Revenue, Grand Secretariat, and Board of Civil Office, often simultaneously
holding several top ranking posts in these offices. This authority, later com-
bined with further influence in the Board of Civil Office and Board of Punish-
ments, lent the minister a stature and power second only to emperors Qianlong

8. For Yan Ruyi’s Yijing-based views on borderland history, see Sanshengbian fangbei lan 12:
44a; and Daniel McMahon, “Restoring the Garden: Yan Ruyi and the Civilizing of China’s
Internal Frontiers, 1795-1805,” pp.68-80, 170-77, 290-93.

9. Kanjing jiaofei shupian, pp.1-4; Polechek, Inner Opium War, pp.36-37. Concerning Jiag-
ing’s criticism of official corruption, with implications for dynasty decline, see DQRRHS,
juan 38 and QRYW], juan 5.

10. Zhang Yufen, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” p.210.
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and Jiaqing.11

Office-holding, however, was merely the foundation of Heshen’s influence.
His authority and close ties to the elderly Qianlong gave him say over virtually
every post assignment in the empire, with extraordinary power to make or break
official careers. Not unlike Stalin in the next century, Heshen systematically
exploited this authority to place favored men in government posts, thereby build-
ing a vast network of political alliances. The 1795-1797 Miao frontier pacifica-
tion led by Helin f1#f and Fukang’an T&EEZ, respectively the brothers of Heshen
and his closest political ally, Fuchang’an ii&&%, provide only the most famous
example. Heshen demanded that the officials he appointed present him gifts in
return for sustained political patronage and protection. Over a decade in this
key position explains, in part, why Heshen died so fabulously rich, with (by one
estimate) eighty million taels in movable property alone.l2

Heshen’s power waxed as Qianlong drifted into senility and the minister’s
greatest adversaries (notably the senior official A-Gui [i[#£) died or were forced
into submission. Nor was this power challenged by the formal ascendance of
the new Jiaqing emperor, enthroned in 1796 but kept at a distance from all but
ceremonial decisions of state. The years 1796-1799 saw Heshen at his peak: a
“regency” in which he, as key aide to the ailing Qianlong, emerged as the mouth-
piece for this monarch’s mumblings.13

Modern depictions of Heshen in public service are almost always viewed
over the shoulder of the 1799-1805 Xianyu Reforms, being colored by the nega-
tive rhetoric that emerged from this transition. Heshen’s multiple positions,
vast influence, and prodigious wealth have all been interpreted at symptoms of a
deeper corruption, the impact of which bled the population while turning its
leaders toward the satiation of selfish masters in government—Heshen in partic-
ular.l4 But was this, in fact, how Heshen’s pre-1799 contemporaries understood
imperial conditions?

11. For a brief biography of Heshen, see Arther Hummel, ed., Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing
Period, pp.288-90. See also Nivision, “Ho-shen,” pp.210-12; Bartlett, Monarchs, pp.232-35;
and Elman, Classicism, pp.109-10.

12. For related discussions of Heshen’s wealth, see Nivison, “Ho-shen,” pp.211-12, Bartlett,
Monarchs, p.234; Zhang Yufen, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” p.210; and Feng Zuozhe, Heshen ping-
zhuan, pp.269-325. Estimates of this wealth range from 100 million to 800 million taels.

13. The term “Heshen Regency” was coined by Harold Kahn. See Kahn, Monarchy, pp.248-59.

14. As Emperor Jiaqging put it: “how could [the top ministers] spend their own wealth? They
necessarily took it from the departments and counties; and the departments and counties
necessarily took it from the common people.” See DQRRHS 37:45a.
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Certainly there was antipathy toward Heshen in the decades prior to 1799.
Expression of public discontent, however, was highly circumscribed due to He-
shen’s close affiliation with Emperor Qianlong, sweep of powers, and legendary
ability to exact retribution upon his political opponents.!> In only rare in-
stances did defiance take the form of open action, such as when the Shandong
magistrate Wu Yi (1745-1799) insisted on arresting Heshen-patronized men for
disorderly conduct (an act for which Wu was later dismissed).16 Political defi-
ance, rather, tended to be subtler, perpetrated by a loose alliance of officials
under grand counselors A-gui and Zhu Gui &E. ,

Signs of a broader opposition to Heshen were discreetly expressed in late
eighteenth-century literati scholarship. Examples include the (A-gui connected)
Changzhou scholar Zhuang Cunyu’s 1780s commentary on the Gongyang Com-
mentary, in which a discussion of dynastic decline was linked to the arrogance
and greed of false rulers—an analysis implying (but not directly identifying)
Heshen. “If one is guided by profit in one’s actions,” Zhuang wrote, quoting the
Analects, “one will incur much ill will.”17 Similar views were expressed in 1793
by the scholar Wang Huizu (1731-1807), who lamented a decline in government
morals in which “not even two or three out of ten behaved uprightly,” a conse-
quence of “having picked up their evil ways from their mentors.” Wang dates
the beginning of this shift to 1767, roughly the time that Heshen came to national
prominence, again implying Heshen’s deviance without directly identifying it.
Such furtive rumblings of discontent were significant. As Benjamin Elman
argues, this “classically-veiled criticism of bureaucratic corruption”—and veiled
it was—foreshadowed a resurgence of elite political activism that would growth
to greater power and importance with the changes of the Xianyu Reforms.18

In examining pre-1799 views on Heshen, one should also consider the per-
spective of Emperor Jiaqing, newly enthroned in 1796 but largely isolated from
substantive decisions of state. Elizabethan dramatists would surely have ap-

15. For stories concerning Heshen’s efforts to suppress criticism, see Nivison, “Ho-shen,” pp.
213-15.

16. Ibid, p. 213.

17. For a fuller discussion, see Elman, Classicism, pp.108-16.

18. Nivison, “Ho-shen,” pp.216-17. Further examples of this type of morally-charged and
classics-based political commentary, alluding to the problems of the Heshen administra-
tion, was seen in Hunan’s elite Yuelu Academy in the late eighteenth century. In this case,
the impeccability of the Ancients was contrasted with “those who covet glory, profit, and
personal advantage.” See Daniel McMahon, “The Yuelu Academy and Hunan’s Nine-
teenth-Century Turn Toward Statecraft,” pp. 82-85.
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preciated the contrasts. Jiaging was the true son of the Qianlong emperor, yet
Heshen was the man with whom Qianlong was intimate. Jiaqing had stood by
his father’s side through years of staid court ceremonies and ritual functions, yet
it was Heshen on whom the old king leaned when it came to decisions of state.
Jiaqging was a Confucian moralist, yet the seemingly unscrupulous Heshen wield-
ed power. Jiaging was trained to be emperor, yet in Qianlong’s infirmity it was
Heshen who interpreted the retired emperor’s will. One was king in name; the
other, it seemed, in fact. With such circumstances, it is hard to imagine that
Jiaqing did not harbor a private resentment. Yet this animosity, if it did exist,
was never directly articulated in pre-1799 imperial edicts, nor indeed was it
openly mentioned while his father, Emperor Qianlong, was alive.1?

Despite signs of animosity, the true pervasiveness of anti-Heshen sentiment
prior to 1799 is yet an open question.20 Rumor and anecdotes aside, official
Qing documentation was generally positive in its assessment of Heshen’s record,
being mindful of this minister’s linguistic ability, talent in foreign affairs, and
labor as Qianlong’s closest aide.2! This public respect for Heshen was further
reflected in literati writing on or for the minister, although praise might have
been tied to hopes of personal advancement and fears of imperial retribution.22
As the openly expressed criticism of Heshen emerged only affer the 1799 Jiaging
condemnation, it is difficult to determine how much of the subsequent righteous
ire was genuine, reflecting previous literati views, and how much simply accom-
modated a change in the political winds.

There is also question concerning the accuracy of the charges leveled at
Heshen, both implicitly prior to 1799 and explicitly from 1799. In his study of
the minister, for example, scholar Feng Zuozhe argues that Heshen’s accumulat-

19. Kahn, Monarchy, pp.258-59. Concerning Jiaqing’s views, Kahn writes of an official named
Yijianga who sent a letter of condolences to Heshen following the death of Qianlong, a
“custom strictly reserved for the son of the deceased,” while writing nothing to the Jiaging
emperor, Qianlong’s son. The Jiaging emperor was not amused. Indeed he could think of
“no greater betrayal of trust or corruption of conscience.” The wrongful reversal on which
(one assumes) Jiaging had been brooding for years had again been proclaimed, now very
much to Yijianga’s disadvantage. See pp.252-53.

20. Elman, Classicism, p.114.

21. Heshen was known for his knowledge of Manchu, Han, Mongolian, and Tibetean lan-
guages, which he applied to good effect in the Qing’s international relations. For a more
positive assessment of Heshen’s accomplishments, see Feng, Heshen, preface p.2, pp.343-
46.

22. Emperor Jiaging personally suggested this view in 1799 when he observed that his officials
“did not dare to vex [Emperor Qianlong’s] sacred mind and indeed they feared Heshen, so
they found excuses to tie their tongues.” See DQRRHS 37:35b.
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ed wealth was far less than the 200+ million taels than historians have generally
claimed.23 Beatrice Bartlett’s study of the Grand Council raises related suspi-
cions. “We have no hard evidence,” she writes, “that conclusively links any
kind of Grand Council peculation to [Heshen’s| supposedly vast accumulations.”
The accusations that Heshen had delayed military reports, twisted the meaning
of imperial edicts, and demanded his own copies of palace memorials likewise
proves “difficult to verify” due to a lack of evidence and the (perhaps intention-
ally) vague nature of some charges.?4

An understanding of precisely what Qing contemporaries thought in the late
eighteenth century, and how true the views may have been, requires further
study. Ultimately, as Feng Zuozhe indicates, no clear answer may be forth-
coming. The historical materials on Heshen’s life and accomplishments needed
to clarify this mystery are “extremely scarce.”?> What s clear, however, is that
imperial problems of social disorder, bureaucratic corruption, poor administra-
tive communication, and flawed policy did exist and could—rightly or wrongly
—Dbe traced to Heshen’s administration. Such difficulties provided sufficient
material to fashion a classical narrative of dynastic doom driven by the folly of
human greed. Indeed, contemporary problems generated sufficient animosity
to lead a body of disgruntled Qing elite, headed by no less than Emperor Jiaging,
to seek to place Minister Heshen at the heart of this revived story. With the
Xianyu Reforms, the sparks of backroom complaints about Heshen were fanned
into a far brighter flame of moral indignation.

23. Concerning previous estimates of Heshen’s wealth by historians, see Bartlett, Monarchs, p.
235; Nivison, “Ho-shen,” pp.211-12; and Zhang Yufen, “Jiaqing Chaozheng,” p.210. These
estimates are based in part on the record in Emperor Jiaqing’s Veritable Records. This
source alleges that Heshen owned some 200 pearl bracelets, gems, numerous residents
adorned in imperial style, stashes of gold in the walls of these residences, storehouses of
silver, and pawnshops. See DQRRHS 37:49a-50b. Feng Zuozhe has reviewed the range of
sources available on the question of Heshen’s wealth. He disputes popular claims, drawn
from some of these accounts, that the minister had up to 800 million Ziang in riches. Fol-
lowing an evaluation of the reliability of the historical sources, Feng’'s own conclusion is
that Heshen’s total property amounted to something less than 100 million liang of silver
—still a staggering amount. Here again, we see suggestion of the manner that the negative
image of Heshen deviated from historical circumstances. See Feng, Heshen, pp.269-325.

24. For further discussion, see Bartlett, Monarchs, pp.234-38.

25. Feng hypothesizes that the lack of official sources on Heshen is no coincidence. These
documents may have been purposely destroyed to punish Heshen and protect the image of
Emperor Qianlong, a ruler closely associated with Heshen. It is possible that the destruc-
tion of these sources concurrently girded the new image of Heshen created with the
Xianyu Reforms. See Feng, Heshen, pp.2, 256, 260
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A Rhetorical Turn: The Xianyu Reforms Vision of Heshen

When the abdicated Qianlong emperor died on 7 February 1799, Heshen lost
his protector and Jiaqing fulfilled his filial duty. Within seven days, Heshen
was under house arrest, indicted on a list of twenty charges designed to illumi-
nate how the man, “rebellious and not like a minister,” had “enervated the nation
and sickened the people.”?6  Out of respect for Heshen’s service to the Qianlong
emperor, Jiaging “benevolently bestowed an order that he commit suicide,” with
his titles stripped and wealth confiscated. This sudden strike, commencing (as
rumor has it) just hours after Qianlong’s death, sent shock waves through the
realm.2?

The most powerful ideological attacks on Heshen were presented in a series
of imperial edicts in the months following Qianlong’s death. It was here that
Emperor Jiaqing set the tone, topics, and limits of a new discourse on this minis-
ter. The Qing realm was informed that Heshen was “without father or lord”
(having forsaken cardinal Confucian relationships), possessed of a magnitude of
greed “rarely seen and rarely heard of,” with “eyes [that see] no master above,”
and in a state of having “lost his mind and become blind to goodness.”28 These
psychological conditions, inferred to have been present for decades, had resulted
in alleged pride, nepotism, embezzlement, “abuse of power and taking of bribes,”
misappropriation of imperial authority, poor leadership, and abject failure in the
White Lotus military campaigns.

Emperor Jiaqing offered the most damning summation of Heshen’s faults in
his twenty charges. Here lurid detail was revealed and opened for public discus-
sion. Criticism of the minister included the wrongful assumption of imperial
prerogative by riding a horse through the gates of the Yuanming Palace, the
taking of palace maids as concubines, concealment of military reports on rebel
pacification, rejection of a memorial recounting an attack on Dalai Lama’s mer-
chants, disobedience of an imperial edict by ordering Mongol princes to the capi-
tal, “wresting of profit from the common folk” via pawn shops, building of resi-
dences in imperial style, and amassing of an illicit fortune of gold, silver, pearls,

26. Concerning the key crimes of which Jiaqing accused Heshen, see DQRRHS 37:32a-38:9b.
Concerning Jiaqing’s censure of Heshen’s poor military leadership, false reporting, and
embezzling, see DQRRHS juan 38.

27. DQRRHS 38:4a; Guan, Jiaqing di, pp. 60-72. For a more detailed account of Heshen'’s final
days, see Feng, Heshen, pp.252-68.

28. DQRRHS 37:33a-35b.
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and estates.29 When Jiaqing presented his justification for Heshen’s death sen-
tence, comparing him with previously executed ministers such as Oboi, he ar-
gued that the punishment was just as the “the circumstances of [Heshen’s]
crimes are especially grave.”30

Nor was the emperor the only one permitted to speak out. Jiaging sent
copies of his twenty charges to his provincial governors with an “order that they
comment on the crimes.” The response, such as that by Zhili governor-general
Hu Litang #iZ %, repeated the new imperial rhetoric, often word for word. Hu
stated that “Heshen has entirely lost his natural goodness and cannot return to
humanity. He is rebellious and not like a minister . .. a completely shameless
petty man (xiao ren 7\ A) who has lost his mind in his madness, with eyes that do
not see his master above.”3! Grand councilor Wang Jie E7& (1725-1805) offered
similar views when he observed that Heshen had caused Qing officials to have
“thoughts only of grasping for bribes and of personal gain . . . taking more and
more until they were gulping like whales.”32

In the months after Qianlong’s death, concerned literati outside of govern-
ment likewise seized the opportunity to speak. The scholar Zhang Xuecheng &
E23 (1738-1801) tendered a letter via Wang Jie that excoriated Heshen’s destruc-
tive impact, writing that “from 1780 through 1798 Heshen dominated the govern-
ment, and for almost thirty years, officials high and low have covered up for one
another and have thought only of grasping for bribes and personal gain.”33 It
was also during this period of censure that Hong Liangji submitted his famous
letter to Prince Cheng, intended for the emperor’s eyes, in which he directly
attacked Minister Heshen for “tampering with [governmental] precedent,” pop-
ulating the Qing bureaucracy with his supporters, and perpetrating a web of
destructive corruption.3* Emperor Jiaqing disliked Hong’s broad call for a
purge of Heshen supporters in government, but ultimately tolerated the letter in
the spirit of new reform—a rare opening to gentry opinion that, as Benjamin
Elman argues, would become “a watershed for moves to reformulate literati
prerogative vis-a-vis the state and its imperial institutions.”3>

In later years, the court would moderate the rhetoric against Heshen and his

29. Ibid 37:47a-50b.

30. Ibid 38:3a-3b.

31. Ibid 37:46b. Also see Nivision, “Ho-shen,” p.240.

32. Nivison, “Ho-shen,” p.216.

33. Nivision, “Ho-Shen,” pp.215-16.

34. For a partial translation of this letter, see de Bary and Lufrano, Sources, pp.172-74.
35. Elman, Classicism, pp.283-90. For this quote, see p.283.
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network in government. A basic vision of the man and his impact, however,
had been firmly established for the Qing and beyond. In 1842, for example, the
statecraft pioneer Wei Yuan /i discussed the deterioration of the Qing mili-
tary, as evidenced by an ineffective system of finance, poor weaponry, and a lack
of official vigor.36 Wei traced the roots of this deterioration to the Miao and
White Lotus wars in which Heshen-guided pacification stalled, Heshen-dispatch
generals skimmed campaign funds, innocents were viciously slaughtered, and
victories were blithely and falsely reported. That is, the reasons Emperor Jiaqg-
ing gave for revolt were still deemed generally accurate: imperial subjects had
been forced into rebellion by evil officials, foremost of whom was Heshen.37 In
1927, the seminal historian Xiao Yishan #—IL revived essentially the same
Heshen narrative for the twentieth century, arguing that “by the beginning of
the Jiaqging period the vigor of the Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong reigns had
been almost completely destroyed by the hand of one man— Heshen.”38

Despite the rancor of the rhetoric, the Jiaqing court placed important limits
on its attacks. “The enemy,” as Benjamin Elman observes, “was not a faction
but an individual.” Emperor Jiaqing, fearful of the destructiveness of a larger
purge, turned his focus almost exclusively on Heshen alone. Some of the minis-
ter’s closest associates—Fuchang’an, Fukang’an, and Helin—were criticized for
“having crimes, not accomplishments.” But even the worse of them, Fuchang’
an, was officially recorded as having only 10-209% the amount of Heshen’s ill-
gotten wealth—bad, but only a fraction of the “primal evil” (yuan e¢ JCH) that
was Heshen officially depicted.3?

As painted in both imperial and literati declarations, Heshen was the source

36. Wei Yuan, Shengwu ji. See also comments in de Bary and Lufrano, Sources, pp.206-08.

37. DQRRHS, juan 35 and 38. See also Hummel, Eminent Chinese, p.289; Nivison, “Ho-shen,”
pp.215-16; Kahn, Monarchy, pp.254-59. Feng Zuozhe also observes the late Qing emergence
of similar negative commentary on Heshen’s wealth and corruption, mainly in the form of
popular histories, literati jottings, and oral accounts. See Feng, Heshen, p.1.

38. Xiao Yishan, Qingdai tongshi, V.2, p.197. This translated reference is found in Nivison,
“Ho-shen,” p.217. For discussions of Heshen and his impact, see Nivison, “Ho-shen;” Kahn,
Monarchy, pp.248-59; Guan, Jiaging di, pp.60-76; and Zhang Yufen, “Jiaging chaozheng,”
pp.210-13. Many elements of this narrative continue to the present day. Consider, for
example, a recent popular biography of Heshen entitled An Enormously Greedy and
Treacherous Minister: A Complete Biography of Heshen. The front cover of this book is
adorned with a picture of jade, jewels, and a young woman. The heading above the title
reads: “grabbing power, grabbing money, grabbing beautiful women.” This negative depic-
tion has also been seen in recent television serials aired in China, such as the 1996 Prime
Minister Liu Luoguo. See Yehenala Tuhong, Jutan jianxiang Heshen quanzhuan; and Feng,
Heshen, p.1.

39. DQRRHS 38:5a, 7a.
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of trouble, the cause of broad corruption and instability, the root of decline. In
patronizing this polemic vision, the Qing court advanced not just the demoniza-
tion of Minister Heshen, but also a strategy of isolating him from former associ-
ates. In carefully worded pronouncements, Jiaging indicated that officials in
government had been led by Heshen’s example of selfishness and greed. They
complied with this example or, if they disliked it, they were too fearful to oppose
it. However, with the source of the disruption (Heshen) gone there was little
point—and much possible pain—in pursuing vengeance on Heshen’s former net-
work. According to formal Confucian logic, these men still had much potential
for goodness and a purge, allowing enemy factions to contend, would only
impede their ability to embrace the good. Unlike Heshen, who “could not re-
turn to humanity,” if these officials “were able to turn to goodness and reform
themselves, they could become men who labored for the nation.” The continued
opportunity to do this labor, serving without the feared penalty of prejudice or
punishment, presumably gave strayed public servants added incentive to imple-
ment the new imperial agenda.40

The imperial attack on Heshen also served to distance the minister from his
strongest supporter: Emperor Qianlong. Jiaging’s edicts, the twenty charges in
particular, present Heshen’s crimes as not merely transgressions against empire
and civilization, but also as a direct betrayal of his patron. Qianlong was at
court when the minister, “without fear,” rode through the palace gates. It was
Qianlong he deceived by concealing reports, altering memorials, and misreport-
ing funds. It was Qianlong’s edict he disobeyed when he summoned the Mongol
princes. Indeed, two of Jiaqing’s charges directly address the minister’s alleged
lack of concern (“talking and laughing as usual”) when the old emperor was ill.41
Heshen, that is, was depicted as truly “without father or lord.” In this view, his
actions under Qianlong’s patronage thus could be interpreted as illegitimate.42

In the context of the rhetoric recasting the image of Minister Heshen proper
note should also be taken of the depiction of his chief counterpart: Emperor Jia-

40. Ibid 37:35a, 38:8b-9a; Nivison, “Ho-shen,” p.241; Elman, Classicism, p.284.

41. DQRRHS 37:474-50b.

42. The rhetorical distancing of Heshen from Emperor Qianlong, indicating that the minister’s
pernicious activity took place largely without the elder emperor’s knowledge, was likely
also a court effort to protect Qianlong’s image. In this formulation, Jiaqing’s father could
not be held complicit with, or responsible for, Heshen’s deeds (although it is likely he knew
of them). Similar effort to protect Qianlong’s posthumous reputation is seen in the writing
of Heshen’s official biography in 1814, during which sources were curtailed and the draft
closely scrutinized. See Feng, Heshen, p.260. Thanks to Lawrence Zhang of Harvard Uni-
versity for pointing out this connection.
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thers. A new appeal to orthodox values, highlighting core beliefs in the context
of an attack on a despised and feared strongman, was cheap, feasible, and popu-
lar. It perhaps seemed an easy solution. In taking this approach, however,
Jiaqing did not fully realize the price that came with the empowerment of liter-
ati opinion, an option shunned by his father and grandfather. Enabling literati
action in support of imperial ends aided the court in the short term, but opened a
door to more aggressive elite public opinion and political participation in the
nineteenth century.44

Political spin was also needed—and, I believe, intentionally used—to resolve
a fundamental problem presented by the forceful elimination of Heshen in gov-
ernment. As the historian David Nivison observes, the danger of political
cliques was a constant worry of the Qing emperors. It was commonly believed
that factionalism had led to the fall of the Ming dynasty and, indeed, the court
had seen this peril first-hand with the bitter machinations of the sons of the
Kangxi emperor.#> In order to avoid future disruptions, the Yongzheng % 1F
and Qianlong emperors had strictly forbade the formation of political factions.
This precedent, as the historical lessons that inspired it, was passed on as part of
Jiaqging’s imperial legacy.46

When the new emperor moved against Heshen, it was critical to marshal
sufficient force to act decisively, an understanding leading to vigorous public
denunciation of the minister concurrent with private negotiations with his prince
brothers. It was equally critical that the purge did not disrupt government or
harm reforms ideals. Herein lay the dilemma. To fully root out Heshen’s net-
work of influence would entail empowerment of rival literati cliques, but with-
out full control over the destructiveness and self-aggrandizing of these groups.
The fear was that these factions would be at each other’s throats, struggling to
carve up the power left in the vacuum of Heshen’s absence. Failure to curtail
Heshen’s influence, however, allowed the persistence of patterns inimical to pub-
lic morals and effective administration.4” A third plan was needed to curb cor-
ruption and bring the government into line.

What Emperor Jiaqging attempted, if without full success, was to fashion an
imperial clique that superseded and incorporated all other groups in government.

44. Elman, Classicism, pp. 282-305.

45. Concerning the Kangxi emperor’s disapprobation of factionalism, including his fears
regarding his crazed eldest son, see Spence, Emperor, pp. 87, 134-135, 139.

46. For a fuller discussion, see Nivison, “Ho-shen,” pp.220-33.

47. Hummel, Eminent Chinese, pp.965-66; Guan, Jiaging di, pp.72-77.
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In this effort, the new depiction of Heshen played a critical ideological role as it
permitted the realm to be reimagined in relation to two poles: Heshen and moral
failing on one side; Jiaqing and moral reforms on the other. That is, the vision
of Heshen demonized, combined with clear signs of a shift in imperial power
relations, offered a potential avenue to reclaim and redirect former Heshen asso-
ciates without recourse to a violent purge.

It is in this context, I believe, that we should view Jiaging’s aggressive elimi-
nation of Heshen and his closest associates. It is further because of the vocifer-
ous public spectacle of Heshen’s demise, not in spite of it, that the emperor felt
able to extend clemency to virtually all others.48 With the minister’s death,
Emperor Jiaqging offered his bureaucracy, even former Heshen associates, a pub-
lic choice. They could continue (decline-precipitating) malfeasance and share
Heshen’s fate, or else turn to the empire, a fresh start, moral righteousness, and a
place in the revival of the dynasty. Emperor Jiaqing, that is, offered ideological
incentives to prompt his officials to implement new reform. The Qing bureau-
cracy was to be simultaneously scared and inspired to act.

Confucian Correction

As seen in the Veritable Records, Jiaqing’s attack on Heshen and clemency
for his former associates prefaced the emperor’s declared vision of the xianyu
weixin (lit: “the reforms that embrace all”). In this presentation, the problems
attributed to Heshen’s corruption not just defined the causes of new dynastic
decline, but also framed the shape of the ameliorating set of reforms. “If we do
not stand up to root out this primal evil,” Jiaging declared, “then [this evil]
cannot be eliminated from the affairs of state.”49 Just as the emperor presented
himself as everything that Heshen was not, he likewise presented his regime as
everything that Heshen’s was not. Twentieth-century historians have tended to
dismiss the ostentatious Confucian measures advanced in this context, seeing
them as unoriginal, timid, and feudal.50 It can be argued, however, that these

48. For the emperor’s statements on this matter, see DQRRHS 38:7b-8b, 16b-17b, 40:10b-12b.
The gist of this approach was evidenced in the punishment of Fuchangan, Heshen’s closest
associate. Also facing execution, Fuchangan was brought to kneel before Heshen as this
former minister committed suicide. Fuchangan’s sentence was then commuted.

49. DQRRHS 38:7b-8a.

50. Historiography from the People’s Republic of China, in particular, argues that Jiaging was
too bound by feudal tradition to arrest the “inevitable” Qing decline. His administration
lacked proper focus and determination and hence “failed.” Zhang, “Lun Jiaqing,” p.
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scholars fail to fully appreciate either how the Jiaging court used available cul-
tural resources or why it chose to advocated precisely the reforms that it did.

Coming to power, the emperor was faced with challenges to be resolved with
a paucity of resources not seen since the early years of the dynasty. The state
was exhausted, its coffers largely empty; the realm was rocked by years of civil
war; and the emperor presided over a bureaucracy with lingering loyalty to his
greatest political rival. Jiaqging required a means to galvanize the Qing state
under his rule, deploying it in ways that would be cost effective and beneficial to
the public weal. A return to traditional values, selectively chosen and
championed, was politically sensible and true to his reforms’s ostentatiously
orthodox objectives.

Heshen had been castigated for cronyism and self-interest. Jiaging conspic-
uously returned to the classic Confucian ideal of “Men of Ability.”51 At the
center of Qing power, the emperor recruited a number of senior ministers, includ-
ing Wang Jie, Dong Gao &%, Zhu Gui, and Nayancheng #Z . These men
were former servants of the Qianlong emperor noted for incorruptibility, consci-
entiousness, and long-standing opposition to Heshen.52 They oversaw the
reform of the Grand Council and guided imperial policy.53 The emperor concur-
rently reshuffled posts in the field bureaucracy. This included more effective
rearrangement in light of available talent, as well as additional recruitment via
recommendation and special imperial examinations.54

It has been observed that Jiaging’s personnel changes did not clearly
improve the effectiveness of the Qing administration. There was simply too
little effort to alter existing administrative mores and practices. While this
may be generally true, one should observe that the rearrangement of posts was,
even from the beginning, intentionally selective rather than comprehensive.
The Xianyu Reforms patronage of new men and new community strategies did
significantly improve field administration in several critical areas of the Qing
empire, most notably the regions of the White Lotus and Miao revolts. This
shift was evidenced by the career of three of the most noted field officials of this
period: Liu Qing I3 (1742 - 1827) in northern Sichuan, Yan Ruyi in southern

54; Zhang, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” pp.225-26. See Kahn, Monarchy, pp.258-59 for a dissenting
view.

51. QRYW] juan 9; Guan, Jiaqing di, pp.103-14.

52. Polachek, Inner Opium War, pp.42-43; Zhu, “Lun Jiaging.”

53. Bartlett, Monarchs, pp.238-88.

54. Polachek, Inner Opium War, pp.42-43; McMahon, “Restoring the Garden.”
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Shannxi, and Fu Nai {##i (d. 1812) in western Hunan.5®

Heshen had been castigated for being secretive, vindictive, and withholding
information from the ailing Emperor Qianlong. Emperor Jiaqing conspicuously
returned to the Confucian ideal of open and direct communication. It was not
enough that good people be found, the king ordered that these officials come to
him with accurate information (a “summons for direct speech”) transmitted
through more secure bureaucratic channels and presented without fear of cen-
sure. The mandate was emphasized in 1800 with the punishment of Yunnan
governor Jiang Lan for failing to report flooding.”6 It was also seen in Emperor
Jiaging’s unusual tolerance for remonstration, suggested by his early leniency
toward Hong Liangji. He publicly told his ministers to speak up when he made
mistakes and some—such as the fearless Wu Xiongguang 288 :—actually did.57

Heshen had been castigated for being extravagant and self-aggrandizing.
Emperor Jiaqing, by necessity, stressed frugality and fiscal responsibility. “Fru-
gality is a virtue,” Jiaqing wrote early in his reign. “Its value lies in abstaining; if
the ruler can abstain, then the common people will accumulate wealth.”>8 Now
forbidden were wasteful indulgences such as long imperial tours, opera perfor-
mances in the capital, and even upkeep of dilapidated inner walls of the Forbid-
den City.59 Also forbidden was the more detrimental practice of gift-giving in
government, seen in Jiaging’s contemptuous refusal of presents on the grounds
that giving treasures to officials was nothing less than taking the same treasures
from the people.60

The Xianyu Reforms, defined by court-promoted visions of national disrup-
tion and Confucian reforms, further encompassed not just the imperial govern-
ment, but also imperial people. Minister Heshen and subordinates such as Fu-
kang’an, it was said, had little sympathy for the purported enemies of the realm.
Rebels (and potential rebels) had been little trusted, much maligned, and suffered
as targets of roving and predatory armies. The new Jiaqing court, in contrast,
argued that this prejudicial perception had harmed “good subjects who were
coerced,” alienated “Our Subjects who have been trampled,” and at all

55. The contribution of these three field officials is discussed in the Qingshi gao, juan 361
(Biography 148).

56. Zhang, “Lun Jiaqing,”p.50; Guan, Jiaqing di, pp.108-10; Zhang, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” p.221.

57. Qingchao xuwenxian tongkao, p.8870; Jones, “Hung Liang-chi”; Zhang Yufen, “Lun Jiag-
ing,” pp. 50-51.

58. For Jiaging’s essays on government spending, see QRYW], juan 1, Guan, Jiaqing di, p.98.

59. QRYW] 42:504.

60. DQRRHS 47:427-28; Guan, Jiaging di, 86-100; Zhang, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” pp.220-22.



Dynastic Decline, Heshen, and the Ideology of the Xianyu Reforms 249

points ensured the failure of White Lotus pacification. Reforms, Jiaging pro-
claimed, began with proper solicitude toward Qing folk. “Virtue is only good
government and government lies in nourishing the people.”61

In this Confucian formulation one hears an echo of the clemency and inclu-
siveness that Jiaqging had offered his post-Heshen bureaucracy—the foundation
of an “imperial clique” that embraced all but Heshen. Here again, the emperor
moved to circumvent the problem of pervasive deviance by refuting the finality
of this deviance and offering a new start in the context of a rectification of clas-
sical problems. “Since ancient time,” the emperor wrote, “we have heard of the
use of soldiers against enemy nations; we have not heard of the use of soldiers
against Our own subjects.” In such proclamations, Jiaging formally claimed
local people as “Our Subjects” (wu min &), attributing whiteness to popula-
tions that seemed to exhibit near-infinite shades of gray. The mountaineers of
the White Lotus revolt areas might have been (as they were called) “stupid,”
“confused,” “coerced,” or “seduced.” But, the emperor emphasized, “in the vast-
ness of the world there is nothing you cannot find.” All but a small minority of
recalcitrant rebels now officially retained at least residual “goodness.”62

This proclamation of faith in Qing subjects was combined with a promise to
both forgive those who had erred and punish those who continued their lawless-
ness. Here again the court redrew the lines of imperial engagement, depicting
circumstances in stark but familiar ideological terms: people could choose to
perpetuate dynastic decline (and lose, as Heshen had) or they could chose to fight
decline and return to the glory of earlier decades. If they responded to the call
to be subjects, as many did, it was promised that soldiers would no longer “harm
good people” and only the “truly rebellious” would not be spared. Thus, as
“officials [had formally] forced subjects to rebel,” the new officials of the Xian-
yu Reforms would lead subjects to fight rebellion. As indicated by sources such
as the Veritable Records, the positioning of this new polity rhetoric on the heels
of Jiaging’s attack on Heshen was no coincidence. The demonized image of
Heshen’s predations on Qing people, and its pernicious consequences, allowed
the Jiaging court a powerful backdrop from which to solicit popular support for
reform.63

61. Kanjing, pp.1-4; DQRRHS 38:16a-18a; QRYW] juan 1; Guan, Jiaqing di, p.115.
62. See, for example, HJW 89:14b, 18b; and Kanjing, pp.1-4.
63. HJW 89:14b, 18b; Kanjing, pp.1-4; DQRRHS juan 37 and 38, esp. 38:16a-18b.
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Ideology and Implementation

The Xianyu Reforms reforms relied on ideological and largely non-punitive
measures to promote public morality and bureaucratic efficiency. As historians
have observed, the changes advanced conspicuously lacked either a radical new
vision or broad coercive mechanisms. Seemingly for these reasons, little dra-
matic improvement is seen when viewing administrative behavior and govern-
mental effectiveness for the Jiaqing period as a whole. There is scant evidence
to suggest that, for example, former Heshen supporters were either truly cowed
or more sincerely identified themselves with reforms ideals. Logically, there-
fore, the reforms failed.64

As this essay suggests, there is yet room for revisionist study. Extant re-
search on this reforms concentrates upon court affairs at the center of imperial
power and/or overall trends relevant to the later disruptions of the nineteenth
century. Beyond the relevant connections made with the pacification of the
White Lotus revolt, little attention has been paid to how changes at court were
reflected in fuller implementation in the provinces. Doing so arguably provides
a more positive perspective. Consider, for example, the role of new policy in
state reconstruction following the Miao and White Lotus revolts: projects at the
heart of the new regime’s designs to restore dynastic vigor.

Implementation of post-rebellion plans shows the profound impact of
reforms ideology and ideals. New leaders were selected at every level. Emper-
or Jiaqing excoriated Helin and Fukang’an, the Heshen-associated leaders of the
Miao campaigns, while reaffirming the moderate Jiang Sheng as Hunan gover-
nor. The trusted Nayancheng was repeatedly appointed Shaanxi-Gansu gover-
nor-general, supervising vast territory of the previous White Lotus revolt. At
the sub-provincial level, new talent of noted effectiveness and ideological fervor
was also brought to the fore, men such as Fu Nai, Liu Qing, and Yan Ruyi.
These personnel changes indicated not just the selection of individuals, but also
of pre-existing, and largely anti-Heshen, bureaucratic networks. Consider, for
example, Governor Jiang Sheng’s patronage of both Yan Ruyi and Fu Nai, as
well as the cooperation between Fu and Yan in the early stages of western
Hunan’s implementation of a tuntian #&H military agricultural colonies.65

64. See, for example, Zhang, “Lun Jiaqing,” p.54; Zhang, “Jiaqing chaozheng,” pp.225-26.
65. DQRRHS 38:2b, 5b-6a; Hummel, Eminent Chinese, pp.584-85; McMahon, “Restoring the
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The nature of new Jiaqing administration also experienced significant alter-
ations. The court focus on bureaucratic frugality and a more benign vision of
polity underlay a shift toward local mobilization in which communities took on
greater responsibility for social welfare and public works projects. This change
yielded not only greater power and autonomy for regional elites, but also for the
provincial leaders who directly managed them. The case of Viceroy Fu Nai,
the architect of the emerging military colony-based “New Order” on the Hunan
Miao Frontier, provides perhaps the most striking example. Nor was such emp-
owerment of field action unintentional. Jiaqing regarded Fu Nai as a Man of
Talent and personally invested him with both special administrative powers and
the right to directly memorialize the throne.66

In these new circumstances, it seems, trusted Jiaqing men were given not
just greater power to rebuild and educate in line with reforms goals, but also
greater flexibility to circumvent the impediments of an entrenched and ideologi-
cally unmotivated Qing bureaucracy. The fruit of their regional reconstruction
labor, built on the foundation of the Xianyu Reforms, did not save the dynasty.
It did, however, conspicuously ease the symptoms that early nineteenth-century
Chinese contemporaries understood to be indicative of dynastic decline. Peace
and social order in the rebellion-torn regions, fragile as it was, was yet imposed
and lasted until the end of the Qing period.

Conclusion

Modern historians tend to judge Emperor Jiaqing from the perspective of
nineteenth-century administrative deterioration and imperialist crisis. The
1799-1805 Xianyu Reforms, after all, did not significantly arrest widespread
bureaucratic corruption, advance international diplomacy, or establish a radical
and effective new vision of imperial rule. Success in implementation was un-
even and Qing officialdom was only temporarily and partially pulled from detri-
mental patterns of administrative behavior. Contemporary literati discussion of
imminent dynastic decline and Minister Heshen’s destructive administration
only seems to corroborate this view.67

If not entirely wrong, such accounts yet fail to provide a balanced picture of

Garden,” chapters 3 and 5; and Daniel McMahon, “New Order on China’s Hunan Miao
Frontier, 1796-1812.”

66. McMahon, “New Order.”

67. Nivison, “Ho-shen”; Zhang, “Lun Jiaqing”; Guan, Jiaqing di; Zhang, “Jiaqing chaozheng.”



252 TSING HUA JOURNAL OF CHINESE STUDIES

either the emperor or his efforts. That is, as Harold Kahn notes in regard to the
purge of Heshen, Emperor Jiaqing was “far more capable of decisive action than
even his own chroniclers were willing to admit.”68 In the years from 1799, Jiaqing
publicly focused his authority upon the goals of restoring government and order-
ing people. This effort, seemingly straightforward in its traditional Confucian
character, was in fact advanced with a profound spin shaped by recent history
and new opportunity. Whatever Heshen may have been in fact, his image
played a profound role in shaping the Xianyu Reforms, both engaging popular
conceptions of dynastic decline and defining solutions that suggested true impe-
rial reforms. The damning depiction of Heshen enhanced the legitimacy of
reform, strengthened literati and popular support, as well as offered a potential
(if not actual) alternative to a destructive bureaucratic purge. Such ideological
manipulation indicates that the Xianyu Reforms’s turn to tradition was a good
deal more selective, innovative, and pragmatic than historians generally realize.

Xianyu Reforms ideology helped shape not only late Qing literati discourse,
but also events such as the Tongzhi Reforms (1862-1874) six decades later.
Here too one finds dramatically voiced concern for moral and political decline,
articulated in a metaphysical Yin/Yang framework. Like Hong Liangji in
1798, the thinkers who spoke out (Woren 1=, Zuo Zongtang /573, and Mei
Zengliang H&7%%, among others) did so from a solid Song Neo-Confucian per-
spective, asserting that “as the mind dominates nature, so the quality of the offi-
cials decides the fate of the Empire.” That is, as the Qing realm was further
shaken by crisis, reform-minded leaders echoed that only moral and selfless men
of talent could save it. Tongzhi Reforms ideas for reform were more radical
than Emperor Jiaqing would have desired. The calculated use of ideology and
tradition to legitimate new policy while girding literati support, however, proved
remarkably consistent.69

68. Kahn, Monarchy, pp.258-59.

69. For a discussion of the importance of dynastic cycle thinking for the Tongzhi Reforms, see
Mary Wright, The Last Stand of Chinese Conservatism: The T ung-Chih Reforms, 1862-
1874, pp.43-46; and Kwang-Ching Liu, “The Ch’ing Reforms.”
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