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“Chaojia” by the Imperial Edict: the Trap of Institution
and Officialdom Ecology in the Late Qianlong Era

Ma Junya

Abstract: The Qianlong era witnessed the peak of the authority of monarchy. With extraordinary
political wisdom and statecraft, Emperor Qianlong was the center of absolute power of the dynasty.
In subordinate positions, officials shared with the monarch various privileges in the power structure.
The Qing court did not have any legally regulative measures on officials’ privileges; it only pronounced
rather superficially that the moral of officialdom was far superior to that of the common folks and
therein lied the legitimate basis of governing. In essence, therefore, official corruption was necessarily
a kind of derivative of bureaucratic privileges.

Emperor Qianlong fervently launched campaigns in anti-corruption, and executed one high-ranking
official every two years on the average. But “chaojia” (searching the criminal house and confiscating
the owner’s private property) by the imperial edict rather than according to the law was in fact only a
superficial action of eliminating corruption; it did not drive out its roots, 1.e., the official privileges. This
1s to say that “chaojia” as an extreme measure to oppose official corruption was at best only an important
means to control officials. The emperor had to deal with thousands of intricate corrupted officials single-
handedly. While giving privileges to officialdom, he virtually pushed them fall into the trap of the system;
in other words, he put a rope around the officials’ necks which would be tightened by himself at any time.

Officials were able to obtain more and more benefits as their power increased. Their endless pursuit of various
benefits rendered themselves slaves of desire and eventually put themselves into the monarch’s noose; thus
they had to make use of different implicit norms for achieving and protecting the maximal interests of their
own as well as of their groups. On the one hand, officials ostensibly showed respect for the superficial morals
and imperial ordinance while actually they tried to dig out the monarch's intentions and preference so that
they would accomplish their deeds accordingly. They would do anything to pander to the monarch’s wishes
in order to obtain privileges or interests which were deemed better than those of their peers. On the other
hand, they would forge alliances with other officials for mutual concealment and cover-up of their clandestine
behaviors. By so doing, they acted in counter to the monarch and shared with themselves all kinds of additional
benefits and illegal incomes according to the structure of the power pyramid. During the Qianlong period,
both corruptive and upright officials are emperor’s tools for different usages. Whether an official was convicted
of “corruption” or considered as “financial probity” sometimes lay on the one single thought of the emperor.
“Chaojia” of different types of corruptive officials by “imperial edict” but not “according to the law”, we would
therefore say, was at best a public celebration rather than a once-and-for-all solution to corruption.

Keywords: Chaojia (searching criminal house and confiscating the owner's private property);
corruption; Emperor Qianlong; officialdom ecology
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