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The Ministry of Revenue's Financial Rectification Measuresin
the Early Y ears of Emperor Guangxu’s Reign:
Between Restoration and Innovation

Zenghe Liu
Department of History, Jinan University, Guangzhou

During the first twenty years of Emperor Guangxu’s reign, China had extricated
itself from the trouble of large-scale wars and embarked upon a period of peaceful
development. Due to deficits in the national treasury, the Ministry of Revenue adopted
drastic measures of unprecedented scale to readjust and improve its finances, such as
liquidating the magistrates’ accumulated debts and auditing the provincial expenditures
of land tax and tribute grain. While disciplinary measures were frequently applied and
transgressing officials severely punished, new precautionary measures were also
enacted. The accumulated deficit thus began to diminish, and the old regulations of
accounting and auditing of land tax and tribute grain were to a large extent restored.

During its financial rectification, the Ministry of Revenue continually reaffirmed
the old regulations, and simultaneously implemented new effective regulations to
rectify financial wrongs and deal with practical problems. With the restoration of the
old regulations of accounting and auditing land tax and tribute grain, the royal court
was able to procure the minimum of financial resources needed to run its
administration.

Compared with the restoration of the regulations of accounting and auditing land
tax and tribute grain, those regulations stipulating inter-provincial transfer payments
through the central court were effective only to a limited extent, even though these
regulations were not completely without merits. Some typical examples are as follows:
The provincial payments to the court were more effectively implemented than before
Emperor Guangxu’ reign. Moreover, a system of payment into a special central fund
was established, as a cooperating policy to the traditional inter-provincial transfer
payments. Furthermore, the problem of lateral appropriations to Gansu and Shanxi was
settled by high-handed decrees. However, as the collected documents reveal, the
difficulties of restoring these regulations were even more grave than before. Since the
republican era, many scholars have formed a negative view about the financial situation
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during Guangxu’s reign, and this view is largely based on the lateral appropriations to
other provinces, an unworkable system bereft with problems even during other
historical periods. The restoration of the inter-provincial transfer payments was
extremely difficult and faced a number of obstacles. Although the reasons are complex,
the core problem lay mainly in the formation of a“local financial structure.” As aresult
of the changing financial relations between the central court and the localities, the
prestige and power of the old, unified financial system receded. The magistrates
reluctance to submit provincial payments to the court as well as the underestimation of
inter-provincial payments to the court were all emblematic of the emergence of a“local
financial structure.” Since the restoration of the old system of inter-provincial transfer
payments required different measures than the restoration of the old accounting and
auditing of land tax and tribute grain, the implementation of financial restoration and
renovation processes were very different, creating enormous differences in
achievements.

In the process of restoring the old regulations, three kinds of officials, namely the
senior court officials, provincial satraps and inspectors, and local magistrates, mutually
curbed each other’s since each exerted a different financial influence. With regards to
the financial rectification process during the early years of Emperor Guangxu’s reign,
the royal court of the Qing dynasty wanted to restore the old regulations, and the
provincial satraps and inspectors were only one of the targets of rectification. The
efficacy of these old regulations for supervision over local junior officials should not
be neglected. Although the royal court of the Qing dynasty recognized the severity of
the problems, it never adopted any long-term, effective measures in accord with the
“new changes’ to substitute for the old regulations. Regardless of whether the Ministry
of Revenue attempted to restore the old regulations or improve the existing ones, its
initiative and administrative ability were severely fettered.

Keywords: early years of Emperor Guangxu’s reign, the accounting system of
provincial expenditure, auditing the provincial expenditure of land
tax and tribute grain, the system of inter-provincial transfer
payments through the court, liquidating the accumulated debts
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