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Protest under “Rule by Culture”:
The 1799 Suzhou Literati Protest and the Imperial Response

Han Seunghyun*

Liao Jenn-wang, trans.

Abstract

In 1799 the Wu County magistrate flogged a licentiate, provoking
Suzhou literati to protest against his arbitrary action. This article shows that
the outcome of this protest was substantially shaped by imperial intervention,
for the Jiaging Emperor sought to raise literati morale while maintaining
bureaucratic discipline. The protest thus illuminates a broader context of
changing state attitudes toward literati collective actions. This article also
examines how Suzhou people understood and remembered this event, which
shaped the development of literati political activism in the nineteenth
century.  Local and provincial officials initially meted out harsh
punishments to the protestors. However, as the event unfolded, Jiaqing acted
to modify their verdicts. While not directly countenancing the protest,
Jiaqing thus in effect acted to chastise the bureaucracy. After a long period
in which Qing emperors had believed that disciplining of literati took
precedence over encouragement of literati morale, the bureaucracy was
revealing signs of decay. Various social problems required the public
participation of literati. In the 1799 case, in contrast to the harsh
punishments such protests evoked during the reign of his father, the Qianlong
Emperor, Jiaqing limited the punishment to only three leaders of the protest,
and the punishments meted out to them were rather light.

Keywords: Suzhou, Jiaqing, “arbitrary” flogging, collective action,

bureaucratic discipline
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