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The Purchase of Office and Letters of Guarantee:
An Examination of the Purchase of Office System
during the Qing Dynasty (II)

by

Wu Yue

The purchase of office, juanna $8#1, was a system in which the government
offered to ordinary people the sale of official government posts and titles as a way
to overcome fiscal difficulties. The purchase of posts and titles is an integral
feature of institutional, political, fiscal, and social history, as well as any study of
the lives of government officials. One variety of document very commonly used in
daily administration in traditional China, the yinjie Eli&, was a letter of guarantee
issued by officials and stamped with government seals. The Qing government
required a letter of guarantee to confirm the identity of a person purchasing an
office or title.

Drawing on archival materials, this essay examines the relationship between the
purchase of office and the letter of guarantee. I have looked in particular at the
connection between the lives of officials and the Tax on the Letter of Guarantee,
yinjieyin EN#ESR, the processing fee that amounted to additional income for the
official. I discuss the trend toward modernity in the Letter of Guarantee Bureau,
Yinjieju Ef5E, through an explanation of the internal regulations of the bureau,
which were formed by bureaucrats acting in their official capacity and under the
influence of the conception of the “public.” Put in different terms, as a result of
making public information of the adjustment of profits within the Letter of
Guarantee Bureau, it was demonstrated there were “no private interests” at
work. This policy of management demanded trustworthiness of all parties
involved. One can see a movement toward modernity in the adoption of the
principle of “public” by traditional Chinese bureaucratic society. This is critically
important to our understanding of Chinese bureaucratic institutions and Chinese
society during the period of transition from a traditional to a modern bureaucratic
system. The epochal shift is not only a noteworthy development in China’s
institutional history, but we should also note that it had been hastened by the
nascent movement toward modernity already developing in Chinese society.
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