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ABSTRACT

This article explores the intellectual underpinnings of Qing fiscal
conservatism, tracing its ideological roots to late Ming thinkers such
as Wang Yangming, Huang Zongxi, and Gu Yanwu. These figures
contributed to a tradition of governance that emphasized moral
responsibility and institutional reform, which influenced the Qing
dynasty’s efforts to protect the agrarian class from excessive taxation.
By situating Qing fiscal conservatism within a broader historical and
philosophical framework, this article offers additional perspectives on
the relationship between ideology, governance, and law in late imperial
China.

INTRODUCTION

Ideas are not just abstract concepts; they shape the very foundations of
governance and fiscal policy. In late imperial China, the intellectual currents
of the late Ming dynasty played a significant role in influencing how the
Qing dynasty approached taxation and governance. While Confucian
orthodoxy underpinned much of Qing governance, the seeds of the
dynasty’s ideological approach to fiscal conservatism can be traced back
to the moral philosophy of Wang Yangming (1472-1529), whose ideas
about moral autonomy challenged the rigid Confucian hierarchy of his time.
Building on these intellectual foundations, reformist thinkers like Huang
Zongxi (1610-1695) and Gu Yanwu (1613-1682) expanded Wang’s
critiques, developing political frameworks that questioned autocracy and
emphasized practical governance.

Building on Taisu Zhang’s argument in The Ideological Foundations of
Qing Taxation (Zhang 2023) that Qing fiscal conservatism was not merely
a pragmatic response to material conditions but was deeply rooted in

* London School of Economics and Political Science.

721



722 Yale Journal of Law & the Humanities [Vol. 36:4

Confucian ideals of moral governance, this article examines the late Ming
intellectual traditions that shaped the ideological foundations of Qing fiscal
policy. Specifically, it explores how the ideas of Wang Yangming, Huang
Zongxi, and Gu Yanwu contributed to a tradition of governance that
emphasized moral responsibility and institutional reform. This tradition
prioritized the protection of the agrarian class and reflected broader debates
on governance and reform that influenced the Qing dynasty’s fiscal policies.

[. WANG YANGMING’S MORAL AUTONOMY AND ITS INDIRECT
INFLUENCE ON GOVERNANCE

Wang Yangming, one of the most influential thinkers of the late Ming
period, revolutionized Confucian thought by introducing a philosophy
centered on moral autonomy (Wang 1992; Angle 2012; Ivanhoe 2016). His
concept of liangzhi (innate moral knowledge) argued that each individual
possesses the ability to distinguish right from wrong, independent of
external authority. This departure from orthodox Confucianism emphasized
individual moral responsibility over hierarchical authority. Wang’s
philosophy also stressed the unity of knowledge and action (zhi xing he yi),
suggesting that true moral knowledge necessitated action. While his
primary focus was on personal moral cultivation, these ideas had broader
implications for governance, implicitly critiquing the rigid hierarchies of
the Ming state. By empowering individuals to act on their moral insights,
Wang laid an intellectual foundation for critiques of unchecked imperial
authority, influencing subsequent thinkers like Huang Zongxi and Gu Yanwu.
While Wang’s philosophy was primarily concerned with personal moral
cultivation, later thinkers such as Huang Zongxi and Gu Yanwu expanded
these critiques into institutional and political reforms that directly
addressed governance. Although Wang’s direct influence on fiscal policy
was limited, his emphasis on moral responsibility helped shape a broader
discourse that later informed Qing governance.

II. HUANG ZONGXI AND GU YANWU: FROM MORAL
INTEGRITY TO INSTITUTIONAL REFORM

Huang Zongxi and Gu Yanwu, two prominent intellectuals during the late
Ming and early Qing periods, built on Wang Yangming’s legacy, channeling
his philosophical critiques into institutional and political reform. Huang
Zongxi, in his seminal work Mingyi Daifang Lu (Waiting for the Dawn: A
Plan for the Prince) (Huang 1993), critiqued autocratic power and
advocated for constitutional frameworks to limit imperial authority. He
argued that unchecked power was a root cause of moral and political decay,
emphasizing systemic reforms over individual morality. Gu Yanwu,
meanwhile, focused on practical governance, advocating empirical
approaches to address administrative inefficiencies and fiscal
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mismanagement. Together, their critiques of unchecked power and
advocacy for reform laid the intellectual groundwork for Qing governance.

First, Huang Zongxi’s ideas about limiting imperial power and
empowering ministers and intellectuals to play a more active role in
governance aligned with Wang Yangming’s critique of rigid authority, but
Huang extended this critique into the realm of political reform. By
advocating for the decentralization of power, Huang’s vision of governance
laid the groundwork for a more accountable and stable system that would
avoid the fiscal mismanagement seen in the late Ming.

Gu Yanwu, on the other hand, took a more pragmatic approach. He
critiqued the moralism of the Donglin scholars, arguing that the focus on
personal morality alone was insufficient to address the practical needs of
governance. Gu advocated for practical learning (shixue)—the application
of empirical knowledge to solve real-world problems. He believed that
governance should be grounded in practical solutions, such as fiscal
responsibility and efficient local administration. Like Huang, Gu was
influenced by Wang Yangming’s emphasis on moral responsibility, but he
applied this principle to the realm of practical statecraft, focusing on how
governance could be reformed to serve the people more effectively. For Gu,
reforming governance meant addressing issues such as fiscal policy, where
efficient and responsible tax collection was vital for the well-being of both
the state and the people.

Both Huang and Gu contributed to an intellectual tradition that critiqued
autocratic power and emphasized the need for reform, laying the
groundwork for the Qing dynasty’s ideological conservatism. Their ideas
about governance reflected a broader concern for the moral integrity of
the state and the protection of the common people, particularly the
agrarian class. While they did not advocate specific fiscal policies, their
critiques of unchecked power and governance failures were instrumental in
shaping the intellectual environment that influenced the Qing rulers’
approach to taxation and governance.

III. THE DONGLIN MOVEMENT AND THE MORAL CRITIQUE OF
LATE MING GOVERNANCE

The Donglin Movement, an influential group of Confucian scholars active
during the late Ming dynasty, was deeply concerned with the moral and
economic corruption that plagued the imperial court (Wakeman 1985).
They argued that excessive taxation, particularly on merchants, and
widespread fiscal mismanagement were exacerbating economic hardships
and inequality. For the Donglin scholars, merchants were essential
contributors to the economy, and they viewed heavy commercial taxation—
often exploited by corrupt officials—as unjust and counterproductive. By
advocating for tax relief for the commercial sector, they sought to address
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systemic fiscal mismanagement and create conditions for economic growth.
Their vision of moral governance extended to ensuring fairness for all
productive classes, including merchants.

While the Donglin Movement’s fiscal critique centered on alleviating the
burden on merchants, Qing rulers adopted a different fiscal focus after
consolidating power. Sharing the Donglin’s concern for moral governance,
Qing emperors such as Kangxi and Yongzheng directed their attention to
protecting the peasantry, the foundation of the agrarian economy. They
regarded the well-being of farmers as critical to the empire’s stability and
prioritized maintaining low agricultural taxes, which they saw as a moral
responsibility in line with Confucian ideals of benevolent rule. By contrast,
taxes on merchants, though levied, were secondary to this agrarian-focused
strategy.

This divergence reflects differing priorities: the Donglin scholars
emphasized commercial tax reform to address corruption and support
economic recovery, whereas the Qing rulers concentrated on shielding
farmers from excessive taxation to preserve the agrarian economy. Although
the Qing imposed taxes on merchants to meet state revenue needs, their
fiscal policies were primarily designed to ensure the stability of the
agricultural sector, reinforcing their image as benevolent and moral rulers.

IV. QING FISCAL CONSERVATISM AND ITS INTELLECTUAL
ROOTS IN LATE MING THOUGHT

Taisu Zhang’s The Ideological Foundations of Qing Taxation (Zhang
2023) argues that the Qing dynasty’s fiscal conservatism—particularly its
reluctance to raise agricultural taxes—was rooted in Confucian ideals of
moral governance. Qing emperors, especially during the reigns of Kangxi,
Yongzheng, and Qianlong, saw themselves as protectors of the agrarian
class and believed that imposing heavy taxes on peasants would violate the
moral contract between the emperor and his subjects. This moral approach
to governance, where the emperor was seen as a benevolent ruler, was central
to the Qing’s fiscal ideology.

The intellectual roots of this fiscal conservatism can be traced back to
the late Ming period. Wang Yangming’s emphasis on moral responsibility,
Huang Zongxi’s critique of unchecked imperial power, Gu Yanwu’s call for
practical governance, and the Donglin Movement’s focus on virtuous
officials all contributed to a broader intellectual tradition that shaped Qing
governance. While these thinkers did not advocate specific fiscal policies,
their concerns about moral integrity, checks on power, and practical
governance created the ideological groundwork that made Qing rulers
cautious about overtaxing the peasantry.

Zhang’s analysis illustrates that the Qing’s reluctance to increase
agricultural taxes was not solely a response to fiscal necessity but was deeply
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influenced by their ideological commitment to Confucian principles. This
perspective forms a key element of Zhang’s argument and highlights the
broader ideological foundation of Qing governance. Expanding on Zhang’s
argument, this article explores how these principles align with a broader
intellectual tradition shaped by the moral philosophy of Wang Yangming
and further developed through the critiques and ideas of Gu Yanwu and
Huang Zongxi. Wang Yangming’s emphasis on moral responsibility laid the
philosophical groundwork, while Huang Zongxi and Gu Yanwu advanced
this tradition by advocating for governance reform. The Donglin
Movement’s call for fiscal justice further contributed to the ideological
context within which Qing rulers prioritized protecting the agrarian class.
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