
Front. Hist. China (2006) 3: 375−403 
DOI 10.1007/s11462-006-0011-3 
d 

Li Zhi’ an  

On official corruption in the Yuan dynasty 

© Higher Education Press and Springer-Verlag 2006 

Abstract  The vicious cycle of official corruption got worse unprecedent-
edly in the Yuan dynasty (ca.1279–1368). Corrupt officials at all levels from 
the local to the central governments were “extremely shameless and greedy.”  
Even many court ministers got involved in the vicious cycle of corruption.  
The top officialdom was polluted and degenerated badly because the Mon-
golian nobles made their “Sauqat” (taking gifts) tradition and the Semu, both 
official and merchant groups, took bribes as a way to amass wealth. Al-
though the Mongol Yuan rulers did make a set of anti-corruption policies 
such as detailed rules of censorship and inspection relating to corruption 
crimes, these didn’t work well. Of all the reasons of the Yuan official cor-
ruption, the old Mongolian steppe traditions play the most important role, 
which formed the context for the low salary, improper selection and poor 
quality of the officials and of bending the law wrongly to pardon official 
misconduct. 

 
Keywords  Yuan dynasty, official corruption, anti-corruption policies, old 
Mongolian traditions 

 
One of the chronic maladies in ancient Chinese politics is official corrup-

tion. It was getting worse in the particular historical context in which the Mon-
gol nobles ruled China. The reason why the Yuan Dynasty (ca.1279–1368) in 
China lasted only about one hundred years has for a long time been studied 
by scholars from different perspectives. The writer of this article argues that 
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official corruption is one of the important factors that caused the Yuan Dy-
nasty to collapse, a factor to which more attention should be paid.   

What were the unique characteristics of official corruption in the Yuan 
Dynasty?  How did the Mongol rulers punish corrupt officials and what 
were the features of their policies for punishing such crimes?  Why did this 
chronic malady in pre-modern Chinese politics get worse in the Yuan Dy-
nasty?  Based on previous researches,1 this article tries to answer these 
questions from a broad historical perspective.  

I 

The vicious cycle of official corruption in the Yuan Dynasty can be seen in 
the fact that there were corrupt officials at all levels from local to central 
governments, who were “extremely shameless and greedy”, 2 that there 
were corrupt officials throughout the Yuan Dynasty, and that there were 
several high ministers who got involved in the vicious cycle. 

During the Yuan period, officialdom was so degenerated morally that it 
caught much more public attention. As early as the early period of the Em-
peror Shizu’s (Kubilai Khan) reign (r. 1260–1294), “there was a prevailing 
trend of corruption in officialdom and officials were even not ashamed to 
take bribes openly”, said Wang Hui, a Censor (Jianchayushi) at the time. As 
Wu Cheng pointed out, “For decades, officials’ morals have degenerated. 
They are getting used to corruption and are not different from robbers and 
thieves. Official corruption is not taken as a surprise. There are only very 
few officials, probably one or two in a thousand, who could preserve his pu-
rity.”3 The above sayings are not alarmist talks but realities. In the early 
years of the Emperor Chengzong (r.1295–1307), there were 300 officials 
“who committed crimes of corruption at Dadu”, around 3% of “those who 
took government salary at Dadu”. In the 7th year of Dade (1303), 18,473 
corrupt officials were dismissed by imperial supervisors (Fengshixuanfu) in 
seven circuits (Dao).4 These two figures alone are enough to show that offi-
                                                                          
1 See Ceng Zisheng, “Malpractices in the Yuan Politics”; Zhang Xingtang, “A study of Success and Fail-
ure of the Yuan Politics”; Wang Ting, “Officials of ‘Collecting Wealth’ and the Emperor Shizu of the Yuan 
Dynasty”; Bai Gang, “Political Malpractices in the Mongol Empire and Reforms in the Early Yuan Dy-
nasty”; Xu Fan, A Study of Civil Service System in the Yuan Dynasty; Wang Chunyu, A History of 
Anti-corruption in China. 
2 (Yuan) Wu Cheng, A Collection of Writings of Wu Wenzheng, Vol. 19, “Linchuan xianwei si zh tian ji”
临川县尉司职田记. 
3 (Yuan) Wang Hui, A Collection of Writings of Wang Hui, Vol. 89, “Wutai bibui, Lun Zhouxianguan 
jingduan fashi zhuang”乌台笔补·论州县官经断罚事状; (Yuan) Wu Cheng, A Collection of Writings of 
Wu Wenzheng, Vol. 14, “Zeng Shi Minzhong shiqin huanjia xu”. 
4 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp.383, 388, 456. 
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cial corruption did become a prevailing trend and a scourge. 
There were endless scandals of official corruption at the level of central 

government. According to official history, “Sengge was in power for four 
years, when ministers bribed their way to be promoted.”5As above-mentioned, 
most of those “300 officials who committed crimes of corruption at Dadu” in 
the early years of Emperor Chengzong were high officials at central minis-
tries. It can be seen from this fact that there were so many central officials 
who took bribes or gave bribes for being promoted, or did both in the Em-
peror Shizu’s reign. In the third month of the 1st year of Dade (1297), Tolsu, 
a Minister (Jarquci), took bribes and was reported by one of his subordinates. 
He killed the subordinate with poison. He was executed in public.”6 This is 
a case where a high law enforcer who takes bribes silences a witness by kill-
ing him. In the early years of the Emperor Wuzong’s reign (r.1308–1311), 
Urasa, the Minister of the Ministry of Punishments (Xingbushangshu), was 
interrogated by the Censorate (Yushitai) for taking bribes. In the Emperor 
Yingzong’s reign (1321–1323), Budalishi and Umar, both Ministers of the 
Ministry of Punishments (Xingbushangshu), were flogged with sticks and 
dismissed one after the other.7 In other cases, Guo Liang, the Minister of the 
Ministry of Revenues, was dismissed for corruption in the eighth month of 
the 3rd year of the Emperor Taiding’s reign (1326), and Su Bing, the Minister 
of the Ministry of Works, was impeached by the Censorate (Yushitai) and 
dismissed for corruption in the third month of the 2nd year of the Emperor 
Zhishun’s reign (1331).8 Both were striking examples of corrupt high cen-
tral officials. One of the ways for central official corruption was to embezzle 
public funds. But in most cases, central officials took bribes given by their 
subordinates and local officials. Usually, they don’t have many chances to 
deal with the common people, but this doesn’t mean that they had fewer 
opportunities to take bribes and got less amount of money. On the contrary, 
it was much easier for them than local officials to amass great fortunes by 
embezzling government properties and taking bribes simply because they 
held power in their hands over major issues. 

Because of the peculiar circumstances that “heaven is high and the emperor 
far away,” local official corruption was much more unbridled and all had their 
own ‘magic’ powers.  For instance, in Jiangzhe Province (Jiangzhexingsheng), 
Jiaohua, the Governor of the Province (Pingzhang), was impeached for ac-
cepting bribes of over 30,000 ding (silver ingots) and another one named 
Delibuhua for accepting a bribe of 300,000 ding in the third month of the 3rd 
                                                                          
5 Ibid., p.347. 
6 Ibid., p.410. 
7 Ibid., pp. 501, 625, 627. 
8 Ibid., pp. 672, 781. 
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year of Dade (1299). In the 1st year of the Emperor Yingzong (1321), Ba-
yancar, the Governor (Pingzhang) of Jiangzhe Province (Jiangzhexingsheng) 
and Baisadu, the Governor of Jiangxi Province (Jiangxixingsheng), were 
“both sentenced and dismissed for corruption”.9 In the first month of the 2nd 
year of Zhiyuan of the Emperor Shizu (1265), Zhang Hong, the Chief Gov-
ernor (Zongguan) of Zhending Circuit (Lu), was dismissed for “taking ad-
vantage of the changing situation to embezzle government property”. Zhang 
Wenhuan, the Chief Governor (Zongguan) of Deshun Prefecture (Fu), and 
Taibuhuayin, a Senior Official (Daruqaci, the Mongol or Semu head-over-
seer of offices, an imperial supervisor sent by the Mongolian court to local 
governments to supervise the local officials) of Taiyuan Prefecture (Fu), 
were both impeached in the first month of the 15th year of Zhiyuan (1278) by 
the Department of Investigation (Anchasi) for corruption. In the first month 
of the 2nd year of Zhishun (1331) of the Emperor Wenzong, Haci, the Vice 
Governor [Xuanweifushi in charge of military and civil affairs at circuit (Dao 
or Lu) level] of Fujian, was dismissed for “greedy graft and embezzle-
ment”.10 These were corrupt officials at district (Xuanweisi) or circuit (Lu) 
level. It was said that those who took official positions at Songjiang 
Prefecture (Fu) “all had good reputation at the very beginning and were 
notorious for corruption at the end. It was seldom that an official remained 
honest from beginning to the end.”  There was then a satirical poem spread 
far and wide: “the tide becomes wave-less when it runs into the River 
Gushui (in what is now Henan Province) and the moon becomes lightless 
when it is over Yunjian”,11 indicating that Songjiang Prefecture (Fu) had 
become a place full of official greediness and corruption. 

There were many local officials who became very rich through corruption. 
“For instance, Li Dorci and Liu Woqin, both were Chief Governor of circuits 
(Lu). When they became the Chief Governor their families were very poor 
and in debt.  But now they both have many lands, storehouses and shops in 
many places”.12 There is a poem in Yi Tinggao’s “Chezhong zuo gu yuefu”: 
“Small bells sound Dingdang, Dingdang. Many large and small carts line in 
a long row. When it is asked what are in those carts? It is answered that it is 
not a trading caravan but a convoy of an outgoing official. There are gold 
cases carved with drawings of dragons and snakes, five-colored carpets, 
chairs inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and a bed decorated with ivory carv-

                                                                          
9 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp. 427, 609. 
10 Ibid., pp. 774, 105, 197. 
11(Yuan) Tao Zongyi, A Collection of Writings Written in Nancun, Vol. 30, “Shichen”诗谶. Gushui and 
Yunjian are both alternative names of Songjiang Fu. 
12 (Ming) Yang Shiqi, Lidai Mingchen Zouyi, Vol. 67, Zheng Jiefu’s 郑介夫 “Taiping ce”太平策. 
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ings…He is going home with a great fortune”.13 If these were not extorted 
from the common people, where could those properties come from? It is his 
official position of power that gives him a chance to make a fortune quickly. 
Said as the common “prefacing poetic lines” (Dingchangshi, i.e., the 
self-describing lines uttered by an actor first appearing on the stage) in Yuan 
drama (Yuan Qu) of a characterized corrupt official: “I’m an official better 
than the others.  Don’t come to me with a lawsuit without bringing some 
gold and silver for me. I’ll pretend sickness at home and not go out of the 
door when my superior comes to check my files”.14 This is a typical exam-
ple to show how an official’s position helps him to take bribes and bend the 
law. 

There was a special situation during the Yuan Dynasty. The Mongols sent 
many Mongols and the Semu, and the northern Hans (the Han Chinese who 
had lived in the conquered part of Northern China) to the south to staff local 
official posts after the Southern Song territories were conquered in 1273. 
Those people were a vulgar bunch from poor backgrounds: “half of them 
had been those who made a living by selling silk fabrics or butchering dogs 
and they were very greedy.” And most of them considered themselves to be 
conquers or occupiers, all with greedy intent to plunder the conquered terri-
tories. At that time, there was a saying: “Go to the South when one is cold. 
Go to the South when one is hungry.” They didn’t have any compassion for 
the local people under their control and were eager to rob them brutally by 
hook or by crook.15 This situation probably explains why official corruption 
in the South ran extremely wild during the Yuan Dynasty. 

Moreover, many clerks in government offices at all levels go even further 
than their superiors or senior officials in terms of corruption.  They could 
“simply change a word in a lawsuit paper to fix common people’s fate or 
provide wrong information to deafen and blind their superiors and have them 
under their control, all depending on how much bribe they could take from 
the victims”.16 There are many such cases that Xu Fan has them examined 
in detail in his A Study of Civil Service System in the Yuan Dynasty (Yuandai 
lizhi yanjiu). So it is not necessary to go into detail here. 

It is noteworthy that official corruption usually prevails about one hundred 
                                                                          
13 (Yuan) Yujing Qiao Chang, Vol.2. 
14 Xu Zheng and others eds., Quan Yuan Qu, Vol. 1, Guan Hanqing 关汉卿, Gantian dongdi Dou E yuan
感天动地窦娥冤, Scene II, p. 276. 
15  (Yuan) Cheng Jufu, Xuelou Ji, Vol. 10, “Zouyi cun gao, Tong nanbei zhi xuan”奏议存稿·通南北之选; 
(Yuan) Hu Shiyu, Zishan Ji, Vol. 23, “Minjian jiku zhuang”民间疾苦状; (Yuan) Wang Hui, A Collection 
of Writings of Wang Hui, Vol. 92, “Te xuan xingsheng guan zhuang”特选行省官事状; (Yuan) Wu Cheng, 
A Collection of Writings of Wu Wenzheng, Vol. 36, “Gu yishi youjun jianshu mubiao”故逸士游君建叔墓

表. 
16 (Yuan) Wei Su, Wei Tai Pu Ji, Vol. 6, “Song Chen Zijia xu”送陈子嘉序. 
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years after the founding of a new dynasty in most Chinese dynasties.  But 
this is not the case in the Yuan Dynasty.  Not only do official corruption in 
large numbers prevail earlier from beginning to end of the dynasty, but also 
corrupt officials do evil openly and extort properties without disguise and 
shamelessly. 

According to An Introduction to Affairs of the Mongols (Heida shilue), “It 
is called Sauqat (Sauqat in Persian means gifts) when one wants to have 
something freely from others”. 17 The poem entitled Zui Ge (a drunken song) 
written by Wang Yuanliang reads, “When the northern troops ask for silver 
money as Sauqat, the local government officials order the common people to 
provide this”. Originally, Sauqat meant a giveaway or gifts, but its meaning 
gradually changed into a property taken from others forcibly. Noticing the 
connection between the Mongol noble bureaucrats taking “Sauqat” and the 
Yuan official corruption, the Emperor Shizu issued a decree on the 6th day of 
the fourth month in the 1st year of Zhongtong (1260), declaring that “At the 
founding of the empire, when things were in the initial stage, there was no 
salary for officials to nourish honesty; this led to bribery and corrupt practice. 
All Sauqat properties taken from the people were meant to be used for the 
people’s sake. Namely, Sauqat taken as officials’ private property should 
actually be government property (i.e., a legitimate levy to provide support of 
the non-salaried officialdom). This tends to whet corruption and nourish 
dishonesty in that officials who take one hundred Sauqat properties only 
give one away for public use. It will cause great harm if this is not elimi-
nated thoroughly. So, this malpractice must be eliminated starting from me 
the Emperor. All kinds of Sauqat must be banned thoroughly except tribute 
for government use, war trophy and Ortaq (Ortaq in Persian, meaning mer-
chant money given to the emperor in exchange for granted business privilege, 
and usurer's capital of Mongol officials). Officials at all levels must obey this 
decree”.18 Official bribery is one of the malpractices in the state bureauc-
racy of old dynasties in Chinese domains; in the less sophisticated bureauc-
racy during the initial stage in territories conquered and ruled by the unsala-
ried Mongol nobles, Sauqat, which is similar to bribery, is an important 
source of rational and rightful financial income of the Mongol Noyan (Noyan 
in Mongolian means noble), for then “there is no salary for officials to nour-
ish honesty.” This is what is meant by the above decree that “it led to bribery 
and corrupt practice.” From the very beginning, Yuan official bribery is 
closely connected with “Sauqat”, the old custom of the Mongolian Noyan 
taking property from their subordinates. 
                                                                          
17 Wang Guowei yishu, “Heida shilue”黑鞑事略. 
18 Yuan Dian Zhang,  Vol. 2, “Shengzheng, Zhi gongxian, Gengshen nian siyue chuliu ri zhaoshu”圣
政·止贡献·庚申年四月初六日诏书. 



Front. Hist. China (2006) 3: 375−403 381

As soon as the founding of the Yuan Dynasty, Kubilai Khan set about to 
establish his bureaucracy gradually and fully according to the principles of 
well-developed Chinese institutions. He issued the above-mentioned decree, 
trying to ban the old “Sauqat” and replace it with government salary. Indeed, 
this was a progress. But, it was not easy to thoroughly eliminate Sauqat—an 
old custom of the ruling Mongol nobles—by a mere scrap of paper decree. 
Sauqat soon became mixed with the olden corrupt practices in the conquered 
Chinese territories and continued to exist obstinately in a mixed form, which 
was not legal in the law of the Yuan institutions but a more or less accepted 
old custom of the steppe Mongol Empire. This is the background of Yuan 
officials’ corrupt, open, and brutal extortion of the ruled populace. 

Some Semu noble officials play a role in aiding and aggravating Yuan of-
ficial corruption. Abd al-Rahman took the lead in amassing wealth by tax 
farming and lining his pockets with public funds.  He was followed by Ya-
civaci, a Governor (Duanshiguan) in Yanjing who “only did it for bribery”, 
and other Western Asians (Xiyuren) who “embezzled government proper-
ties” in the early years of Emperor Shizu.19 The powerful Semu high official 
Ahmad Fanakati, who “concealed at his home half of the properties and 
valuables from south of the Yangtze river (Jiangnan) and other places”, 20 
is another corrupt official who made full use of his power and took the lead 
in official corruption. Senge, a Uighur high official, “learnt from them…and 
knew that what an official only needed to know was how to get around by 
bribery and to bribe his way up to be promoted”.21In the Emperor Cheng-
zong’s reign, Faholudin, a Vice Governor (Xuanweishi) of Xijing Prefecture 
(Fu) took an opportunity of transporting army provisions to embezzle gov-
ernment funds of more than 130,000 ding and sold 2,000 jin  (catty, the 
equivalent  to some 1.1023 lb) of jades to the court to make exorbitant 
profits.22 In the last years of the Yuan Dynasty, Ye Ziqi pointed out: “Offi-
cials are greedy and clerks are corrupt, all because the Mongols and the 
Semu don’t have any sense of shame.” Maybe, there is some racial prejudice 
in his words, but it is not a critique without basis. The Semu bureaucrats 
have a dual status, they are officials and merchants at the same time. So they 
could make full use of their official posts to take bribes and to embezzle 
government funds in the name of doing business. This practice is indeed 
poles apart from the four moral concepts of propriety, righteousness, honesty 
and shame of the traditional culture in the Han Chinese territories.   
                                                                          
19 (Yuan) Su Tianjue, Yuan Wen Lei,  Vol. 60, “Zhongshu zuochen Yao Wenxian gong shendaobei”中书

左丞姚文献公神道碑; Vol. 57, “Zhongshuling Yelv gong shendaobei”中书令耶律公神道碑. 
20 (Yuan) Zheng Sixiao, A Collection of Zheng Sixiao, Dayi lue xu 大义略叙，p.178. 
21 (Yuan) Liu Minzhong, Zhong An Ji, Vol. 7, “Fengshi xuanfu hui zoushu”奉使宣抚回奏疏. 
22 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp.453, 454. 
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The vicious cycle of all forms of official corruption was getting worse in 
the last years of the Yuan Dynasty. “Officials extorted money from people 
under all sorts of pretexts. They received money for “the first visit”, i.e., 
money given by his subordinates when they pay their first formal visit: they 
asked for Sauqat money when they want money from others without any 
excuse; they extorted holiday money whenever there was a holiday; they 
collected birthday money on their birthday; they took routine money when-
ever they were asked to do a favor; they accepted connection money when 
they were leaving for another post; they obtained repayment money when 
they collected debt-money, and they got official duty money when they han-
dled lawsuits. It was called Deshou (got it) when they obtained a large sum 
of money. It was called Haodifen when they got assigned to a post in a good 
place. It was called Haokeku (good hole-up) when they were assigned to a 
place close to their homes. They simply didn’t know what was meant as loy-
alty to the sovereign and love of the people”.23 Even the special envoys sent 
by the Emperor to local governments to announce imperial edicts often “de-
manded bribes” from the local officials.24 At that time, the Yuan official 
corruption and related malpractices, which were somewhat different from 
those of the other dynasties, reached the peak paralleling the degeneration 
and decline of the Yuan Empire. 

It is worth pointing out here that many ministers in the Central Secretariat 
(Zhongshusheng) were involved in the waves of official corruption, playing 
an infamous role. As above mentioned, Ahmad and Senge “did everything 
corrupt and brutal” in the Emperor Shizu’s reign.25 In Emperor Renzong’s 
reign, Temuder, the Right Chief Minister (Youchengxiang) of the Central 
Secretariat, “received 140,000 guan (strings) of copper coins in currency and 
goods such as pearls, jade belts, carpets, coins and silks, worth of over 
100,000 guan of copper coins from envoys of King Qarbanda. He also ac-
cepted 150 liang (Chinese ounces) of gold as a bribe from the Monk Zifu of 
the Yongxing Temple in Hangzhou.” In the Emperor Shun’s reign, Bayan, 
the Prime Minister, amassed wealth so wantonly that “most of the tributes 
and taxes in the world went to Bayan’s home.26 There are other cases such 
as Tashihaiya, the Minister of the Central Secretariat (Zhongshu Pingzhang), 
in the Emperor Yingzong’s reign, and Dolci and Susu, both the Minister of 
the Central Secretariat (Zhongshu Pingzhang) in the Emperor Wenzong’s 
reign, they were all flogged with sticks and dismissed for malpractices of 

                                                                          
23 (Yuan) Ye Ziqi, Cao Mu Zi, Vol. 4 ii, “Zazu pian”杂俎篇. 
24 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.3432. 
25 Ibid., p.4576. 
26 Ibid., p.4579; (Yuan) Quan Heng, Gengshen Wai Shi. 



Front. Hist. China (2006) 3: 375−403 383

corruption or sent into exile.27 There were more of them in the Emperor 
Chengzong’s reign. For instance, in the second and third months of the 7th 
year of Dade, eight out of the total eleven chief ministers and vice ministers 
in the Central Secretariat were impeached or dismissed for taking bribes 
from Zu Qing and Zhang Xuan. The eight corrupt officials were the Right 
Chief Minister (Youchengxiang) Oljei, the Minister (Pingzhang) Bayan, Li-
ang Degui, Duan Zhen, Arihonsari, the Right Secretary (Youcheng) Batu-
maqin, the Left Secretary (Zuocheng) Okobukha, the Senator (Canzheng) 
Mirkhoco, and Zhang Sili by name. In addition, the Senator (Canzheng) 
Qaramoci was dismissed probably for the same case of bribery.28 According 
to a conservative estimate, 82% of the ministers at that time were corrupt of-
ficials. Ever since the Qin and the Han dynasties there had been corrupt 
ministers occasionally, but only a few. The chief reasons for this is probably 
that in these dynasties ministers have so much power and influence that they 
were liable to be suspected by the Emperor and envied and hated by other 
high officials. In addition, during the Western Han Dynasty, there was more 
or less a mutual supervisory and checking mechanism among ministers and 
vice ministers in the multi-minister system shaped in the chancellery (or 
cabinet council, Shangshutai). So, ministers had to be more concerned about 
morality as well as their own reputation with regard to corruption.  It is 
really a thought-provoking problem that there are such rampant massive 
corruption of officials in the Yuan chancellery. It seems that there is a 
deeper-imbedded social context to be explored other than merely that minis-
ters were not well selected and that cabal was banded together for selfish 
purposes.  

II 

Rulers of the Yuan Dynasty did take measures to deal with the vicious cycle 
of official corruption and gradually worked out and enforced a set of policies 
to punish corrupt officials. It worked along two lines: a series of complete 
and detailed rules of punishments and a control system of supervi-
sion/supervisor (Jianchaguan) and imperial inspection/inspector (Feng-
shixuanfu). It is really a pity that such sets of anti-corruption policies turned 
out to be basically failed. 

The initial anti-corruption laws were worked out and enforced after 
Sang’ge had been executed in the Emperor Shizu’s reign. The entry in A 
History of the Yuan Dynasty—Annals 14 of the Emperor Shizu’s Reign (Yuan 
                                                                          
27 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp.613, 752,766. 
28 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp.448, 450. 
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Shi·Shizu ji shisi) on the 15th day in the third month of the 29th year of 
Zhiyuan (A.D.1292), reads: “The Central Secretariat and the Censorate (Yushitai) 
together established a total of 13 categories of corruption crimes: five cate-
gories concerned the perversion of law, other eight categories non-perversion of 
law. Death sentences had to be reported to the throne. The Emperor decreed 
‘approval’. ” This is the well-known “13 Categories of Corruption Crimes.” 
The detailed contents of this anti-corruption crime law have not been dis-
covered. Its gist can be found briefly in some of the official documents after 
the 7th year of Dade (A.D.1303) in The Yuan Institutions (Yuan Dian Zhang). 
In the decade or so between the last years of the Emperor Shizu and the 7th 
year of Dade in the Emperor Chengzong’s reign, it had been the legal basis 
of punishing corrupt officials in the Yuan Dynasty. For instance, right after 
the Emperor Chengzong ascended to the throne on the 4th day in the eleventh 
month of the 31st year of Zhiyuan (A.D.1294), “there were 300 officials who 
committed corruption crimes in Jingshi (Dadu, the capital). The Emperor in-
structed that those whose cases were ascertained should be punished accord-
ing to the precedents of the 13 Categories approved by the Emperor 
Shizu”.29 In the sixth month of the 2nd year of Yuanzhen (1296), the Em-
peror Chengzong formally decreed: “there are 13 categories of corruption 
crimes for officials”.30 This meant that “The 13 Categories of Corruption 
Crimes” was regularized and put into effect all over the country. 

Probably, the corruption case involving eight ministers and vice ministers 
of the Central Secretariat in the second and third months of the 7th year of 
Dade did shake the Yuan court greatly. In the third month of the same year, 
Harqasun, the Left Chief Minister (Zuochengxiang) and the only minister 
who didn’t get involved in the corruption scandal, took charge in working 
out and issuing “The 12 Rules of Official Corruption Crimes”.31 The newly 
issued “12 Rules of Official Corruption Crimes” is quite fully recorded in 
The Yuan Institutions (Yuan Dian Zhang) as follows: 

 
On the 16th day in the third month of the 7th year of Dade, by the order 
of the Emperor: … since the rules of officials’ corruption crimes worked 
out in recent years are either too light or too severe, the Emperor orders 
the Central Secretariat to discuss these collectively according to ancient 
and the currently existing laws and formulate the present 12 rules … as 
follows: 
Officials and clerks at all levels who take bribes for any reason should 

                                                                          
29 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.388. 
30 Ibid., p.404. 
31 Ibid., p.449; (Yuan) Su Tianjue, Yuan Wen Lei, Vol.25, “Chengxiang Shunde Zhongxianwang bei”丞相
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be punished according to these rules hereafter. Those who pervert the 
law should be dismissed and not be reassigned; those who do not per-
vert the law should be demoted to a low post for 3 years, and dismissed 
if they recommit the offense. Non-salary officials should be punished 
one grade lower.  The amount of money involved (in such corruption) 
is to be assessed according to the value of the paper currency of Zhi-
yuan. 
Perversion of law: 
1 to 10 guan (strings of copper coins), 47 beatings by sticks; less than a 
full guan, taking into consideration the circumstances, dismissed ac-
cording to the rule; 
10 to 20 guan, 57 sticks; 
20 to 50 guan, 77 sticks; 
50 to 100 guan, 87 sticks; 
more than 200 guan, 107 sticks; 
Non-perversion of law: 
1 to 20 guan, 47 beatings by sticks, reassigned at the same rank; less 
than a full guan, taking into to consideration of the circumstances, re-
moved from present position, applying official position in other 
place; 
20 to 50 guan, 57 sticks, sent to a remote place for one tenure of office; 
50 to 100 guan, 67 sticks, demoted to one lower grade; 
100 to 150 guan, 77 sticks, demoted to two lower grades; 
150 to 200 guan, 87 sticks, demoted to three lower grades; 
200 to 300 guan, 97 sticks, demoted to four lower grades; 
more than 300 guan, 107 sticks, dismissed and not be reassigned.32 
 
The above rules are also included in The Yuan General Institutions (Da 

Yuan Tong Zhi) and A History of the Yuan Dynasty—Treatise on Criminal 
Law—Officialdom (Yuan Shi· Xingfa zhi· Zhizhi Shang). So, it is a set of 
relative stable and formal anti-corruption crime rules after the 7th year of 
Dade. This set of rules comes out of the “collective discussion” for revising 
“the rules of officials’ corruption crimes of recent years” by the Central Se-
cretariat, the Censorate and other institutions according to the order of the 
Emperor Chenzong. The said “rules of officials’ corruption crimes worked 
out in recent years” means “The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes,” which 
was drawn up, as above-mentioned, in the 29th year of Zhiyuan and issued 
formally in the 2nd year of Yuanzhen. It is safe to say that “The 13 Catego-

                                                                          
32 Yuan Dian Zhang, Vol. 46, “Xingbu Ba, Zhu zang, Qu shou, Zangzui tiaoli”刑部八·诸赃·取受·赃
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ries of Corruption Crimes” worked out in the last years of the Emperor Shizu 
served as the basis of “The 12 Rules of Official Corruption Crimes” issued 
in the 7th year of Dade. And “The 12 Rules of Official Corruption Crimes” of 
the 7th year of Dade is revised on the basis of “The 13 Categories of Corrup-
tion Crimes” of the last year of Emperor Shizu.  In terms of number of 
category, there are “five categories for perversion of law and eight categories 
for non-perversion of law” in “The 13 Categories” and five rules for perver-
sion of law and seven rules for non-perversion of law in “The 12 Rules.” The 
rules for non-perversion of law were reduced by one in the latter. According 
to the order of the Emperor Chengzong, “The 13 Categories of Corruption 
Crimes” of the 29th year of Zhiyuan is “either too light or too severe,” thus 
not proper in some cases. What changes were made in “The 12 Rules of Of-
ficial Corruption Crimes” revised by collective discussion of Central Secre-
tariat in the 7th year of Dade?  Is the punishment made lighter or severer in 
comparison with “The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes”? For instance, 
some surviving fragments of  “The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes” in 
some extant Yuan official documents reads, “…according to the 
non-perversion of law item in ‘The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes’, 
sentenced to be flogged 37 sticks, dismissed, kept on a low position for three 
years, and applying official position in other place,” “…according to 
non-perversion of law item in ‘The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes, be-
low 100 guan, after one full year, reassigned to a remote place for one tenure 
of office”.33 

By Comparison, with the category “of 37 sticks for non-perversion of law 
and others”, it became obviously more severe in “The 12 Rules of Official 
Corruption Crimes” of the 7th year of Dade. The one that became a little 
lighter is “for 100 guan or less of non-perversion of law”. But, the rule for 
death sentence of corruption crime of the 25th year of Zhiyuan (1288) is not 
included in those of the 7th year of Dade.  Generally speaking, the punish-
ments in the revised “12 Rules” are either more severe or lighter in com-
parison with the former. In terms of general punishment, more are tougher. 
But in the abolition of the death sentence, it is lighter in punishment. This 
change is reflected in the fact that no one was sentenced to death among the 
over 18,000 corrupt officials dismissed by the Imperial Inspection (Feng-
shixuanfu) in the 7th year of Dade. 

The Yuan court also worked out several additional rules for some corrup-
tion crimes in detail. For example, in the sixth month of the 2nd year of 
Yuanzhen (A.D.1296), officials of the Censorate (Yushitai) presented an 
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edict to the Emperor for approval that a corrupt official should be punished 
one more grade up when the local government bends the law to help the 
corrupt official who took bribes so that he retracted his guilty testimony in 
reexamination after he had pleaded guilty initially. In the tenth month of the 
same year, it was ruled that it should be punished three more grades up when 
a corrupt official recommitted the crime after being punished for accepting 
bribes. In the first month of the 5th year of Dade (1301), officials of the Cen-
sorate (Yushitai) presented an edict to the Emperor for approval that “it 
should be put on file for investigation and prosecution of those officials who 
take bribes and embezzle government funds and then go into hiding after re-
alizing that they might be discovered and punished.” Even pardoned corrupt 
officials would be demoted or dismissed from official position.34 In the third 
month of the 4th year of Zhida (1311), definitions of perversion of law, 
non-perversion of law, official bribee, and briber were made and explained 
clearly.35 Moreover, a series of punishments were made for crimes con-
cerning a corrupt official giving himself up, official’s family members in-
volved in bribery, clerk bribery, official inspectors involved in bribery, and 
so on.36 The series of additional rules did make the Yuan net of justice 
against official corruption a tighter one. 

The Yuan court especially punished severely corrupt officials who em-
bezzled government funds and appropriated public properties. Two rules is-
sued in the 19th year of Zhiyuan (1282) and the 1st year of Yuanzhen (1295) 
both retain severe punishments of Qianguguan (an official in charge of offi-
cial funds and provisions) and Cangkuguan (official in charge of storehouse) 
who embezzled official funds and stole government properties entrusted to 
his care, sentencing to death in a serious case.37 There were severe punish-
ments to official’s misappropriating government funds and provisions.  Of-
ficials at all levels who embezzled government funds would be punished in 
terms of perversion of law. Even in the case of being pardoned, he would 
also be dismissed and not be reassigned.38 

Although the above-mentioned criminal rules are quite systematic and 
tight, there are obviously two deviations in practice. 

First, this concerns those corrupt officials being sent to remote places for 
reassignment. In “The 12 Rules of Officials’ Corruption Crimes,” there is an 
item of “non-perversion of law…20 to 50 guan, 57 sticks, sent to a remote 
                                                                          
34 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, pp.406, 433. 
35 Yuan Dian Zhang, Vol. 46, “Xingbu Ba, Zhu zang, Qu shou, Zangzui tiaoli”. 
36 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.2613. 
37 Yuan Dian Zhang, Vol. 47, “Xingbu Jiu, Qindao; Cangguan qinliang feichao; Qindao qianliang zuilii”
刑部九·侵盗，仓官侵粮飞钞；侵盗钱粮罪例. 
38  (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.2613; Yuan Dian Zhang, Vol. 47, “Xingbu Jiu, 
Zhuzang, Qinshi” 刑部九·诸赃·侵使. 
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place for one tenure of office.” As a matter of fact, the practice of sending 
officials who committed corruption to remote places for reassignment had 
been introduced as early as the 25th year of Zhiyuan (1288).39 In the 4th year 
of Taiding (1327), “Guanghai, an ancient place of exile,” was still “a place 
where corrupt officials were sent as a punishment”.40Although this practice 
could temporarily relieve the practical problem of shortage of official staff in 
the Guanghai area and was also a meaningful punishment for corrupt offi-
cials, it had grave negative effects.  Those officials who were sent to remote 
places for corruption crimes still had the duty of “introducing moral trans-
formation and encouraging propriety and righteousness” in his territory. But, 
“how could they make the local people follow them when they were the 
punished corrupt officials themselves feeling compunction and uneasy at 
heart though they were in a position above the local people? Wang Hui 
pointed out, “Thus, this is not a good way to punish evil-doers and encour-
age people to do good. It should not be taken as a measure”.41 The policy of 
sending punished officials to remote places also adversely affected the se-
lecting and assigning of officials for, and particularly transferring them be-
tween, the central region and the remote borderland. This is because an offi-
cial assigned to a remote place like Guanghai “could not be re-assigned to a 
central region such as Zhongzou or Jianghuai no matter how well he does in 
his official position, whereas an official assigned to Zhongzhou or Jiangnan 
but then sent to a remote place once he committed the crime of corruption 
could never be reassigned back to a central position all his life. Although he 
might regain his conscience and honesty and try to repent and make a fresh 
start, he simply couldn’t make it back.”  Those punished corrupt officials 
were thus self-abandoned and felt so hopeless that they continued to do evil 
in the borderlands. In consequence, “the more remote the place, the worse 
the officials; the worse the law, the more ruthless the people. Some of them 
even ganged up against their superiors, colluded with the barbarians from 
without, invaded and harassed the neighbor counties, and murdered their su-
periors.” These punished corrupt officials not only could not abandon evil 
and completely reform themselves, but made local administration worse in 
the borderlands.  It is not a surprise that Wang Hui and Zu Siben both at-
tacked simultaneously “the rule of demoting and sending corrupt officials to 
remote territories” pointing out that this had been “a malpractice of the ru-
ined Jin Dynasty,” and suggested following the examples of “the law of 
                                                                          
39 Yuan Dian Zhang, Vol. 8, “Libu Er, Xuange; Fan zang guanyuan chushoui” 吏部二·选格，犯赃官员
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40 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.681. 
41  (Yuan) Wang Hui, A Collection of Writings of Wang Hui, Vol. 89, “Wutai bibui, Lun Zhouxianguan 
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years of Tingle (dismiss and stop reappointment of such officials for certain 
years) of the Tang Dynasty” and the practice of sending punished officials to 
a place “not too far and not to close” in the Song Dynasty.42 This is reason-
able.  

Second, the anti-corruption policies are relatively lenient. In comparison 
with laws stipulating that “the official in charge of law who perverts the law 
to take bribes should be flogged 100 times for taking one chi (Chinese foot 
of silk clothes), double for one pi (40 Chinese feet), and death by hanging for 
15 pi; for non-perversion of law, flogged 90 times for one chi, double for 2 
pi, and for 30 pi the same as for 2 pi and sent into exile” in the Tang and 
Song Dynasties, 43 the Yuan codes of “The 13 Categories of Corruption 
Crimes” of the 29th year of Zhiyuan and of “The 12 Rules of Official Cor-
ruption Crimes” of the 7th year of Dade are more specific in categories, in-
creasing from 6 to 12 or 13. But, in the Yuan rules, the punishment of “death 
by hanging” for severe crime of perversion of law and the punishment of 
“sending into exile” for severe crime of non-perversion of law are both abol-
ished, and the number of flogging for the lightest crime is fewer than half of 
those in the Tang and Song laws. The Yuan codes are also more lenient in 
comparison with the harsh laws and severe punishments of the early Ming 
codes, requiring that “whenever officials or clerks commit crimes of perver-
sion of law, no matter whether in the South or in the North, they should be 
banished into the borderlands in the North” and “those who take bribes over 
60 liang (Chinese ounces) of silver should have their heads cut off and hung 
up as a warning for all and then be skinned and have their corpse stuffed 
with grass”.44 Such [leniency] is one of the characteristics of the Yuan 
court’s anti-corruption policies. 

The relatively lenient anti-corruption policies have more negative effects 
on anti-corruption practice. In the Yuan Dynasty, Zheng Jiefu submitted an 
edict to the Emperor: “It is often heard that some officials at the levels of 
sub-prefecture and county don’t care about their reputation and moral integ-
rity, embezzle property wantonly, cause many lawsuits and take bribes from 
merchants. Although they might be reported or discovered in taking small 
bribes, and dismissed from their posts and staying at home idly, they still 
possess great fortunes for their families. They have more than enough for 
their livings and for their families even though they might not be assigned to 
official posts. There are so many of them.  How can we count the number 

                                                                          
42 (Yuan) Zhu Siben, Zhen Yi Zai Za Zhu, Vol.1, “Guang hai xuanlun”广海选论. 
43 (Tang) Zhangsun Wuji, Tang Lv Shu Yi, Vol.11; (Song) Dou Yi, Song Xing Tong, Vol.11. 
44 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu, A History of the Ming Dynasty, Vol.93, “Xingfa Zhi Yi”刑法志一; (Qing) Zhao 
Yi, Nian Er  Shi ZhajJi, Vol.33, “Zhong Cheng Tanli”重惩贪吏. 



390 Front. Hist. China (2006) 3: 375−403

of them clearly?”45 Besides the differences in the number of flogging, there 
are only punishments of dismissal and demoting to a low official position for 
corruption crimes. These punishments are indeed very light in comparison 
with the rewards of “a great fortune for their families” and “having more 
than enough for living and families.” Only harsher punishments such as ban-
ishment, confiscation of all family property, and death sentence can punish 
such corrupt officials severely and make them weigh the pros and cons and 
fear the laws so as to eliminate the evil effects of corrupt officials having no 
intention to mend their ways, who get by under false pretenses and consider 
corruption as a great reward. Actually, banishment and confiscation of all 
family property were also measures often used by the Yuan court to punish 
corrupt officials. But regrettably, for some reason, the Yuan court turned a 
deaf ear to the advices offered by Zheng Jiefu and other insightful men and 
did not change its relatively lenient anti-corruption policies. 

The Yuan anti-corruption policies also failed in that the Supervisory 
Commission repeatedly could not stop corruption. Yuan supervisory institu-
tions are composed of three organizations: the Censorate, the Provincial 
Censorate and the Anti-corruption Commission. There are 32 supervisors in 
the Censorate, 48 censors  in the two provincial censorates of Jiangnan and 
Shaanxi, and 22 prefectures Anti-corruption Commissioners subordinate to 
the above three offices. All of them have the responsibility of supervision 
against official corruption at the central and local government levels 
throughout the country. The censor is in charge of impeachment, review of 
official document and account, investigation and other activities. Most of the 
above-mentioned cases of official corruption at the central and local gov-
ernment levels had actually been reported or accused by the censors. Al-
though the censoring actions of the censors did play an irreplaceable and 
important role in checking and reducing official corruption, the Yuan cen-
sors and their censorial actions, often obstructed stubbornly, could not work 
very well and ultimately had some negative effects on anti-corruption efforts 
in the Yuan Dynasty. 

First of all, the censors were often oppressed, retaliated, and reduced to a 
rather passive role by powerful ministers like Ahmad, Lu Shirong, Temuder 
and Toqtoha. They couldn’t impeach corrupt officials regularly and effec-
tively.46 Second, as the Emperor’s ears and eyes, the censors could only do 
their job well with the support of the Emperor. However, owing to the old 
Mongol institutions such as [the privileged and trusted status of members 
coming from] the imperial guards (Qiexue), the censors were not the most 
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trusted and closest subordinates of the Emperor (like that of the imperial 
guards). Under many circumstances, the Emperor not only did not keep his 
promise of “I will support you,” but criticized and denounced the censors’ 
impeachments. For instance, in the tenth month of the 7th year of Dade 
(1303), “Yushitai’s censors impeached Ali, the Governor of Jiangzhe Prov-
ince, for corruption.” But the Emperor Chengzong said, “Ali is a man I trust. 
Yushitai’s censors often impeach him. This is not a good way to admonish 
high officials to do good things. From now on, if the censors impeach him 
again, I’ll not forgive them”.47 Since the Emperor judged what was right 
and what was wrong by the standard of “I trust,” how could he make a just 
and proper final ruling on the censors’ impeachment? In such a case, it is 
very difficult for the Censorate to take a step. How could they know what to 
do? As Cheng Jufu pointed out, the censors “take assessing of bribery as ur-
gent tasks but treat impeachment of corrupt officials as mere paper work.” 48  
Perhaps this is the consequence of their impeaching work not being sup-
ported by the court. Third, because there was a corrupt atmosphere in the of-
ficialdom, many censors were blinded by greed, themselves deliberately 
violated the law and took the lead in taking bribes, disregarding the rule that 
censors who commit corruption should receive “doubled the punishment and 
be dismissed even if it is a case of a non-perversion of law”.49 For example, 
in the third month of the 3rd year of Dade (1299) in the Emperor Cheng-
zong’s reign, Zhang Liu, a Vice Chief Censor of the Jiangnan provincial 
censorate, “received 100 ding (silver ingot) value of cash from Li Yuan-
shan.” In the third month of the 2nd year of Zhizhi (1322) in the Emperor 
Yingzong’s reign, He Shoujian, a supervisor, committed corruption and was 
flogged and dismissed”.50 Even worse, in the last years of the Yuan Dynasty, 
“the positions of supervisors were all bought with money, in most cases up 
to several thousands min (bundles) in cash and when these supervisors made 
an inspection tour of places, they tried their most to compensate for such 
payments by coaxing the people for money, behaving just like the 
“debt-collecting inspectors” (Zaishuai) in the Tang Dynasty, … namely 
when commissioners of the anti-corruption commission went on an inspec-
tion tour of the sub-prefectures and counties, they brought an accountant 
with them to assess money and weigh silver just like merchants trading in 
the market”.51 When the censors themselves sank deep in the corruption 
mire, how could they punish other corrupt officials according to the law? 
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Since Emperor Chengzong’s reign, the Imperial Inspection was estab-
lished as a temporary anti-corruption measure to punish local corrupt offi-
cials. The purposes of the Imperial Inspection were to “check officials’ cor-
ruption” and to “investigate people’s sufferings.” The imperial inspectors are 
selected from high officials and appointed as imperial inspectors with an of-
ficial seal of the second rank. They would go on an inspection tour of the 
various circuits to inspect and check officials at all local levels including 
provincial administrations and anti-corruption commissions, and they had 
the authority to supervise, criticize and punish the local officials. During the 
Yuan Dynasty, such imperial inspections were commissioned six times to-
tally. They “have the power to make decisions and are not afraid of high of-
ficials.” They had full power to punish corrupt officials below the fifth ranks 
and to have corrupt officials of the fourth and fifth ranks suspended from du-
ties pending the investigation of their crimes and then present edicts to the 
imperial court for final punishments.52 Their powers obviously surpassed 
those of the Yushitai’s censors. As a combination of the envoys of the old 
institution of the Mongolian Khan’s court and the influences of the imperial 
commissioners of the Han, Tang and Jin dynasties, the imperial inspectors 
did play an important role in punishing corrupt officials in the middle and 
last parts of the Yuan Dynasty. 

But, the Imperial Inspection was not a magic remedy for official corrup-
tion and malpractices in the Yuan Dynasty. This institution could not avoid 
being itself gravely compromised by the prevailing corrupt atmosphere at 
that time. As early as in the successful imperial inspection made in the 7th 
year of Dade (1303), there was a case of Tabudai, an imperial inspector of 
the Jiangxi and Fujian circuits, who was punished and “not be reassigned for 
life” for “taking bribes”.53 In the 5th year of Zhizheng (1345) in the Emperor 
Shun’s reign, political and social crises were getting worse and evils and 
malpractices were very hard to remedy. “Many imperial inspectors are 
greedy and corrupt, and most of them are not qualified at all.” The Emperor 
Shun, the very one in charge of the anti-corruption move, was perverse and 
inconstant and could not control the process of imperial inspection wisely 
and sternly. As a result, the imperial inspections ended up in failure because 
it was basically the big corrupt officials supervising the small corrupt offi-
cials, “all of them are cheating” and “only one or two out of ten do their job 
well.” As some satirical folksong read, “Coming with the Emperor’s favor in 
a nine-folded red imperial edict, the imperial inspector going home with ten 
thousands liang (Chinese ounces) of gold”, “it is shaking heaven and earth 
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when the imperial inspectors come, it is dark all over heaven and earth when 
the imperial inspectors leave, all officials are pleased with heaven and earth , 
but common people are all weeping and wailing at heaven and earth”; “Offi-
cials are like a lantern painted in black color, it gets darker when the imperial 
inspectors come”,54 which are the satires and “verbal flogging” of the impe-
rial inspections in the late Yuan Dynasty. 

III 

Having examined how unique the phenomena of official corruption are in 
the Yuan Dynasty and why the Yuan anti-corruption policies failed un-
avoidably, it is necessary to go further to deal with the social context of the 
vicious cycle of Yuan official corruption.   

The Yuan official corruption and anti-corruption policies are the social 
and political outcomes in a complex context of the Mongols ruling China. So, 
there are some special historical circumstances other than the usual causes of 
official corruption in traditional Chinese dynasties. This article tries to ex-
plore some of these issues in terms of the low salary, the poor selection 
methods, the bending of the law wrongly to pardon the offenders, and the 
impacts of the old Mongolian warrior-nobles institutions.   

First, the official salary is too low. In the Yuan Dynasty, official salary 
was extremely low because it was paid in paper currency [which depreciated 
quickly], and there were too many redundant government personnel. Ac-
cording to the research of Professor Daishima Tachiko, the real income of a 
Daruqaci and a county magistrate of a middle-size county, amounting to a 
monthly salary of about 18 guan (strings of copper coins) and 4 qing (hun-
dred Chinese acres) of government land, only equals to the living standard of 
a middle class family in the inland area.55 Especially, in the last years of the 
Yuan Dynasty, when “prices are rising up daily and currency is devaluating 
daily, but the salary system is still the same as in the past”,56 low official 
salary was getting lower. 

Talking about impacts of low salary on official corruption, Hu Qiyu 
pointed out in the Emperor Shizu’s reign, “Nowadays, rules are issued, 
Zhishiguan (an official in charge of civil affairs) and Qianguguan (an offi-
cial in charge of official funds and provisions) would be flogged to death for 
corruption. This is indeed a good policy. However, in terms of monthly sal-
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ary, a prefecture official’s salary is only 6 guan, while one dan (Chinese 
bushels) of rice or wheat costs more than 10 guan this year--about 200 wen 
(coins) per day for buying 2 sheng ( 0.01 Chinese bushels) of grain, only 
enough for one man’s consumption in a day. How can he afford the neces-
sary expenses of cloths, carriage and horses, and servants? How can he sup-
port his parents and family?…Moreover, Qianguguan (an official in charge 
of official funds and provisions) has no salary at all and no way or no chance 
to be promoted. Whenever there is a loss or deficit in the account, he has to 
make it up himself. Zhishiguan (an official in charge of civil affairs) below 
the sixth rank has a salary of no more than 20 guan per month, which is not 
even enough for his personal expenses. How can he afford all the necessary 
expenses of visiting his superiors when being called, receiving the officials 
passing by and entertaining them with drinks and food? He always worries 
about his own living, has to work hard, and faces the problems of supporting 
his parents and family on the one hand and meeting official and private ex-
penses on the other. He has an official position to serve, dares not leave for a 
moment, and has no time to pursue his own money-earning business. Now, 
they are ordered: not to take from the people, not to inappropriately request 
what they want, and not to embezzle official funds. Even those honest and 
incorruptible officials who only eat vegetables and drink water couldn’t 
stand all those rules. Wouldn’t those rules impose on them to do what they 
couldn’t?57 

Salary is not only the main financial source for a career official to make a 
living, but also a measure for nourishing honesty. Ever since the collapse of 
the equal-field system (Juntianzhi) in the middle of the Tang Dynasty, low 
salary leads to a trend of relative poverty of officials. In the two Song dynas-
ties, it was not rare to see the fact that officials “were often in debt”, “could 
not provide enough food for their families,” and “didn’t have houses to live 
in.”58 However, it is still unprecedented that salary was so low in the Yuan 
Dynasty that the average officials couldn’t make a mere living upon it. This 
is indeed one of the economic roots for the vicious cycle of official corrup-
tion in the Yuan Dynasty, which couldn’t be stopped time and again. It is not 
a surprise that Lu Wengui, Cheng Jufu and others pointed out, “If the salary 
is not enough for their (these officials’) living and they are not allowed to 
take what they need, it is difficult for them not to improperly take properties 
from the people!” “The currency is devaluating and the salary is low, if the 
official doesn’t take money from the people, how could he support his liv-
ing?” “If his salary is too low to nourish honesty, the official has to take 

                                                                          
57 (Yuan) Hu Shiyu, Zishan Ji, Vol. 12, “Ji zifang langzhong shu”寄子方郎中书. 
58 (Yuan) Shi Wenying, Yuhu Qinghua,Vol.3; (Yuan) Toqtoha, A History of the Song Dynasty, p.13132. 
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bribes to make a living”.59 
The Mongol realm’s low salary policy resulted from a combination of 

several factors such as the simplicity of the Mongolian steppe civil service 
system, which only granted subject-populace and pasture-land as well as the 
tributes from the subordinates to the heads of the 10,000 household units, 
heads of the 1,000 household units and the Governors (Duanshiguan, an of-
ficial in charge of civil affairs), but provided them no Chinese-style salary. 
This steppe tradition had such profound hold on the Mongol rulers that they 
didn’t pay much attention to the issue of official salary for a long time. Be-
sides, there were so many redundant government personnel in the Yuan Dy-
nasty that it was a great financial burden to provide salary for all officials, 
and also makes it more difficult to increase official salary. So, there is a vi-
cious cycle of low salary leading to redundant personnel, redundant person-
nel keeping salary low, and low salary supporting the redundant personnel. 
The issue of low salary becomes worse and more dangerous in times of cur-
rency devaluation. 

Second, the Yuan officials were poorly selected and of poor quality. The 
procedure in the selection of officials was quite unique in the Yuan Dynasty. 
Generally speaking, there was a complex system of civil service examination, 
the Yin system (sons or other male relatives of high officials having the 
privilege of automatic eligibility for direct appointment to office by inheri-
tance), the privilege of belonging to the imperial guards “belge”(in Mongo-
lian language, means identification or identity), and promotion from the rank 
of clerks. Most Yuan officials were promoted from the rank of secretary 
(Lingshi) and clerk (Shuling); those promoted from Suwei (imperial guards) 
are usually in high positions; those selected from Keju (Chinese civil service 
examination system) were not only very few but also in the low positions, 
and “only about one per cent of officials were selected from  the Jinshi 
(winners in the highest Chinese civil service examination)”,60  because the 
Han Chinese-style examination system was reestablished very late in the 
Yuan Dynasty.  

There were many cases of malpractices in selecting and promoting offi-
cials, such as “not testing their merit and ability,” “preference of Fayue 
(having a powerful and distinguished family),” and “making use of one's in-
fluential connections to get promoted.” In consequence, people from the old 
conquered areas in the North would inherit high positions and in key posts, 
whereas the virtuous and talented people were down-graded, and most offi-
cials were crafty and greedy, “only a few are honest and clean among low 
                                                                          
59 (Yuan) Lu Wengui, Qiangdong Leigao, Vol.4, “Liumin tanli yanchaofa sibi”流民贪吏盐钞法四弊; 
(Yuan) Cheng Jufu, Xuelou Ji, Vol. 10. 
60 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.4255. 
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and high officials”. This gravely worsened officials’ quality. Worsened offi-
cials’ quality led directly to corruption. So, “officials lose their morals and 
are fond of bribery,” “the more an official feels that he has failed in seeking 
career advancement, the more he is eager to take properties from the people. 
When he takes a tour on roads in a carriage, he covets whatever valuables he 
sees, he even doesn’t care of being discovered as in one night’s time when 
he grabs it in broad daylight”.61 In other words, poor selection and poor 
quality of the Yuan officials are the direct cause of corruption in officialdom.

It is necessary to stress here that the poor quality of the Yuan officials is 
closely linked to another circumstance that found the Confucian scholars in 
very low social status and wherein only a few Yuan officials studied Confu-
cianism. That situation irremediably leads to degeneration of the government 
officialdom. 

It has been noted that in the Song Dynasty there existed a relative honest 
and clean officialdom and no severe corruption of officials is due not only to 
“harsh punishments of corruption,” but also to the high esteem of Confucian 
scholars and the restraining influence of Confucian ethics. The situation in 
the Yuan Dynasty is a great contrast with that in the two Song dynasties. In 
the Yuan Dynasty, Confucian scholars were in such low social status that 
they self-ridiculed to the effect that “the Confucian scholars are in the low 
ninth grade (of a 10-grade populace) in terms of social status, only above 
that of the street beggars who are the tenth.” Many Confucian scholars in the 
Yuan times preferred to live in seclusion or semi-seclusion, keeping aloof 
from government service, seeking only independent personal integrity alone, 
and not looking for being worldly useful at the time. There was no longer 
any Confucian institutional control or any constraint by the Confucian 
“moral precept of human-kindness and righteousness” in the Yuan official-
dom. What followed was the lowering of the quality of the officials and the 
loss of moral integrity in the government officialdom, which became very 
difficult to remedy. 

Just as Wu Cheng pointed out, “officials are mostly greedy and cruel, but 
Confucian scholars know benevolence and righteousness”. 62 Confucian 
scholars who enter officialdom are likely to pay attention to their own repu-
tation and integrity, and try to be moderate and know when or where to stop 
even when they have to get some illegal incomes to make both ends meet. 
This can be seen as a kind of self-restraint in Confucian ethics. Officials who 
are not Confucian scholars or don’t study Confucianism do not think much 
of ethics and don’t care about propriety, righteousness, honesty, and sense of 
                                                                          
61 (Yuan) Lu Wengui, Qiangdong Leigao, Vol.4, “Liumin tanli yanchaofa sibi”. 
62 (Yuan) Wu Cheng, A Collection of Writings of Wu Wenzheng, Vol. 18, “Song Yan Wenzan fu xu”送彦文

赞府序. 
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shame. They are likely to “hunt for small gains shamelessly.” One of the in-
ternal factors of corruption not to be ignored in the Yuan officialdom is that 
there are only a few Confucian scholar-officials in the Yuan Dynasty. This 
can be clearly seen in the following case. According to history, Harqasun, a 
Mongol Darqan (a Mongolian noble title) and the Left Chief Minister 
(Zuochengxiang) of the Central Secretariat, “conscientiously respects Con-
fucianism,” “likes to talk to Confucians,” “never talks about personal gains,” 
and “is always industrious and loves people and takes the responsibility to 
serve the people. “He was the only minister who was not involved in corrup-
tion and continued to stay in the position of the Left Chief Minister of the 
Central Secretariat while the Right Chief Minister Oljei and other 7 ministers 
and vice-ministers were dismissed for taking bribes in the first month of the 
7th year of Dade (1303). 

Third, the Yuan rulers often bend the law to give pardon wrongly. The 
Yuan Emperors often issue an order at dawn and rescind it at dusk and sud-
denly bend the law to pardon corrupt officials or reassign them after dis-
missal. For instance, in the eleventh month of the 1st year of Dade (1297), 
Sade, the General Governor of the capital circuit (Dadu Lu) ought to be dis-
missed for corruption, but the Emperor Chengzong exceptionally reduced 
the punishment and let him stay in his position with the excuse that he was 
“an old-time official”. In the early years of the Emperor Wuzong, several of-
ficials impeached by the supervisors for taking bribes made use of their in-
fluential connections to ask the Emperor for a pardon, and the Emperor fi-
nally issued a pardon and released those corrupt officials arrested by the 
Censorate and reduced the punishments to that of relinquishing their 
ill-gotten gains and dismissal. Influential ministers’ mediation plays a very 
important role in the pardoning of corrupt officials. In the second month of 
the 26th year of Zhiyuan (1289), Kubilai Khan wanted to sentence Xiao Yi, 
the vice governor of the capital circuit, to penal servitude of gold-miner for 
taking bribes. But Kubilai finally “bended the law” to reduce the punishment 
from fixed-term exile to flogging because Senge, the Right Chief Minister 
pleaded for Xiao Yi under the pretext of his “capability for recovering stolen 
money”. In the early years of the Emperor Chengzong, when the Imperial 
Inspection “investigated the corrupt officials”, several ministers who “took 
bribes” themselves tried their best to lavish “pardon”, hoping that thereby 
they themselves would also be pardoned; they didn’t make it because Yelv 
Youshang, the Chief official of the imperial academy (Guozijijiu), opposed it 
strongly.63 The Tibetan lama-tutor of the Emperor (Dishi) was especially 
active in conniving and advocating the pardon (Qushe) of corrupt officials. 
                                                                          
63 (Yuan) Su Tianjue, Ci Xi Wen Gao, Vol.7, “Yelv Wenzheng gong shendaobei”耶律文正公神道碑. 
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“Every year, they will present edicts to the Emperor reporting some felici-
tous events to recommend as an act of benevolence a pardon of those suffer-
ing light to severe punishments. Even the punished minister like Ali and the 
punished general (Kunshuai, a high military officer) like Besar all got away 
with it from death sentences. Li Liangbi, a councilor of the Institution for 
Tibetan Affairs, took bribes to sell official positions and the lama-tutor of the 
Emperor directly suggested that the Emperor should connive this”.64 

There are more cases of reassignment of dismissed corrupt officials. In the 
early years of the Emperor Chengzong, Aruqi of Qonggirad, the former 
Judge and Inspector (Tixing’anchashi) of Zhexi circuit, took bribes but “was 
pardoned and reassigned as anti-corruption commissioner in Hexi Longbei 
circuit. In the 7th year of Dade (1303), Hong Junxiang who had been “dis-
missed for taking bribes” was reassigned as the Right Secretary of the Cen-
tral Secretariat. Quse, the former senior official (Daruqaci) of Hejian circuit, 
had been “dismissed for corruption”, and later by presenting hawks and dogs 
as gifts “was reassigned as senior official of Daning circuit”.65 Especially, 
in the above-mentioned corruption case in the third month of the 7th year of 
Dade, the Emperor Chengzong had issued an imperial edict openly to dis-
miss “for seeking private gain and taking bribe” the Prime Minsiter Bayan, 
Adura, the Right Secretary Batumaqin and others. But in the ninth month of 
the same year, Bayan, Batumaqin and another one were reinstated.  In the 
Emperor Wenzong’s reign, “Yelyo is reassigned as an official in charge of 
imperial medical affairs (Taiyishi) right after being dismissed for corruption”; 
“Qaratemur, the former Governor (Pingzhang) of Liaoyang Province, now is 
reassigned as the Governor (Zaizhi) of Dongfan right after being flogged for 
taking bribes”. 66 

In the last years of the Yuan Dynasty, there were more and more pardons 
and reassignments. Just as Su Tianjue pointed out, “in recent years, there 
were too many pardons… During 35 years of the Emperor Shizu’s reign 
(1260–1294), there were only 8 pardons, but in the six years between the 1st 
year of Tianli (1328) and the 1st year of Yuantong (1333), there were 9 par-
dons.” 67 

Frequent pardons and reassignments lead directly to a chaos in enforcing 
the anti-corruption rules and damage their solemnity and justice. A certain 
number of corrupt officials could luckily have their punishments reduced or 
avoided, and even got reinstated unscrupulously. This trend not only pollutes 
the sanctity of imperial laws but also encourages corrupt officials to escape 
                                                                          
64 (Ming) Song Lian, A History of the Yuan Dynasty, p.4523. 
65 Ibid., pp. 385, 449, 453. 
66 Ibid., pp. 715, 765. 
67 (Yuan) Su Tianjue, Ci Xi Wen Gao, Vol.26, “Lun buke shushei”论不可数赦. 
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by a fluke and hurts the Censors (Taicha) and the honest and incorruptible 
officials. It seemed that pardon and reassignment only involve a few corrupt 
officials on the surface, but it endangers the enforcement of anti-corruption 
policies as a whole. 

The last but not the least is the impact of old Mongolian steppe traditions 
on official corruption. Kubilai Khan, the founder of the Yuan Dynasty, con-
sciously and unconsciously retained many old Mongolian traditions for a 
long time while he adopted and adapted the Chinese institutions. From be-
ginning to end, there is a Mongolian and Chinese dual system in the Yuan 
Dynasty in terms of politics, legal system as well as specific policies.  It is 
notable that the old Mongolian steppe traditions, which play a very impor-
tant role in the Yuan politics, not only nurture official corruption but also 
affect the Yuan anti-corruption policies directly.  

As mentioned, it is obvious that the Yuan officialdom is impacted ad-
versely by some old Mongolian traditions that contradicted the Chinese ones. 
The Mongolian tradition of “Sauqat” encouraged official corruption;  many 
important Yuan officials were selected by Qiexue “belge” (privileged iden-
tity of the imperial guards); Keju, the Chinese civil service examination sys-
tem, had been suspended for a long time, and Confucianism was treated not 
as a guiding principle for government and self-cultivation but some sort of 
religion. As far as I know, there is no record of anti-corruption rules in Gen-
ghis Khan’s famous “Grand Code (Jasaq)” and Instructions. In the period of 
Mongke Khan, there are some records mainly of checking shortage, embez-
zlement and not turning over to the imperial treasury of official funds and 
provisions in “Alamdar's Audit (A Lan Da Er Gou Kao).” I have found by 
chance a passage of an anecdote having to do with corruption in A Collection 
of Histories, Records of Ogodai Khan (Jami'at-tawarikh by Rashid ad-Din) 
as follows: 

 
The Khan had been so world-renowned for his generousness and kind-
ness that merchants from all countries strove to come to his court. The 
Khan instructed his men to buy (all) their goods, no matter good or bad, 
and paid fully for all of them…One day, when some of his men sug-
gested to him that it was not necessary to pay ten percent more than 
their prices because their prices are already higher than their original 
prices, The Khan answered, “In trading with the government, it should 
bring more profit to the merchants so that they could retain some profit 
for themselves because they had to make payments to you [as bribes], 
my secretaries. Thus I’m actually paying for your big-round bread [on 
their behalf] so that they would not go home with losses from trading at 
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my court.68 
 
Of course, Ogodai Khan knew clearly that his secretaries and other offi-

cials at the court had received sizable benefits and gifts from the merchants’ 
extra “expenses” in their trading with the government.  These benefits and 
gifts were considered to be the so-called “Sauqat” in the Mongolian tradi-
tions, but they were obviously bribery according to Chinese laws. Ogodai 
Khan not only did not blame or punish such actions but gave instruction to 
pay higher prices for merchants’ goods and called it by the fine-sounding 
words of “paying money (Fuqian)” for the secretaries and officials who re-
ceived such benefits and gifts from the merchants. It is not very difficult to 
see that Ogodai Khan openly adopted a tolerant and indulgent policy toward 
official bribery. 

According to A Biography of Yelv Chucai in volume 146 in A History of 
the Yuan Dynasty, Ogodai Khan approved the banning of 17 “small gains” 
out of “18 small gains” suggested by the Censor [Yelv Chucai] but did not 
approve the banning of “Sauqat” of “tributary gifts.” It can be seen here how 
deeply rooted was the old tradition of “Sauqat” in the minds of Ogodai Khan 
and other Mongol rulers. Although Yeluchucai, a favorite of Ogodai, did his 
utmost to denounce the “harms” of “Sauqat”, he couldn’t change Ogodai’s 
attitude toward this old Mongolian tradition.  The above-mentioned “tribu-
tary gifts” and merchants’ extra “expenses” were all regarded as “Sauqat.” 

Most Yuan emperors were so much ensnarled by the policy of conniving 
“Sauqat” like a ghost for a long time that they frequently made preposterous 
decisions of pardon.  This might have something to do with the abolishment 
of the death sentence in the “The 13 Categories of Corruption Crimes” by 
the Emperor Chengzong in the 7th year of Dade.  It is a very interesting 
phenomenon that the Yuan emperors like Shizu and Yingzong who adopted 
more Chinese institutions were likely to be more severe in punishing corrupt 
officials. And vice versa, those emperors like Chengzong, Wuzong and 
Taiding who had lived north of the Mongolian desert for a long time before 
ascending the throne were likely to have been deeply influenced by the old 
Mongolian traditions and went further in the direction of bending the law 
and pardoning official corruption. The Emperor Yingzong was the most de-
termined in punishing corrupt officials. According to A History of the Yuan 
Dynasty, the Basic Annals of the Emperor Yingzong, many corrupt officials 
were flogged and dismissed, including the Minister of the Ministry of Pun-
ishments Budalishi, Umar, Bandan and others. The assassination of the Em-
peror Yingzong in the “Nanpo Incident” indicates that those who adopted 

                                                                          
68 A Collection of Histories, Vol.2, p.94. 
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Chinese laws and punished corrupt officials severely were isolated in his 
court environs and suffered brutal retaliation for that whereas those who fol-
lowed the old Mongolian traditions and took a tolerant and conniving policy 
toward official corruption were welcomed by the Mongol noble-bureaucracy. 

In short, the old Mongolian steppe traditions not only encourage official 
corruption but also affect directly or indirectly the quality of the Yuan offi-
cials and Yuan rulers’ anti-corruption policies. The influence of the old 
Mongolian steppe traditions was the dominant and most important factor that 
made official corruption more raging in the Yuan Dynasty than in other dy-
nasties and more or less provides the background for low salary, poor selec-
tion and poor quality of the officials, and for bending the law of pardon. So, 
when we look from the perspective of the impact of the old Mongolian 
steppe traditions, it is not difficult to find the answer for the unique condition 
of official corruption and the failure of the anti-corruption policies in 
China’s Yuan Dynasty.   
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