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An Alcoholic, Extremely Harsh, and a Predilection for
Confiscation: The Spread of Rumors and the Yongzheng
Emperor’s Countermeasures”

Yeh, Kao-shu™

Abstract

During his reign, the Yongzheng emperor had been very much bothered by rumors about
him. Such a situation occurred mainly because of the disputes over succession that occurred
late in the reign of his predecessor, the Kangxi emperor, and the distrust that came from
public opinion. There were also accusations against his personal behavior or character such
as alcoholism, harsh strictness, and a tendency to confiscate homes that Yongzheng took the
initiative to expose and repudiate. Faced with all kinds of unfavorable remarks, Yongzheng
denounced them as malicious and fabricated disinformation and identified the spreaders as
targets for attack. His handling of such rumors changed from a passive response to proactive
clarification. As his rule became more stable, the enemies he wanted to attack behind the
scenes also changed from peripheral elements of the Yunsi Faction to its core members.

Meanwhile, the Yongzheng emperor commanded the compilation of Shangyu neige
(Edicts to the Grand Secretariat) and Dayi juemi lu (Records of great righteousness resolving
confusion), also ordering that they be presented on a regular basis, the effect of repeated
propaganda being achieved. However, as the adverse impacts are difficult to define, it is
not easy to trace and investigate the validity of the rumors due to the limited availability of
documentation. In addition, it is quite arduous to come to a consensus due to the different
interpretations of the surviving documents. Therefore, this article intends to borrow from the
method of studying rumors in the social sciences, taking the rumors attacking Yongzheng as
an alcoholic, being overly harsh, and having a fondness for confiscating property as examples
to discuss the generation and transmission of such rumors, his refutation of the rumors, and
the relationship between rumors and his governance. From these three aspects, the process of
the Yongzheng emperor’s manipulation of rumors to achieve the purpose of consolidating his
rule is analyzed.

Keywords: Yongzheng emperor, rumors, alcoholism, harsh manners, confiscation, Shangyu
neige, Dayi juemi lu

*  Received: 10 August 2024; Accepted: 9 December 2024
**  Professor, Department of History, National Taiwan Normal University



