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Between Alignment and Peer Competition:
The Disclaiming of Emperor Qianlong and the

Provincial Governors in the Hai Fu'run Case of 1782
TIAN Geng

Abstract: Characteristically, subordinate officials resort to an aligning pro-
cess to find the secure and optimal action when the preference of their superiors
or the context is not clear. When the two conditions are clear, they often move to
outdo each other in the competition to fulfill what their superiors desire to see, a
process called peer competition. What then does a behavioral change from align-
ment to peer competition mean to both the superior and the subordinate actors
in the course of a political event? This paper tackles this theoretical issue using
the interactions between Emperor Qianlong and his provincial governors and gov-
ernor—generals regarding the adjudication Hai Fu’run between the summer and
fall of 1782. This paper finds that, the emperor evaluated the governors’ perfor-
mances not by the correctness of governors’ judgments, but rather by when the
governors got involved and what they did before the emperor’s preference went
public. Accordingly, the acts of disclaiming by both Qianlong and the governors
were more an expression of their relationship than adjudicative judgment about
the case. The alleged loyalty following the emperor’s announced preference was
at most a competitive performance that worked to distinguish governors from one
another but cannot assuredly attain the emperor’s favor. The paper argues that,
according to the encouragement and denunciations Qianlong gave to the gover-
nors, the favors and disfavors of the emperor hinged more on the consistency and
inconsistency of the governors than their competitive performances.

Keywords: Vertical Incentive; Peer Competition; Alignment; Competitive

Performance
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