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Was the Chief Grand Secretary Bribed? Bribery
Charges Against Zhang Juzheng in Light of
His Anti-corruption Ideas and of Ming Laws

(A Summary)

Billy K. L. So Tam Ka-chai

There is a growing literature of Chinese corruption history making reference to the
posthumous’ charges of bribery against Zhang Juzheng, the eminent chief grand secretary of
the early Shenzong reign. This article attempts to reconsider the concept of bribery as
employed in the case. It tries to examine the charges and their evidence, as indicated in the
sources, under two perimeters: (i) the ideas of anti-corruption that can be reconstructed from
Zhang’s own writings; and (ii) relevant legal provisions in Ming law. We conclude that
Zhang had left little evidence proving that he indeed violated any laws of bribery as defined
by law during his tenure as the chief grand secretary, and bribery charges against him were
in fact dropped from the final imperial verdict convicting him of guilty for other charges. In
theory, Zhang advocated that one should menitor the corruption behaviour of one’s family
members and refrain from_ takinglavish: gifts for social occasions to avoid conflict of
interest. However, he had apparently failed to follow his own standards in this regard. As
properties of dubious sources accumulated back home over the years through the hands of
his immediate family members and household servants, the wealth confiscated under his
name in the process of his posthumous trial far exceeded what he could have justifiably
earned through the normal income of a chief grand secretary.



