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Economic Conditions and Social Life of Petty Proprietors in the
Reigns of the Emperor Qianglong and the Emperor Jiaqing:
Value of Criminal Files as Historical Data in the
Reign of the Emperor Jiaging in Addition

FENG Erkang

Abstract: To understand the real social life of petty proprietors in the 18" and 19" centuries, it is
essential to explore activities of handicraftsmen, small merchants, peasants, small landowners,
owner-peasants with hired labor and tenant peasants with hired labor. Their social signification and
social status are understood on the basis of social investigation. Small landowners who let out small
piece of land are actually peasants in consideration of their complex ownership that distinguishes them
from the landlord. Petty proprietors who hire labors function in society positively in the sense that that
not only increases their family incomes and promotes production but also increases social wealth and
stimulates economy in terms of social stability. It is difficult for petty proprietors to introduce a new
relation of production because of small scale of production. They often promote business by sell on
credit to cope with traditional interpersonal relationship and increase popularity, but selling on credit not
only reflects the less development of commodity economy but also makes the owner lack of working
fund and difficult to expand scale of business. Although petty proprietors are common people, the
same as their employees, in terms of social status, they are above the employees virtually in the light
that they can ask the employees to do what is beyond their duty.

This paper is based on the historical materials in Ni Ge Quan Zong, Xing Ke Ti Ben, Tu Di Zhai
Wau Lei, Jia Qing Chao (cabinet records, criminal files, category of land debt, in the reign of the Emperor
Jiaging) stored in The First Chinese Historical Archive, What the author found when reading and using
the historical data is that criminal files provide various kinds of materials for study of social history in
many fields with the characteristics of authenticity, vividness, detail and specificity that make them very
valuable and needed to be prized and fully used.
Keywords: The Reign of the Emperor Jiaqging; Petty Proprietor; Peasant with Hired Labor; Merchant

with Employee; Criminal Files
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