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Dingzi Drug $EF%% as Gift:
Its Medical Knowledge and Political Uses in the Early Qing Dynasty

Liu, Shih-hsun

Abstract

This article is about a story of "things" and "gifts". Recent researches have drawn
great attention to the history of material culture. Various things that had often been
ignored, such as cotton, sugar, tea, coffee, spices, and ceramics, have gradually gained
importance because of historians, sociologists, and anthropologists’ studies. When
things are transferred from their producer to users, their social meaning and role
change, too. In particular, when we consider things as gifts, the act of presenting gifts
in a monarchy not only connected the emperor and his officials but also developed
diplomatic relations between countries or even led to cultural exchanges. Thus, the
physical meaning and symbolic indications of such gifts are worthy explored.

During the 17th and 18th centuries, China was an empire under an absolute
monarchy in its golden age. Under the rules of Emperor Kangxi FFFE, Yongzheng #E
1E, and Qianlong #Z[Z, the so called “Great Reigns” of the Qing empire, they were
known for their Machiavellian leadership styles, characterized by the simultaneous
adoption of a carrot-and-stick approach, setting of clear rules for rewards and
punishments, and both gentle and severe treatment of subordinates. The emperors
often granted precious gifts to civilian and military officials of various ranks in and
out of the capital (Beijing), including medicinal materials such as Dingzi drugs $F
ZE, ginseng etc. Among them, Dingzi drugs were the most frequently granted gifts.
Therefore, this study aimed to analyze what kind of medicine Dingzi drugs are and the
description of the drugs in various medical texts, and the features that bring about
Dingzi drugs chosen by Manchu emperors as an ideal gift for officials.

Looking at the rewards of Dingzi drugs in the court, there are several issues
worthy of further discussion. First of all, in the process of rewarding Dingzi drugs,
what kind of attitude and behavior patterns of Manchu emperors are displayed? How
do the officials respond to their sovereigns after receiving Dingzi drugs? In addition,

granting Dingzi drugs to officials symbolized the process of gift giving, reception, and
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reciprocity. How does this kind of reward connect the emperors and their officials?
What kind of interpersonal relationships are established? What are the symbols of
rights and obligations between the emperor and subordinates? What kind of political
interests exchanges and implications are reflected? The meanings of and motivations
behind rewarding Dingzi drugs were diverse and complex, and this is the focus of this
article.

In this study, I will firstly discuss Dingzi drugs in the medical context by
referring to historical documents, including the Compendium of Materia Medica
(Bencao Gangmu REHNH), Essentials of the Materia Medica (Bencao Beiyao
HAFEER), Golden Mirror of the Medicine (Yizong Jinjian B&52&:4E), Collection of
Medical Formulas in the Qing Palace (Qinggong Peifang Jicheng 75 =B TR,
thereby confirming the composition of Dingzi drugs and the diseases they were used
to treat. On the basis, this study analyzes the properties, characteristics, manufacturing
and packaging processes, timing of gifting, and recipients of Dingzi drugs, and finally
elaborated the political implications of granting Dingzi drugs.

In short, my study explore the ingredients, uses, manufacturing process, and
carving of Dingzi drugs, as well as to identify who, when, and how the emperors
granted them as gifts. Although these findings appear trivial, they genuinely illustrated
a historical scene intertwined with the craft, imperial system of etiquette, political
rituals, and emperor—official interactions in the early Qing Dynasty, which were all
crucial for research on the medical history of the Qing monarchy. Through the
discussion in this paper, I hope to offer better understanding of Dingzi drugs and their
political uses, thereby contributing to the knowledge of the relationship between

medicine and politics during the Qing dynasty.
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