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In her monograph project—Uncertainty in the Empire of Routine: The 
Administrative Revolution of the Eighteenth-century Qing State— 
Professor Dykstra argues that the sudden mid-18th-century uptick in corruption 
across the Qing Empire, often cited as the beginning of the end of the 
dynasty, can be attributed to another cause altogether: increased 
reporting about local administrative activities. By reconstructing the 
reporting system that tied the throne and the bureaucracy to the far-flung 
territories of the Chinese empire, the project relates the untold story of how the 
imperial court invented its own crisis.   Qing emperors and officials recognized 
that laws and edicts were worthless without being able to gauge whether 
subordinate offices complied with imperial commands. But the sorts of 
information required to observe and ensure compliance often led to the 
discovery of other problems.  The result of these interlocking, repeating, and 
ever-widening searches for new problems that emerged from trying to solve 
old problems was a sustained information crisis. The harder that Qing officials 
sought to control a bureaucracy that they perceived to be spinning out of 
control, the more evidence they generated of a bureaucracy spinning out of 
control. Ironically, historians and Qing emperors alike have been convinced 
about the decline of the Qing precisely because the central Qing court was 
fighting the war against decline on a growing front line.  
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Sciences at Caltech. After receiving her Ph. D. 
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latest project - a manuscript on information as

a mechanism of bureaucratic control and the role of the archive in local-
central imperial relations – intertwines discourses of political economy, legal 
theory, and the history of science to offer a new approach to the study of 
the Qing Empire. 
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