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Within the Ming administrative apparatus, memorials and edicts
functioned as the chief documentary media that facilitated the
communication between the emperor and his bureaucracy. In a
sense, the gigantic apparatus was set into motion only by the
frequent issuing of imperial edicts. As a general rule, however,
edicts pertaining to the actual (non-ceremonial) conduct of govern-
ment affairs were based mostly on proposals presented in the form
of memorials either from the provinces or from the capital; the
emperor seldom made decisions solely on his own initiative1).

While research into the whole problem of decision-making
practice in the Ming times is obviously beyond the scope of a
journal article 2), this paper attempts to describe two very basic
aspects of the problem: one dealing with the transmission of Ming

memorials and the other with the developmental history of the
transmission network.

*) This paper was originally delivered at the Annual Meeting of the
Association of Asian Studies at San Francisco on April 2, 1965. I am indebted
to Professors William T. de Bary and Fang Chao-ying, both of Columbia
University, for their guidance. Professor Lien-sheng Yang of Harvard
University kindly read the paper and made useful suggestions.

1y Testifying to the unique function of memorials in the imperial decision-
making system, Liu Shih-yang 2] it 45, a supervising censor (chi-shih-chung
¥ 2 ) in the Chia-ching reign once wrote in a memorial: “According to
the established tradition of our fore-fathers, all [imperial decisions] should
be noted on the memorials submitted... The memorials bearing these
notations are then sent to the Six Offices of Scrutiny (Liu-k'o SH}) to be
copied out [by the respective ministries for execution]. .. Other than these,”
he asserted, “no edicts are to be sent out from the imperial gate’”. Liu’s
memorial was submitted to remonstrate with the emperor for violating
the established tradition. See Wang Shih-chen E it H, Yen-chou shik-liao
ch'ien-chi TN B RLFT4E, 15. 2nd 5b.

2) For a description of the structural organization of the Ming government
as a whole, see Charles O. Hucker’s article, ‘‘Governmental Organization
of the Ming Dynasty”’, HJAS XXI (1958), pp. 1-66.
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one individual could stand between the emperor and his grand
secretaries and threaten to usurp the imperial power. But the rise
of this ““draft rescript” system weakened the normal tie between
the emperor and his administrative officials in the outer court.
Infrequent holding of morning audiences made the emperor rely
more on his personal secretaries. And thus a non-traditional body
gradually encroached upon the power of the administrative organs.

C. The institutionalization of the ““draft rescript” system in the
Cheng-t'ung reign (1436-49) 1):

‘When Emperor Cheng-t'ung was enthroned at the age of nine
(sui), it was decreed that all matters be referred to the Grand
Empress Dowagzr Chang, the grandmother of the young emperor.
She ordered that all memorials be sent down to the Nei-ko for
deliberation and for the proposing of “‘draft rescripts’’. Because
of this precedent, the system of ‘‘draft rescript” was consolidated
and the Nei-ko in the Ming tradition became formally institution-
alized. In other words, edicts which had not gone through this
drafting process would henceforth be denounced by Ming officials
as tradition-violating.

Tt was also during this period that the morning audience deterior-
ated into a mere formality 2). The powerful grand secretaries,
the so-called “‘three Yangs’, set the limitation that only eight
matters could be dealt with at the morning audience, whereas every-

thing else was to be handled by the Nei-ko. Thus the power of the
Nei-ko increased.

2. The establishment of the eunuch school Nei-shu ¢'ang (%35 &)
and the rise of the Ssu-li chien (Directorate of Ceremonial): 3)

In the early 15th century, also during the Hsiian-te reign,
another non-traditional institution in the Ming government
originated. This was the rise of the most powerful eunuch agency
within the palace precincts, the Ssu-li chien. This agency played a
dominant role in subsequent Ming court politics.

The Ming founder, T’ai-tsu, had been deeply aware of the
potential danger of eunuchs. He strictly forbade eunuchs to learn

1) Sun Ch'’eng-tse, 23.13b.

%) Ibid., 49.3; Lei Li B, Huang-Ming Ta-cheng chi W R BEE, 11.52.

3) MTC, p. 803. For a concise discussion of the eunuch school, see the
section entitled ‘“Die Eunuchenschule” in Tilemann Grimm, Erziehung
und Politik im konfuzianischen China dev Ming-Zeit (1368-1644) (Hamburg,
1960), pp. 144-150.
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to read Chinese. According to the Ming f'ung-chien (BEégE)Y),
T’ai-tsu allowed eunuchs to handle only certain records and
documents inside the palace and in the imperial library; for this
they needed only the ability to identify some Chinese characters,
not a real reading knowledge. It was the third emperor, Yung-lo
(reigned 1403-24), who for the first time in Ming history ordered
that some eunuchs be selected to study in the palace. The final
and total violation of the Ming tradition was the establishment
of the eunuch school Nei-shu t’ang in 1426. Eunuchs of about
the age of ten were selected for study in the school. Enroll-
ments ran from two to three hundred. It was from this time that
some eunuchs became fairly literate. By this time, the two offices
in the communication network, the Wen-shu fang and the Ssu-it
chien had been established, with a close relationship between
these two offices. Experienced eunuchs serving in the Wen-shu fang
were promoted to the Ssu-li chien. In the Ssu-Iz chien, the chief
eunuch of ceremonial (ssu-li t'ai-chien 7% x%) and the chief
eunuch of seals (chang-yin t'ai-chien %l x &) were the two most
powertul officers; under them, however, the eunuch scribes (ping-pi
t'ai-chien %% k%) were the most important ones in connection
with memorials. At first, the emperor endorsed memorials with
his own hand on the basis of approved “draft rescripts”, but later

he endorsed only a few copies, and the rest of the endorsements
were handled by the scribes.

3. Thus, by the middle of the 15th century, the communication
network had taken a new shape as described in the previous
section. The remainder of the developmental history of the Ming
memorial system may be summarized in the following comments
on both its structural principles and the tensions existing among its
components.

Effective functioning of this apparatus required that the emperor
be a strong, intelligent and conscientious person—if not indeed a
superman. But the unfortunate historical fact was that none of
the remaining emperors had these qualities, and two of them,
Emperor Chia-ching (reigned 1522-66) and Emperor Wan-li
(reigned 1573-1619), were particularly incompetent. Each occupied
the throne for nearly half a century, and refused to sce his grand
secretaries for twenty years. In general, the emperors of this
period simply did not care for state affairs. Emperor Wan-li is

1) Ibid.
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a well-known case. During his reign, memorials dealing with
important administrative matters were pigeonholed within the
palace and given no response at all. A tabulation in 1601 shows
that many of the high official posts were left unfilled for years.
These unfilled vacancies included, in the capital, three ministers,
ten vice-ministers, ninety-four censors; and in the provinces,
sixty-six administration commissioners, surveillance commissioners
and others, as well as twenty-five prefects. There were repeated
requests from the ministers urging the emperor to act on their
memorials; but he simply ignored them all 1).

The immaturity of the Ming emperors both physically and
intellectually must also have been an important factor in the
breakdown of the effective functioning of this device. Out of the
eight emperors who reigned between 1465 and 1627, six ascended
the throne in their teens; one became emperor at the age of thirty
but died only six years later; and the other was enthroned at the
age of thirty-eight, but reigned only one month.

Unlike the Ch’ing emperors, the Ming rulers greatly neglected
the education of their Heirs Apparent. Most often the Heirs Appar-
ent received a less desirable form of education from their eunuch
friends than from their Confucian teachers (e.g. grand secretaries).
Emperor Ying-tsung was kept under Wang Chen’s control 2).
In the early part of his reign, Emperor Wu-tsung (reigned 1506-21)
was a puppet in the hands of the eunuch Liu Chin who purchased
all sorts of toys to please the emperor 3); while Wu-tsung indulged
in his toy kingdom, Liu Chin became the de facto ruler of all China.

Since the emperors were the only persons who had the power
to make decisions, but either refused to act or left things to others,
the power structure was bound to be modified by changes in the
policy-making procedure. In this period, therefore, we see the
shifting of power first from the emperor to powerful grand secretar-
ies, then to the eunuchs in the Ssu-ii chien. Because the grand
secretaries’ “draft rescripts’” were subject to corrections by the
emperor, eunuchs in the Ssu-li chien seized the decision-making
power when the emperor did not want to bother with the endorse-
ments. Thus, both the corrupt grand secretary Yen Sung and the

Y Ch'ien Mu 8%, Kuo-shih ta-kang B 52 K# (Taipei, 1964), 11, p. 228.

?) Cf. Li Tung-fang B ¥ 55, Hsi-shuo Ming-ch’ao $i i BIH (Taipei, 1964),
. 228.

%) MTC, pp. 1571, 1576; Wang Shih-chen, Yen-shan-t'ang pieh-chi 5 |1 E
A%, 94.13.
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able grand secretary Chang Chi-cheng had to collaborate with the
eunuch agency in order to carry out their policies. The notorious
eunuch Liu Chin in the early sixteenth century often sent down
memorials with the imperial notations without first letting the
grand secretaries draft them. This practice was denounced by the
grand secretaries as unconstitutional because it was against the
Ming tradition. Sometimes, even when the memorials had been
sent to the grand secretaries for drafting proposals, Liu simply
changed the drafts as he pleased. He even took the memorials home
and asked someone else to make the notations for him ?).

During the T’ien-ch’i reign (1621-27), Wei Chung-hsien 2), the
most notorious eunuch in Ming history, seized unprecedented
power within a period of only four years. By 1627, he had managed
to take over and pervert to his own ends the Ming memorial
procedure. Wei, though illiterate, succeeded in so dominating the
memorial process during his time that all imperial edicts drafted
by the grand secretaries in the Nei-ko in the name of the emperor
began, the Ming-shih says: “I and the Palace Minister (i.e. Wei
Chung-hsien)”. It was indeed an unprecedented usurpation of the
imperial power when the chief eunuch’s authority not only stood
over that of the highest civil officials but also was equal to that
of the emperor himself.

To conclude this paper, a brief comparison between the Ming
and Ch’ing memorial systems may be of interest. It has been a
misconception that the Ch’ing memorial system is an exact copy
of the Ming device. Now, after having applied procedural analyses
to the study of these two systems, we have found that they were
quite different. The Ch’ing emperors, to rectify the defects in the
Ming system, originated their own system of ‘‘palace memorials”
(or tsou-che Z 2 system) 3). In its transmission process, endorsement
procedure, and provision for secretarial assistance, the Ch’'ing

1) MTC, p. 1576.

?) For Wei Chung-hsien’s usurpation of power in Ming government, see
Charles O. Hucker, “The Tung-lin Movement of the Late Ming Period”,
in John K. Fairbank (ed.), Chinese Thought and Institutions (Chicago, 1957),
Pp. 132-162; also see Robert B. Crawford, “Eunuch Power in the Ming
Dynasty”, T’oung Pao 49 (1961), pp. 115-148. Wei’s role in the decision-
making procedure is described in detail by Liu Jo-yii, op. cit.

%) For details, see Silas Hsiu-liang Wu, “The Memorial Systems of the
Ch'ing Dynasty, 1644-1911", Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies XXVIL
(x967), PP. 7-75
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apparatus operated in a much more effective fashion. T'sou-che
(palace memorials) were sent directly to the emperor in person
or by special messengers; thus they were seen by no one but the
emperor and the sender. Convenient boxes with locks were issued
to qualified memorialists to hold confidential tsou-che, and only
the emperor and the memorialists possessed keys. The emperor
endorsed fsou-che with his own hand, whilst it was not necessary
for all such memorials to be shown to the Grand Council after the
emperor had read them. Confidential tsou-che bearing imperial
endorsements were returned to the senders directly through
incoming channels if the emperor so wished. Influence from a
third party such as the Transmission Office or the Ssu-li chien
in the Ming system was reduced to a minimum. Furthermore, the
conscientious and hardworking Ch’ing rulers in the pre-nineteenth-
century period must have been important factors in the successful
operation of the zsou-che system. Thus a comparative study of the
memorial systems in the two dynasties will help to modify a
commonly held notion—the complete continuity between Ming
and Ch’ing political institutions.

Boston College.



