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Replacing Tiben with Zouzhe: A Study of the Development of the
Zouzhe System in the Qing dynasty

Liu Chengyun

Abstract: The Qing dynasty initially adopted the Ming system and divided the memorials from
bureaucrats into tiben ( routine memorial) and zouben ( personal memorial) . The former was used by
officials to remind the emperor of official or public affairs and was submitted with official seal affixed whereas
the latter was for personal or private matters and did not require the official seal. A new kind of memorial
zouzhe ( palace memorial) was later introduced by Emperor Kangxi to gather information while ensuring that
nothing got leaked out. Emperor Kangxi requested some officials to write reports based on their personal
observations and send these to the palace by private servants and he would return them after endorsements.
This new medium of communication between the throne and his subordinates was kept and even used more
widely in the Yongzheng period. Emperor Yongzheng extended the palace memorial privilege to include more
officials and set up standard procedures concerning the practice of writing submitting endorsing returning
and sending back the palace memorials. A complete system of palace memorial was thus established by the end
of Yongzheng reign. After the abolishment of zouben in 1748 tiben and zouzhe became the major channels of
communication between the central and local authorities until the end of the nineteenth century. On September
27 1901 an edict of “gai ti wei zou” was issued announcing that all memorials of tiben were replaced by
memorials of zouzhe in order to simplify the bureaucratic documentation process and essentially to rectify
national affairs. The memorial system of tiben was terminated after two hundred years of practice. Based on the
materials retrieved from Shilu ( Veritable Records) Huiden ( Collected Statutes) Gongdu ( Anthologies of
Documents) and other archives this paper examines how Emperors Kangxi Yongzheng Qianlong Jiaqing
viewed the relationship between the tiben and the zouzhe and how local officials made endeavors to persuade
the throne into replacing the former with the latter ( gai ti wei zou) . It argues that the termination of tiben in
1901 was not the first attempt of “gai ti wei zou” but in fact an end result. Starting from the Qianlong period
zouzhe was in fact no longer a private communication channel between the throne and his subordinates and
with the call for “gai ti wei zou” it assumed the role of public documents. Today scholars tend to believe
that there was an important distinction between the practice of tiben and zouzhe in that the routine matters
were reported in tiben whereas important or confidential matters were delivered in zouzhe. This however was
actually the result of the long process of “gai ti wei zou”.

Key words: tiben ( routine memorial) zouzhe ( palace memorial) gai ti wei zou ( replacing routine
memorials with palace memorials)
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