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From Yang Ting-he to Yan Song: Power Shifts
between the Senior Grand Secretaries of Chia-Ching
Dynasty

Shu-Chun Yu

(Postgraduate, Department of History, National Chengchi University)

Yang Ting-He (1459-1529), Zhang Cong (1475-1539), Xia Yan
(1482-1548) and Yan Song (1480-1565) were the four most important Senior
Grand Secretaries of the Chia-Ching Dynasty. We studied their power shifting
process, focusing on their attitudes toward the emperor, colleagues in the
Secretariat and the Supervising Secretaries, as well as their dilemma as the
Senior Grand Secretaries. We revealed the limitation of the imperial power,
and the complexity of the bureaucratic system operation. Because the imperial
power was not absolute, the relationship between the monarch and the courtier
was often tensed. The emperor needed the Secretariat as the in-between
buffer. The emperor avoided dealing directly with the bureaucrats by
employing the Senior Grand Secretaries to penetrate the bureaucratic system
and to execute the imperial wills. The Senior Grand Secretaries became an
extension of the imperial power; and the expanded power of the Senior Grand
Secretaries disrupted the power distribution principles of Ming Dynasty.

Other Grand Secretaries, who wished to be the next Senior Grand Secretaries,
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competed for the limited resources and were no longer in harmony. Political
conflicts caused the Secretariat to lose its buffering function. Factions were
formed within the government. The conflict among factions intensified during

the second half of Ming Dynasty.

Keywords: the Ming Dynasty, Chia-ching Dynasty, Senior Grand
Secretary, the relationship between monarch and courtier,
bureaucratic system, Yang Ting-he(f# &= #!), Zhang
Cong(3==), Xia Yan(§/ F;')’ Yan Song(éﬁégj)



