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A Re-examination of the Zhengtong Commutation Edict
Liu Yichen

Abstract;In 1436, the Emperor Zhengtong passed an edict to converse the Beijing military officers’” salary
from rice to silver, while the local officials were allowed to levy this part of the tax in silver or commute it to
other things. For the first time, the government commuted the tax in kind into silver permanently. Thus the
edict was seen as the starting of the use of the silver in government finance. The superficial reason that the
officials put forward the edict was that it’s too complicated for Beijing military officers to draw their salaries
in kind from Nanjing granary. However, the true worry of the Beijing court was not the livelihood of the
officers, but the granary management. Since the salary notes needed to be redeemed in granary, the notes
had months validity period. Thus the speculator could hold the notes for months and redeem them until the
price of rice rose, and such speculation caused disorder in granary management. To centralize the
management of the granaries, the court sent Zhouquan as the first Governor of Nanjing Granary at the
beginning of the Zhengtong reign. It was during this consolidation that Zhou advised the court to commute
the salaries of Beijing military officers and that part of tax into silver. His reform shows the tendency of the
fiscal centralization of the Ming dynasty.

Key Words:Ming Dynasty, Financial Administration, Silver, Granary
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