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Policy Change and Order Reconstruction of the Avenues of Speech in Late Ming Dynasty

MA Zimu
(School of History s Nankai University , Tianjin 300350,China)

Abstract : The disorder of the avenues of speech in late Ming Dynasty started with the stigmatization of Zhang Juzheng,
while the existing power relations and orders were challenged by newly promoted junior officials, causing oppositions
between senior and junior officials as well as collapse of a consensus on public opinion. Since the banning of Chuwei, the
policy changed several times from theWanli to the Chongzhen eras, while scholar-officials also came up with many pro-
posals,both of which aimed at the reordering of the avenues of speech. For the Donglin scholars,who considered public
opinion as the external present of the heavenly principle, their political legitimacy originated from morality. Other
scholar-officials claimed an institutional approach to judge public opinion by distinguishing false and true as well as defi-
ning official responsibilities. However.Donglin’s moral approach showed a lack of a legal channel, while the institutional
approach needed an efficient governance system. The infeasibility of both approaches during the Wanli and Tianqi eras
made the meaning of public opinion confused and monopolized by censors. The policy in the Chongzhen era aimed at re-
placing empty words by practice,and eliminating the impact of factionalism. Although this policy was not fully effec-
tive,it became a considerable political legacy for the formation of early Qing’s policy towards the avenues of speech.
The redefinition of public opinions and the reinforcement of institutional constraints were interrelated and became the
basic issues of the reordering of the avenues of speech during the late Ming Dynasty.

Key words: late Ming Dynasty;avenues of speech;censorial system;public opinion; Donglin
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