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From Imperial Glory to Local Participation:
The Role of “Steles of Appreciation for
Departed Officials” in the Mongol Yuan

Chen, Wen-yi*

Abstract

Steles of appreciation for departed officials” (qusi bei, or “steles of
benevolent administration”, dezheng bei) were erected widely in the Mongol
Yuan period (1206-1368). What were the cultural values represented in the
qusi bei and the social activities that produced this genre? This study
identifies a key institutional change as its starting point: in the Yuan, the
establishment of qusi bei no longer required application to and approval of
the court in advance, a regulation established in the Tang and observed, at
least in the code, in the Song, Ming and Qing dynasties. This change reflects
the Yuan court’s different attitude toward controlling stele writing (and the
fame it produced), but it also entailed a change in the meaning of the
practice. Under the new Mongol Yuan political structure, the stele provided
an important means of political participation, both for the literati officials and
for local society in general. Literati used the steles to pursue recognition
and even fame as “good officials” (xunli), an important cultural ideal, and to

foster trans-local literati networks. In this sense, a stele functioned in the
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network of literati, going beyond the locality in which it physically existed.
At the same time, as a local monument, it was also a site for the construction

of local history and a means of political participation in local society.

Keywords: Yuan Dynasty, steles of appreciation for departed officials, local society, fame,
literati.
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