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The Tax “Zhebian” System, Alternative Government Purchase and
Local Governance in the Song Dynasty

——A comparative study of alternative government purchase in the Song and Tang

dynasties

CHEN Mingguang, JIN Xiaolong

Abstract: Inheriting and developing the tax system from the Tang dynasty, the Song dynasty
implemented the tax ‘Zhebian’ or conversion system more widely, which included the alternative
government purchase.To meet the demand for the same financial materials, the Song government adopted
both the ‘Zhebian’ system and direct government purchase.The two either complemented or substituted
each other. The reason for this practice was that the Song and Tang dynasties shared some basic financial
factors, i.e. overcoming more flexibly the contradiction between the finiteness of statutory tax revenue
and the diversity of actual expenditure needs. In addition, this practice also had something to do with
the characteristics of the Song’s direct government purchase. The ‘Zhebian’ system was closely related
to local governance. The central government of the Song dynasty formulated a number of policies,
including the ‘Zhebian’ budget management system, the ‘Zhebian’ pricing management system and
penalties for violating the above provisions. The central finance ministry and local institutions were
required to comply with these policies. Alternative government purchase realized through the ‘Zhebian’
system obtained the expected financial benefits but had less harmful impact on local governance. Therefore,
we should make an objective evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages of the alternative government
purchase fulfilled through the ‘ZheBian’ system so as to comprehensively understand and judge the
government purchase system of the Song dynasty.

Keywords: Song dynasty, Zhebian, alternative government purchase, local governance, comparative

study
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