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The Evolution of Shichen ({%E Ministers in Waiting) in Medieval China.
An investigation on the changes in wuguan (5 martial hat)
embellished with diaochan (sgum)

Ye Wei

From the perspective of political history, Shicken (“ministers in waiting”)
seem to be a group that is difficult to define. However, the delineation of the
group becomes more clearcut if we consider the history of official attires. The
positions of Shichen had spread from the Chancellery to the Secretariat and to
the Department of State Affairs from the periods of Wei and Jin to the Song.
The function of Shichen covered imperial bodyguards, servants, and confiden-
tial secretaries in the early imperial period. Among the three functions, that of
confidential secretaries gradually overshadowed the others and eventually be-
came the only function of Shichen. From Wei to Song, the sources of Shichen
had shifted from being mainly officers with military background to officers of
civilian background. The Shichen had also changed from a group of inner court
retainers to a component of the regular bureaucracy. Meanwhile, the change of
the composition of the Shichen group also indicated the enlargement of the
group which had the power to make decisions. In short, the change of officers’

uniform was closed linked to the development of politics.
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