
Abstract Filial piety was regarded by the 
Han government as the basis of its rule. It 
respected the elderly people and took care 
of them. Besides, it issued several decrees 
on the old-age support and established 
the old-age support system to care for the 
well-being of the elderly people. Based on 
the age of the elderly, the old-age support 
system of the Han Dynasty provided them 
with various benefits, such as granting 
them the privileged canes, awarding them 
millets, decreasing their off-springs’ taxes 
and corvee, or exempting them from these 
things. The newly published bamboo slip 
on old-age support in the Han bamboo slips 
of Xuanquan vividly reflects the old-age 
support system of the Han Dynasty. These 
bamboo slips clearly record the various 
preferential treatments enjoyed by elderly 
people of different age groups, which 
gives us a clearer understanding of age 
stratification in the old-age support system 
of the Han dynasty. During the period of 
the two Han dynasties, there was a gradual 
change in the old-age support policy of the 
Han Government. The old-age support 
bamboo slips were produced during the 
reign of Emperor Cheng of Western Han 
and the preferential treatment for 
the elderly people recorded in these 
bamboo slips is a reflection of the 

old-age support system of the late Western 
Han Dynasty.

Keywords Han bamboo slips of Xuanquan, 
old-age support system, Han Dynasty, law 
of awarding millet

The Han Dynasty, inheriting the pre-Qin 
custom of respecting the elderly, issued 
many imperial edicts on respecting the 
aged, which gradually resulted in the 
formation of the old-age support system 
of the Han Dynasty. However, due to the 
brevity of historical records, there is still a 
lack of understanding of the specific details 
of this system. The recently published 
Han Bamboo Slips of Xuanquan (I) 悬泉
汉简(一) includes an old-age support slip, 
which records the different preferential 
treatments enjoyed by the elderly above 
the age of 70, which provides us with new 
materials to study the old-age support of 
the Han Dynasty, and helps us deepen the 
understanding of the rights and interests of 
the elderly at different ages in the old-age 
support system of the Han Dynasty. The 
slip reads as follows:
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There are two hundred and twenty- 
seven people over the age of 70, 
among whom, forty-six are awarded 
millet, fourteen are granted the 
privilege that their offspring are 
exempted from corvee, and one 
hundred and sixty-seven are awarded 
walking sticks (I 90DXT0111②: 20).1

The academia has been paying 
much attention to the issue of old-age 
support in Han Dynasty and has made 
a lot of achievements.2 Before and after 
the release of the bamboo slip on old-
age support, scholars mentioned this 
issue3 when discussing the walking stick 
awarding system and the old-age support 
policy, but did not make an in-depth 
analysis of the content of the bamboo slips. 
Of the 227 elderly people over 70 recorded 
in the bamboo slip, 46 were “awarded 
millet,” 14 were “granted the privilege that 
their offspring are exempted from corvee” 
and 167 were “awarded walking 
sticks.” Such classified statistic on the 
preferential treatment of old people 
recorded on a bamboo slip was first 
found. Besides, rich connotations, 
there are also new questions. For 
example, why did these 227 elderly 
people over 70 enjoy different rights 
and interests? What was the basis for 
their different rights and interests? 
In which period of the Han Dynasty 
does this reflect the old-age support 
system? In view of this, this paper 
tries to start with an analysis on the 
content of this bamboo slip to discuss 
the old-age support issues reflected 
in it in the combination of the article 

and discuss the pension problems reflected 
in this bamboo stick in combination with 
imperial edicts on old-age support in the 
Han Dynasty. 

I	 Year and County Information 
of the Bamboo Slip on Old-
Age Support

This slip on old-age support among the 
Han bamboo slips of Xuanquan is not dated 
and has no location information, so further 
exploration is required.

We can guess the date of the bamboo 
slip by referring to the dated slips in the 
same grid. This bamboo slip is located on the 
second layer of grid T0111, where 134 Han 
bamboo slips were unearthed, including 17 
dated bamboo slips. Grid T0111 is divided 
into three layers, among which there are 
a number of dated slips on the first and 
third layers, which are listed in Table 1 (in 

	 1 Gansu Bamboo Slips Museum et al., eds., Xuanquan Hanjian, vol. 1, 
90. When this book is quoted hereinafter, only slip numbers will be 
specified. 

	 2 Chen Zhi, “Gansu Wuwei Nijuzi Hanmu Chutu Wangzhang Shijian 
Tongkao,” Kaogu, 160-62, 165; Wuwei County Museum, Wuwei 
Xin Chutu Wangzhang Zhaolingce; Culture-relics Working-group of 
Gansu Province and Gansu Museum, Hanjian Yanjiu Wenji, 34-61; 
Liu Dezen, “Handai Yanglao Shulun,” 47-51; Zhang Hequan, “Xihan 
Yanglao Zhidu Jianlun,” 130-34; Zang Zhifei, “‘Wangzhang Zhaoshu’ 
yu Hanchao Yanglao Zhidu,” 35-41, 118; Wei Yanli, “Handai 
‘Wangzhang Zhi’ Xintan,” 79-82; Zhu Honglin, “Handai ‘Qishi 
Cizhang’ Zhidu Xiangguan Wenti Kaobian—Zhangjiashan Hanjian 
(Fulu) Chutan,” 61-65; Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyu Fa’ Tanlun,” 
21-32; Guo Han, “Handai Wangzhang Zhidu Ruogan Wenti,” 94-
99; Guo Hao, “Han Wendi ‘Yanglao Ling’ Kaobian,” 61-63; Zhao 
Kai, “Hanshu Wendi Ji Yanglaoling Xinkao,” 9-14; Zhang Shuhai, 
“Lun Handai Yanglao Zhidu”; Wang Yi, “Liang Han Yanglao Zhidu 
Yanjiu.”

	 3 Zhang Junmin, “Dui Chutu Wenwu Ziliao Zhong ‘Jie’ de Kaocha,” 
in Hunan Sheng Bowuguan Guankan, ed. Chen Jianmin, 176; Ma 
Zhiquan, “Wangzhang Zhidu yu Handai Yanglao de Duoyanghua 
Zhengce,” College of History and Culture, Northwest Normal 
University et al., eds., Jiandu Xue Yanjiu, 86-87.
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chronological order):4

As can be seen from the table, the 
17 dated slips on the second layer were 
mainly created during the reigns of three 
emperors in the Han Dynasty, Emperor 
Yuan (3 slips), Emperor Cheng (12 slips), 
and Emperor Ai (2 slips). Therefore, this 
old-age support slip was probably created 
during the reign of Emperor Yuan and the 
reign of Emperor Ai. One dated slip found 
on the first floor of the grid was dated the 
fourth year of the Yangshuo period under 
the reign of Emperor Cheng of Han (21 
BCE), and two dated slips on the third 
layer were respectively dated the second 
year of the Wufeng period (56 BCE) and 
the first year of the Huanglong period (49 
BCE) under the reign of Emperor Xuan. 
The slips on the second layer were mainly 
created during the period between those of 
the first and the third layers, which is in line 
with the distribution law of cultural layers 
in archaeological stratigraphy. According 
to the chronological information of the 
dated slips on the third layer of the grid, 
the bamboo slip on old-age support on the 
second floor should not be earlier than the 
reign of Emperor Xuan and later than that 
of Emperor Ai. According to the fact that 
slips of the reign of Emperor Cheng take the 
largest share (12 slips) in all 17 dated slips 
on the second layer, it is most likely that this 
slip on old-age support should be created 
during the reign of Emperor Cheng. The 
12 dated slips during the reign of Emperor 
Cheng involve seven reign titles, among 
which slips involving Heping and 
Yangshuo take the largest share (7 
slips). Therefore, it is more likely 
that this bamboo slip on old-age 

support was created during the Heping 
and Yangshuo periods, early reign titles of 
Emperor Cheng.

If this bamboo slip on old-age 
support was created during the reign of 
Emperor Cheng of Han, what area was the 
information about? Was it a prefecture or a 
county?

Suppose it was a prefecture. The 
Collection of Books 集簿 unearthed from 
the Han Tomb in Yinwan in 1997 recorded 
the number of elderly people in Donghai 
Prefecture in the late Han Dynasty. Although 
it did not record the number of elderly 
people over 70, it recorded the numbers 
of people over 80 and 90, and the number 
of people over 70 awarded walking sticks. 
According to the records, there were “33,871 
people over 80,” “11,640 people over 90,” 
and “2,823 people over 70 awarded walking 
sticks,”5  far beyond the data of “227 people 
over 70” and “167 people awarded walking 
sticks” in the slip on old-age support of the 
Han Bamboo Slips of Xuanquan. Therefore, 
judging from common sense, the data on 
the bamboo slip on old-age support are not 
county-level statistics.

Then suppose it was a county. 
Although there is no record of the specific 
number of elderly people in a certain county 
in the Han Dynasty, there are records of 
the numbers of “elderly people exempted 
from taxes and corvee” 免老 at the county 
level, which can be used as a reference. For 
example, according to the Register of Nanjun 
Prefecture on Elderly People Exempted from 

	 4 There were also 39 scattered slips in this grid, including 4 dated slips, 
which were not listed for being screened incomplete slips without 
specific layer information.

	 5 Lianyungan Museum et al., eds., Yinwan Hanmu Jiandu, 78.
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Taxes and Corvee 南郡免老簿 as recorded 
in No. 35 Wooden Slip of the Songbai Han 
Tomb in Jingzhou, 

There are 278 elderly people 
exempted from taxes and corvee 
in Wuxian County, 246 in Zigui 
County, 66 in Yidao County, 40 
in Yilong County, 61 in Liyang 
County, 97 in Zhanling County, 74 
in Zhouling County, 92 in Shaxian 
County, 67 in Anlu County, 232 
in Yicheng County, 331 in Linju 
County, 20 in Xianling County, 538 
in Jiangling County,162 in Zhonglu 
County of Xiangping Marquisate, 
267 in Qi Marquisate, 252 in 
Bian Marquisate, and 38 in Dai 
Marquisate; 2,966 in total.6 

The Register of Nanjun Prefecture 
on Elderly People Exempted from Taxes 
and Corvee provides clear records about 
the 2,966 elderly people exempted from 
taxes and corvee in the counties, Dao’s and 
marquisates of the Nanjun Prefecture during 
the Western Han Dynasty, 174 per county, 
which is close to the figure of 227 as recorded 
on the bamboo slip on old-age support. The 
figures of Zigui (246) and Yicheng (232) are 
particularly close to 227 in the bamboo slip. 
Besides, according to the Register of 
Important Personnel Data of Tanyi 
in the Second Yuanshou Year 堂邑
元寿二年要具簿 as recorded in the 
Wooden Slips of the Han Tomb in 
Tushantun, Qingdao, there were 
“228 elderly people”7高年二百廿八
人 in Tangyi County in the second 
year of the Yuanshou period (1 

BCE), basically consistent with the figure 
227 on the bamboo slip on old-age support. 
Therefore, the figures of elderly people on 
the bamboo slip on old-age support should 
be the statistics of a county.

So which county was it? We 
have to go back to Grid T0111, where 
the bamboo slip on old-age support was 
unearthed. In addition to the records 
of “Sefu in Xuanquan County” 县泉啬
夫, “establishment of Sefu in Xuanquan 
County” 县泉置啬夫, “Organizational 
structure of Xuanquan County” 县泉置, 
there are mainly three county names, namely 
“Xiaogu” 效谷 (Slips I 90DXT0111 ②: 21, 
I 90DXT0111②: 26AB, I 90DXT0111②: 
110), “Lude” 觻得 (Slip  I 90DXT0111②: 128) 
and “Huaiyang” 淮阳 (Slip I 90dxT0111②: 
128). “Xiaogu” appeared three times, and 
Xuanquan was under the jurisdiction of 
Xiaogu.8 Therefore, the figures recorded 
on the bamboo slip on old-age support 
are most probably figures of old people 
in Xiaogu County, Dunhuang Prefecture. 
Besides, there was just a household register 
slip about a 74-year-old man on the second 
layer of the grid where the bamboo slip on 
old-age support was unearthed:  

■Li Yin, 74 years old, a resident of 
Darang Li    (I 90DXT0111②: 71)

And Darang Li belonged to Xiaogu 

	 6 Jingzhou Museum, “Hubei Jingzhou Jinan Songbai Hanmu Fajue 
Jianbao,” 29-31.

	 7 Qingdao Institute of Cultural Relics Protection and Archaeology and 
Huangdao District Museum, “Shandong Qingdao Tushantun Muqun 
Sihao Fengtu yu Muzang de Fajue,” 427. There is no clear indication 
of the age in the phrase “Gao Nian” (elderly people), but judging 
from the quotations such as “people over the age of 70 are bestowed 
walking sticks” in Imperial Edicts on Bestowing Walking Sticks to the 
Aged, “Gao Nian” here should mean the elderly over the age of 70.

	 8 Han bamboo slips of Xuanquan: “ On Kuiwei of the second lunar 
month, Sefu Tan Gan of Xiaogu County said, 5 chefs and . . . assistant 
chefs sent from Dunhuang □□ .”(Slip I 90DXT0112②: 59).
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County, for example: 

Turned in 70 dan of public grain  
Sefu of Xuanquan to Juzhang of 
Darang Li, Xiaogu, Sefu Xinmao, 
the second lunar month, the fourth 
Hongjia year 

Worth 1,785 ( Slip ① 90DXT 
0110 ①: 83)

 Sefu to Darang, Xiaogu9 
Li Qiu Qing (Slip ① 90DXT0109S: 
212)

The household register slip of Li Yin, 
74 years old, a resident in Darang Li, Xiaogu 
County, is not only the only household 
register slip in Grid T0111, but also the 
only household register slip recorded in 
Han Bamboo Slips of Xuanquan (I) about 
an old person over the age of 70. Although 
the slip was damaged, making it difficult to 
judge whether it was related to the number 
of people over 70 recorded on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support, there is still such a 
possibility. 

There are also many slips recording 
local government affairs in Xiaogu County, 
for example, “Wu Jun of Yiguang Li has 
30 mu of farmland ” 益光里吴君已田卅
亩  (Slip  ① 90DXT0111 ①: 2A), “51 mu 
of cultivated land, 70 dan of millet, worth 
2,700, Sefu to Shouqin Li Dong Peng, in 
the 12th lunar month of the second Jianyi 
year”  (I 90DXT0111②: 97). Yiguang Li and 
Shouqin Li recorded in the slips were both 
under the jurisdiction of Xiaogu 
County.10

According to these slips 
recording local government affairs 
in Xiaogu County, the bamboo slip 

on old-age support should be part of the 
governmental documents of the county. 
More specifically, the numbers of old people 
over 70 recorded in this bamboo slip on old-
age support records may be the numbers 
of old people in Xiaogu in a certain year 
during the reign of Emperor Cheng of Han.    

II	 Analysis on Elderly Population 
Recorded on the Bamboo Slip 
on Old-Age Support

The bamboo slip on old-age support in Han 
bamboo slips of Xuanquan is an important 
document about the specific practice 
of old-age support in the Western Han 
Dynasty. The 227 elderly people recorded 
on the bamboo slip on old-age support are 
divided into three types according to the 
different preferential treatment measures, 
namely “receiving millet” 受米, “exemption 
of offspring from corvee” 复子孙 and 
“receiving walking sticks” 受杖, and these 
three preferential treatment measures did 
not cross each other. In this regard, Mr. 
Ma Zhiquan 马智全 said: “From this format, 
we can know the policies of respecting the 
elderly recorded on Han bamboo slips 
of Xuanquan. The 167 people received 
walking sticks, 46 people received millet, 
and 14 people received the privilege that 
their offspring were exempted from corvee 
enjoyed parallel old-age support policies. 
Namely, people receiving millet would not 

	 9 Gansu Bamboo Slips Museum et al. eds., Xuanquan Hanjian (1), 42, 
346 (infrared illustration version). “Rang” was originally interpreted 
as “huo,” corrected according to the illustrated version.

	 10 Zhang Junmin, “Xuanquan Hanjian Suojian Xihan Jiaogu Xian ‘Li’ 
Ming,” Dunhuang Yanjiu, 98-107.
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receive walking sticks and the exemption 
of offspring from corvee, those receiving 
walking sticks would not receive millet 
and the exemption of offspring from 
corvee, the those receive the privilege 
that their offspring were exempted 
from corvee would not receive walking 
sticks and millet. It can be seen that old-
age support in the Han Dynasty were 
distinctively diversified.”11 Ma Zhiquan’s 
interpretation of the diversification of the 
formats and content of this bamboo slip 
was certainly good. However, his paper 
did not analyze the reason and basis for 
these 227 old people to enjoy different 
preferential treatments. We believe that 
the reason for the old people to enjoy 
different preferential treatments was 
age, which was not only in line with the 
ancient custom of respecting the elderly, 
but also in line with the policy of giving 
different preferential treatments to the 
elderly of different ages. The following 
is an analysis on the age groups of the 
elderly who enjoy different treatments 
according to the order recorded on the 
bamboo slip.

(I) “46 people are awarded millet” 其
卌六人受米. The “millet” as mentioned in “46 
people are awarded millet” on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support should mean the 
millet awarded by the government.  

While records about 
“awarding millet to old people” can be 
traced back to the period of Empress 
Lu of the Han Dynasty. In Year Two 
Laws: Fu Lü 二年律令·傅律 “One 
dan of millet should be awarded to 
an official higher than Dafu over the 
age of 90, Bugeng at the age of 91, 

Zanniao at the age of 92, Shangzao at the 
age of 93, Gongshi at the age of 94, Gongzu 
or Shiwu at the age of 95.”12 Fu Lü clearly 
records that the elderly over 90 years old 
should enjoy the preferential treatment 
of “awarding millet,” but the age varies 
according to the rank of title, for example, 
90 for level 5 Dafu, and 95 for Gongzu and 
Shiwu officials without ranks of nobility. 
Besides, in the fourth lunar month of the 
first Jianyuan year of Emperor Wu (140 
BCE), there was an imperial edict saying, 
“people over 90 are entitled to the Law of 
Awarding Millet.” Yan Shigu annotated, 
“awarding them millet to make gruel.”13 
According to the imperial edict of Emperor 
Wu of Han, in the Western Han Dynasty, 
the official government regularly provided 
millet to the elderly over the age of 90 
years to cook gruel for health preservation. 
This welfare system was called the “Law of 
Awarding Millet,” while people over the age 
of 90 were the beneficiaries of the “Law of 
Awarding Millet.”14 According to Year Two 
Laws: Fu Lü, during the reign of Empress 
Lu, the “Law of Awarding Millet” had 
different standards for age due to different 
ranks of nobility, while during the reign of 
Emperor Wu, the additional conditions for 
ranks of nobility might have been canceled 
or invalidated,15 and 90 became the uniform 
standard of the age. The “Old-Age Support 

	 11 Ma Zhiquan, “Wangzhang Zhidu yu Handai Yanglao de Duoyanhua 
Zhengce,” College of History and Culture, Northwest Normal 
University et al., eds., Jiandu Xue Yanjiu, 87. 

	 12 Collection and Collation Team of Bamboo Slips in Zhangjiashan No. 
247 Han Tomb, Zhangjiashan Hanmu Zhujian (247 Hao Mu) revised 
interpretation, 57.

	 13 Ban Gu, “Wudi Ji,” in Hanshu, vol. 6, 156, 174.
	 14 Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyufa’ Tanlun,” Zhongguoshi Yanjiu, 21; Zhao 

Kai, “Yinwan Hanjian de Yizu ‘Yanglao’ Tongji Shuzi,” Zhongguo 
Shehui Kexue Bao.
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Edict” in the first year of Emperor Wen’s 
reign (179 BCE) also mentioned “people 
entitled to millet awarding,16 which 
means the elderly people entitled to millet 
awarding, namely, beneficiaries of the “Law 
of Awarding Millet.”17

Although according to the Year 
Two Laws and the old-age support edicts 
during the reigns of Emperor Wen and 
Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty, the 
recipients of millet were the elderly over 90 
years old, there were also millet awarding 
to the elderly over 80. According to Annals 
of Emperor Xiaowen of the Grand Historian 
史记·孝文本纪, after the investiture of the 
empress in the first year of Emperor Wen, 
“widowers, widows, people living alone 
or in poverty, people over 80, orphans 
younger than 9 are granted cloth, silk, rice, 
and meat.”18 The content of this imperial 
edict was recorded more detailed in The 
Book of Han 汉书. According to the “Old-
age Support Edict” in the third lunar month 
of the first year of Emperor Wen recorded 
in the Annals of Emperor Wen 文帝纪 of The 
Book of Han, “The elderly can’t keep warm 
without silk and can’t eat their full without 
meat. Now it’s the beginning of the year, 
if we neither care about the elderly nor 
grant them cloth, silk, wine, or meat, how 
can we help children of the country to raise 
their parents with finial piety? Recently we 
heard that some officials provided stale 
rice to recipients of gruel. How can 
this be called old-age support?’ So 
there’s an order for counties and 
Dao’s that people who are over 80 
shall be awarded one dan of millet, 
20 jin of meat and 5 dou of wine 
per month. People over 90 shall be 

further awarded 2 rolls of silk and 3 jin 
of flocs. The chief official shall review the 
awarded goods, which shall be delivered 
by the assistant magistrate in person. For 
old people younger than 90, the awarded 
goods shall be delivered by officials at the 
level of Sefu or Lingshi. For goods of 2,000 
dan or more, the Duli shall accompany the 
transportation, violators shall be punished. 
This edict is not applicable to criminals 
and people subject to punishments heavier 
than “nai.”19 In the old-age support edict of 
Emperor Wen, it was clearly specified that 
any old person over 80 was “awarded one 
dan of rice, 20 jin of meat, and 5 dou of wine 
per month.” In the fourth lunar month of 
the first Yuanshou year of Emperor Wu’s 
reign (122 BCE), the crown prince was 
coronated, and “sent special envoys to 
tour the country for offering condolences 
and rewards,” where “the elderly over 80 
are awarded 3 dan per person.”20 It also 
mentioned awarding millet to people over 
the age of 80.

Judging from the above records, 
there were indeed cases where the elderly 
over 80 years old were awarded millet, but 
these were all awards given under the special 
circumstances that Emperor Wen conferred 
the title on the empress and Emperor Wu 
conferred the title on the crown prince. 
Even so, we can see that the “awarding 
millet” system for people over 90 tended 

	 15 Zhu Honglin, “Handai ‘Qishi Cizhang’ Zhidu Ji Xiangguan Wenti 
Kaobian—Zhangjiashan Hanjian (Fulu) Chutan,” Dongnan Wenhua, 
64.  Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyufa’ Tanlun,” 25.

	 16 Ban Gu, “Wendi Ji,” vol. 4, 113.
	 17 Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyufa’ Tanlun,” 22, 32.
	 18 Sima Qian, “Xiaowen Benji” (revision), in Shiji, vol. 10,  533.
	 19 Ban Gu, “Wendi Ji,” in Hanshu, vol. 4, 113.
	 20 Ban Gu,“ Wudi Ji,” in Hanshu, vol. 6, 156, 174.
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to move down to people over 80. How 
the old-age support policy changed after 
Emperor Wu of Han has not been recorded 
in history books, so we can not know that. 
However, in the Eastern Han Dynasty, 
the age standard for people entitled to 
“awarded millet” had been moved down to 
70.21 In the Eastern Han Dynasty, the “Mi 
Zhou” actually meant distributing millet 
to the elderly for cooking gruel. This is 
also reflected in archaeological materials. 
For example, “old-age support paintings” 
are seen on portrait bricks in Deyang, 
Sichuan, portrait bricks in Pengxian, 
Sichuan, the front base of the painted 
pottery warehouse building in Xingyang, 
Henan, and portrait stones of the Eastern 
Han Dynasty in Chengdu, Sichuan,22 
which vividly reproduce the situation of 
local officials giving millet to the elderly 
holding walking sticks. The old people in 
these “old-age support paintings” should 
be over 70 years old.

Zhao Kai 赵凯 summed up the 
changes in the age entitled to millet awarding. 
He claims that from the early years of the 
Western Han Dynasty to the reign of Emperor 
Wu, the lower age limit for the elderly to 
receive millet was always 90. However, in 
the late Western Han Dynasty, this system 
may have become ineffective. In the Eastern 
Han Dynasty, the “Law of Awarding 
Millet” became the “gruel” system at Mid-
Autumn Festival as in Proceedings of 
Government in the Different Months. 
The qualification for receiving millet 
was relaxed from 90 to 70, and the 
awarding time was fixed in the eighth 
lunar month of each year, while the 
quantity was greatly reduced from 

one dan per month.23

According to Zhao Kai’s theory, 
the age entitled to millet awarding should 
have changed after Emperor Wu of Han 
although the specific time was unclear. The 
excavation of the bamboo slip on old-age 
support among the Han bamboo slips of 
Xuanquan may make up for this gap. From 
the first part of this paper, we can know 
that the bamboo slip on old-age support 
was created in the late Western Han 
Dynasty, so the change of the age entitled 
to millet awarding should occur in this 
period. Because the bamboo slip on old-age 
support indicates that during this period, 
the age entitled to millet awarding might be 
80 years old. The 46 people entitled to millet 
awarding as mentioned in “46 people are 
awarded millet” on the bamboo slip should 
refer to the elderly over 80 instead of over 
90 years. Because if these 46 people were 
over 90 years old, it would be contradictory 
to the content “14 people receiving the 
privilege that their offspring were exempted 
from corvee” on the bamboo slip. First, 
according to common sense, people over 
the age of 80 should be more than those over 
90, so it conforms to the distribution law of 
the elderly population that 46 people were 
over 80 and 14 were over 90. Second, the 
“privilege that their offspring were exempted 
from corvee” as mentioned on the bamboo 
slip should be the privilege for the elderly 

	 21 Zhu Honglin said, “in the Eastern Han Dynasty, the age entitled to 
millet awarding was further lowered. According to Xu Han Shu Liyi 
Zhi, in the Eastern Han Dynasty, people at the age of 70 were entitled 
to millet awarding.” See Zhu Honglin, “Handai ‘Qishi Cizhang’ Zhidu 
Ji Xiangguan Wenti Kaobian,” 64.

	 22 For details about the “old-age support drawing,” see Zhao Kai, “Xihan 
‘Shouyufa’ Tanlun,” 29-31.

	 23 Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyufa’ Tanlun,” 22, 32.
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over 90 years old (see the text below for  
details).

On the bamboo slip on old-age 
support, 46 elderly people over 80 years 
old were awarded millet, which reflects that 
the age entitled to millet awarding for the 
elderly had changed from over 90 years old 
to over 80 years old in the late Western Han 
Dynasty, which was an important change in 
the old-age support system in the Western 
Han Dynasty.

(II) “14 people receiving the 
privilege that their offspring were exempted 
from corvee.” The Chinese word “Fu” 复 
here should mean “exemption.” Among 
the Zhangjiashan Han bamboo slips, there 
are records of Fu Lü in the Year Two Laws, 
and there are a lot of expressions such as 
“exemption from corvee” or “exemption 
from corvee” in the literature of the Qin 
and Han Dynasties. “Receiving the privilege 
that their offspring were exempted from 
corvee” was related to old-age support. In 
the “Old-age Support Edict” in the first 
year of Emperor Wen’s reign quoted above-
mentioned awarding but not mentioned the 
exemption privilege for the elderly, which 
was not complete. In fact, Emperor Wen’s 
old-age support edict also contained the 
content of exemption from relevant duties. 
According to Biography of Jia Shan 贾山传 
in The Book of Han, Jia Shan said during the 
reign of Emperor Wen that: 

When Your Majesty acceded to the 
throne, you personally called for 
treating the people kindly, reducing 
the cost of palace meals, not 
playing music in the palace, 
reducing corvee and military 

service, and not paying tribute. 
Your Majesty order to send the 
surplus horses in the palace to the 
counties for postal service, provided 
many palace gardens for farmers to 
cultivate, and took out more than 
100 thousand rolls of cloth and 
silk to help the poor. Your Majesty 
called for respect for the elderly, 
giving any senior citizen over 90 
the privilege that one of his sons 
may be exempted from taxes and 
corvee and any senior citizen over 
80 the privilege that 2 of his family 
members are exempted from poll 
taxes. Your Majesty granted titles of 
nobility to men of the country, and 
promoted the ministers to high-rank 
officials. Your Majesty awarded the 
ministers’ clans with the money from 
the treasury, with no one missing. 
Your Majesty remitted punishments 
to the guilty, and, considering that 
they had no hair and worn prison 
garbs, not convenient for meeting 
their parents and brothers, granted 
them headscarves and clothes. 
Your Majesty ruled with justice 
and relaxed the criminal law, and 
everyone in the country was happy. 
There was good weather and harvest 
throughout the first year of your 
reign. This is because God is helping 
Your Majesty.24 

This passage, beginning with “Your 
Majesty acceded to the throne” and ending 
with “There was good weather and harvest 

	 24 Ban Gu, “Jiashan Zhuan,” in Hanshu, vol. 51, 2335, 2336.
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throughout the first year of your reign” was 
about things in the first year of Emperor 
Wen’s reign. Where, “giving any senior 
citizen over 90 the privilege that one of his 
sons may be exempted from corvee and 
any senior citizen over 80 the privilege 
that 2 of his family members are exempted 
from poll taxes” should be related to the 
imperial edict on old-age support in the 
third lunar month in the first year of 
Emperor Wen’s reign, which was a part 
of the old-age support system. For this 
sentence, Yan Shigu noted: “one of his 
sons exempted from taxes and corvee, 2 of 
his family members exempted from poll 
taxes.”25 That is to say, the elderly over 90 
years old could enjoy the privilege that one 
of his sons may be exempted from taxes 
and corvee (probably corvee), and the 
elderly over 80 years old could enjoy the 
privilege that 2 of his family members are 
exempted from poll taxes. Although this 
did not reach the ideal status of “Where 
an officer was eighty, one of his sons was 
free from all duties of government service; 
where he was ninety, all the members of 
his family were set free from them”26 in 
Wang Zhi 王制 of The Book of Rites 礼
记, Emperor Wen was still worthy of 
recognition for giving special care to the 
elderly from the aspect of tax and corvee 
exemption.

When Emperor Wu acceded to the 
throne, he continued to emphasize special 
care for the elderly. According to Annals of 
Emperor Wu 武帝纪 of The Book of 
Han, in the first Jianyuan year (140 
BCE): 

In the second lunar month, 

the emperor proclaimed a general 
amnesty and grant ranks of nobility 
to ordinary people. For an old man 
over 80, 2 of his sons were exempted 
from poll taxes, and for an old man 
over 90, his family members were 
exempted from military service. 27

Zhang Yan noted, “If an old man 
was over 80, he could enjoy the privilege 
that 2 of his sons were exempted from 
poll taxes, and if an old man was over 90, 
his family members were exempted from 
military service.” Compared with the 
contents of Emperor Wen’s imperial edict 
on old-age support, Emperor Wu’s policy 
on old-age support seems to have not 
changed much. For example, for those over 
80 years old, Emperor Wen’s imperial edict 
stated that “any senior citizen over 80 the 
privilege that 2 of his family members are 
exempted from poll taxes,” and Emperor 
Wu’s imperial edict stated that “For an old 
man over 80, 2 of his sons were exempted 
from poll taxes,” which were basically of 
the same meaning. However, the duty 
exemption policies for the elderly over 90 
were expressed in different ways. Emperor 
Wu changed “giving any senior citizen over 
90 the privilege that one of his sons may be 
exempted from corvee” to “for an old man 
over 90, his family members were exempted 
from military service.” The content of 
exemption was changed, from “exempted 
from corvee” to “exempted from military 

	 25 Ibid.
	 26 Chen Hao, annoted, Liji, 80.
	 27 Ban Gu, “Wudi Ji,” in Hanshu, vol. 6, 156, 156, 157.
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service,”28 which was a more preferential 
policy. However, the number of people 
“exempted from military service” was not 
specified, so it might refer to only one son. 
If according to “where he was ninety, all the 
members of his family were set free from 
them” in Wang Zhi of The Book of Rites, 
it might also refer to all sons in the family. 
Anyway, there was more preferential 
treatment for the elderly over 90 during the 
reign of Emperor Wu. 

In the fourth lunar month of the 
first Jianyuan year (140 BCE), Emperor 
Wu issued an old-age support imperial 
edict for further adjustment of the old-age 
support policy. According to the edict in the 
fourth lunar month in Annals of Emperor 
Wu of The Book of Han: 

According to the ancient rules, old 
age is respected in villages and ranks 
of nobility are respected in the court. 
To govern the country and rule the 
people, virtue should be placed in a 
prominent position. It can be said 
that it is an ancient instruction for 
the villagers to respect and support 
the elderly. Today, the dutiful 
offspring in the country are willing 
to do his best to support their elders. 
However, due to business 
duties and the lack of 
resources, there are unable 
to do their best. I deeply 
sympathize with them. For 
people over 90 years old, the 
court has already a policy of 
awarding them millet to cook 
gruel. Now I’ll issue a new 
policy on the exemption of 

the sons or grandsons of the elderly 
from military service so that they 
can fulfill the duty of supporting 
their elders with lead their wives 
and children.29

As for the sentence “Now I’ll issue 
a new policy on exemption of the sons or 
grandsons of the elderly from military 
service so that they can fulfill the duty of 
supporting their elders with lead their wives 
and children,” Yan Shigu noted, “if the elder 
had sons, his sons were exempted from 
military service, otherwise, his grandsons 
will be exempted from military service if 
he had no sons alive.”30 The Book of Han 
Supplementary Notes 汉书补注 quoted the 
words of Shen Qinhan, 

The Han Dynasty paid much 
attention to the exemption of duties. 
Therefore, ordinary people could 
not be granted the ranks of nobility 
higher than Gongsheng, and the 
five higher official ranks shall enjoy 
the exemption. Although Emperor 
Wenjing had old-age care policies, 
there was no exemption from duties. 
And there were few policies like the 
exemption of duties for sons and 

	 28 Jiazu should mean soldiers in military service. “Baiguan Gongqing 
Biao Shang,” in Hanshu, vol. 19A, “Junwei and Qinguan are 
responsible for recruitment of military service, with the salary of 2,000 
dan. Youcheng has the salary of 600 dan. In the second year under 
the reign of Emperor Jing, it was renamed Duwei” (742). Li guangli 
zhuan, in Hanshu, vol. 61, “180,000 soldiers were sent to be stationed 
in Jiuquan and north of Zhangye. Juran and Xiutu were established to 
guard Jiuquan” (2700). Wang Yanhui said that according to historical 
records, jiazu means soldiers “to be armed,” namely, field forces, who 
can only correspond to skilled soldiers and cavalry. See Wang Yanhui, 
“Lun Qinhan Shiqi de Zhengzu yu Caiguan Qishi,” 58.

	 29 Ban Gu, “Wudi Ji,” vol. 6, 156, 156, 157.
	 30 Ibid.
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grandsons of the elderly over 90. 
The old-age support policies were 
extended until the Tang Dynasty.31

According to Shen Qinhan, the 
exemption for duties of the sons and 
grandsons of the elderly shall mean the 
exemption from military service. Judging 
from the imperial edict of Emperor Wu, 
at that time, in addition to the “law of 
awarding millet,” the scope of exemption 
was already expanded from “son” to 
“grandsons,” so that these descendants 
could serve the elderly at home. The 
content of “exemption” might still be 
“military service,” that is, exempting the 
sons or grandsons from military service.

After Emperor Wu of Han, no 
new imperial edict for old-age support 
was issued. Therefore, the content of the 
imperial edict for old-age support that “for 
an old man over 90, his family members 
were exempted from military service” 
should be the legal basis of “14 people 
receiving the privilege that their offspring 
were exempted from corvee” on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support of the Han Bamboo 
Slips of Xuanquan. In other words, the 14 
people receiving the privilege that their 
offspring were exempted from corvee on 
the bamboo slip on old-age support should 
refer to people over 90 years old.

Since the old people over 90 enjoyed 
the preferential treatment of “Law of 
Awarding Millet” and “exemption of 
duties for descendants” in the old-age 
support edict of Emperor Wu, why 
is the “Law of Awarding Millet” not 
reflected on the bamboo slip on old-
age support? There is a possibility 

that the elderly over 90 still enjoyed the 
treatment of “awarding millet,” which 
was a convention, so there was no need to 
mention it in particular. The “exemption 
of duties for descendants” is an honor and 
unique welfare for the elderly over 90 years 
old, so it should be specially mentioned. 
Similarly, for the elderly over 80 years old, 
“2 of his sons were exempted from poll 
taxes” was also a convention that didn’t 
need to be specified. The reason why 
“awarding millet” was mentioned may 
be because the system that was originally 
enjoyed by people over 90 years old could 
then be enjoyed by people over 80 years 
old, so it should be specially mentioned.

(III) “167 people are awarded 
walking sticks.” The people “awarded 
walking sticks” as mentioned in “167 people 
are awarded walking sticks” on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support should mean old 
people over 70. While the system of awarding 
the elderly walking sticks was already 
implemented in the early Western Han 
Dynasty. According to Year Two Laws: Fu Lü: 

A walking stick should be awarded 
to an official higher than Dafu over 
the age of 70, Bugeng at the age of  
71, Zanniao at the age of 72, 
Shangzao at the age of 73, Gongshi 
at the age of 74, Gongzu or Shiwu at 
the age of 75.32 

According to the bamboo stick, 
the age of the elderly receiving walking 

	 31 Wang Xianqian, Hanshu Buzhu, 84.
	 32 Collection and Collation Team of Bamboo Slips in Zhangjiashan No. 

247 Han Tomb, Zhangjiashan Hanmu Zhujian (247 Hao Mu) revised 
interpretation, 57.
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sticks in the early Western Han Dynasty 
varied according to the presence and levels 
of ranks or nobility. For example, the 
standard was 70 for an official of the fifth-
class official or above, and 75 for Gongzu or 
Shiwu without ranks of nobility. However, 
as time went by and with the overflowing of 
ranks of nobility, the condition of ranks of 
nobility for receiving walking sticks might 
gradually become invalid, and turned into 
the standard that people over 70 could all 
be awarded walking sticks. The system on 
awarding walking sticks to people over 70 is 
recorded in the “Edict in the second Benzhi 
year” and “Edict in the second Jianshi year” 
as on the “Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding 
Walking Sticks” unearthed from No. 18 
Han Tomb in Mozuizi, Wuwei. Where, 
the “Edict in the second Jianshi year” of 
Emperor Cheng reads as follows:  

The imperial edict said: Anyone over 
70 who receives a walking stick is 
equivalent to an official whose salary 
is more than 600 dan, so he doesn’t 
have to take small steps to enter the 
official court; if he commits a crime 
subject to the punishment of nai 
or above, before he is prosecuted, 
anyone who calls him up for service 
or insults him shall be punished for 
committing high treason. This edict 
was issued on Jiachen in the ninth 
lunar month of the second Jianshi 
(32 BCE).33

There is also content on 
awarding walking sticks to people  
over 70 in the Edict on Awarding 
Walking Sticks 王杖诏书令 unearthed 

in Mozuizi Han Tomb of Wuwei:  

The imperial edict said: Anyone 
over 70 shall be awarded a walking 
stick and is equivalent to an official 
whose salary is more than 600 dan, 
He doesn’t need to take small steps 
to enter the official court. Anyone 
who dares to hit or insult him shall 
be punished for committing high 
treason and executed in public.34

These imperial edicts all mentioned 
awarding walking sticks to the elderly. 
Emperor Cheng’s “Edict in the second Jianshi 
year” made it clear that “anyone over 70 shall 
be awarded a walking stick,” namely people 
of 70 should be awarded walking sticks. 
Moreover, according to “an old man aged 
70 in Changli, Xiling County, Runan was 
awarded a walking stick in the first Heping 
year”35 as recorded in the “Ten Bamboo Slips 
on Awarding Walking Sticks,” awarding 
walking sticks to people over 70 was already 
implemented in the society, with no restrictive 
conditions such as ranks of nobility.

The imperial edicts and the years 
about the cases of awarding walking sticks 
recorded in the “Ten Bamboo Slips on 
Awarding Walking Sticks” and the Imperial 
Edict on Awarding Walking Sticks include: 
the second year of the Benshi period (72 
BCE), the first year of the Jianshi period 
(32 BCE), the second year of the Jianshi 
period (31 BCE), the first year of the 

	 33 China Commission on the Collection and Edition of Bamboo Slips, 
ed., Zhongguo Jiandu Jicheng (Biaozhu Ben), Vol. 4 (Gansu Sheng Xia), 
199, 206-7.

	 34 Ibid.
	 35 Ibid.
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Heping period (28 BCE), the third year 
of the Yuanyan period (10 BCE), the fifth 
year of the Yuanshi period (AD 5), and 
the fifth year of the Yongping period (AD 
72), ranging from Emperor Xuan of the 
Western Han Dynasty to Emperor Ming of 
the Eastern Han Dynasty, which indicates 
that awarding walking sticks to people 
over 70 was a systematic stipulation and 
a general practice during the middle and 
later Han Dynasty. The bamboo slip on 
old-age support among the Bamboo Slips 
of Xuanquan might be created during the 
reign of Emperor Cheng, implementing 
the stipulation of the “Edict in the second 
Jianshi year” of Emperor Cheng. The “167 
people” “awarded walking sticks” on the 
bamboo slip on old-age support should 
mean people over 70.  

In a word, the preferential treatment 
for the elderly over 70 recorded on the 
bamboo slip on old-age support actually 
reveals the principle of age stratification in 
the old-age support policy, and the court 
gave different preferential treatments to 
the elderly according to their age 
groups. In the case of the bamboo 
slip on old-age support, the elderly 
people were divided into three age 
groups: over 70, over 80, and over 
90, who were respectively entitled 
to three different treatment polices, 
“walking stick awarding” for people 
of 70-79, “millet awarding” for 
people of 80-89, and “exemption of 
duties for their offspring” for people 
over 90. Besides, the headcounts of 
the three groups did not cross each 
other.36 However, the preferential 
treatments might overlap each other. 

For example, the elderly over 80 were also 
entitled to walking sticks. According to the 
chronological information on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support, this provision of 
enjoying different preferential treatments 
by different age groups should belong to 
the old-age support system during the 
reign of Emperor Cheng of Han.

III	 Senior Population on the 
Bamboo Slip on Old-Age 
Support and The Collection of 
Books

A set of population data of Donghai 
Prefecture recorded on wooden slips of 
the Han Tomb in Yinwan was created in 
an era close to that of the bamboo slip 
on old-age support, and also records the 
situation of the elderly according to three 
age groups:37

There are 33,871 people over the 
age of 80, 262,588 people under six. 

	 36 According to the bamboo slip on old-age support, there were 227 
old people over 70, including 46 “awarded millet,” 14 “granted the 
privilege that their offspring are exempted from corvee,” and 167 
“awarded walking sticks.” These four groups of figures are of the 
inclusion relationship, where the subtotals of the last three items are 
parallel, and the sum of the subtotals the last three items is exactly 227 
people. In addition, an example of this relationship can also be found 
in the Han wooden slips in Tushan Tun, which record the special 
population of Tangyi County in the second year of the Yuanshou 
period (1 BCE): “There are 939 widowed, elderly people and people 
living in loneliness, including) and 46 widowers, 383 widows, 176 
orphans, 160 people without offspring, and 228 senior citizens.” The 
sum was just 939. For details of the slips, see Qingdao Institute of 
Cultural Relics Protection and Archaeology and Huangdao District 
Museum, “Shandong Qingdao Tushantun Muqun Sihao Fengtu yu 
Muzang de Fajue,” 427. 

	 37 The collection team believes that the Collection of Books should be 
“created in the late years of Emperor Cheng (most probably during 
the Yuanyan period).” See Lianyugang Museum et al., eds., Yinwan 
Hanmu Jiandu Qianyan, 4.
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	 38 Lianyugang Museum et al., eds., Yinwan Hanmu Jiandu, 78.
	 39 Gao Min, “Jibu de Shidu Zhiyi yu Yiyi Tantao—Du Yinwan Hanjian 

Zhaji zhi Er,” 17.
	 40 Gao Dalun, “Yinwan Hanmu Mudu (Jibu) Zhong Hukou Tongji Ziliao 

Yanjiu,” 116.
	 41 Zang Zhifei, “‘Wangzhang Zhaoshu’ yu Handai Yanglao Zhidu,” 

40; Wei Yanli, “Handai ‘Wangzhangzhi’ Xintan,” Xuchang Xueyuan 
Xuebao, 82.

296,459 in total. 
There are 11,670 people over 

the age of 90 years old, and 2,823 
people over 70 who are awarded 
walking sticks. 14,493 in total, 718 
more than before.38

Although the population recorded 
in the Collection of Books is not concentrated 
on the elderly over 70 as on the bamboo slip 
on old-age support, it is also recorded in 
three different age groups: over 70, over 80, 
and over 90. Except the number of people 
under 6 years old in the population data, the 
order of age statistics of the elderly in the 
Collection of Books is basically the same as 
that of the bamboo slip on old-age support, 
that is, in the order of over 80, over 90, and 
over 70. This should not be a coincidence, 
but may be due to the statistical system or 
statistical convention at that time.

There are some different views 
on the study of the elderly population in 
the Collection of Books as recorded on 
wooden slips in the Han Tomb of Yinwan 
concerning issues such as the population, 
the quantity and conditions of people 
entitled to awarding walking sticks. The 
unearthing of the bamboo slip on old-age 
support has provided new data for solving 
these disputes, and further verified some 
inferences in the second part of this paper.

 (I) The population of the elderly. 
The Collection of Books of the Han 
slips of Yinwan records that “there 
are 33,871 people over 80” and 
“11,670 people over 90.” Scholars 
have different understandings 
about the issue whether the 33 
871 people over 80 including the 

11,670 people over 90. Mr. Gao Min said: 
“This paragraph is about the population of 
all ages in Donghai Prefecture. Although 
the population of people between 80 and 
90 was not mentioned here, we can know 
by subtracting the 11,670 people over 90 
from the 33,871 people over 80 that the 
population of people between 80 and 90 
should be 22,201.”39 Although Gao Dalun 
did not explicitly discuss it, in his list of 
“Proportion of People over 80 in the Total 
Population,” the population of people over 
80 included the population of people over 
90.40 In addition, Zang Zhifei and Wei Yanli 
also believes that the population of people 
over 80 included the population of people 
over 90.41 

However, according to the statistics 
of people entitled to “awarding millet,” 
“exemption of their offspring from duties,” 
and “awarding walking sticks,” respectively 
corresponding to people over 80, over 90, 
and over 70, as well as the fact that the sum of 
the people of the three age groups was in line 
with the total population of the elderly over 
70, the headcounts of the three age groups 
did not cross each other. That is to say, the 
headcounts of people over 80, 90, and 70 on 
the bamboo slip on old-age support refer 
to people of the age groups of 80-89, over 
90, and 70-79 respectively. According to 
this inference, in the Collection of Books, 
“there are 33,871 people over 80” should 
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mean 33,871 people of the age group 80-89, 
“11,670 people over 90” should mean 11,670 
people of 90-99, so the headcount of people 
over 80 should not contain that of people 
over 90. Similarly, the “people over 70” in 
“11,670 people over the age of 90 years old, 
and 2,823 people over 70 who are awarded 
walking sticks” as recorded in the Collection 
of Books should refer to people aged 70-79.

The reliability of this statement can 
also be verified by the proportion of the 
population. According to the bamboo slip on 
old-age support as mentioned above, there 
were 46  people over 80 entitled to “millet 
awarding,” 14 people over 90 “receiving the 
privilege that their offspring were exempted 
from corvee,” then the proportion of people 
over 90 in the population of people over 80 
should be (14 ÷ 46) × 100% ≈ 30.4%. While 
the same proportion on in the Collection 
of Books on the Han bamboo slips of 
Yinwan is (11670÷33871) × 100% ≈ 34.5%. 
Although the two figures were not the same, 
which may be related to the difference in 
area and era,42 they were very close. This 
further verifies our inference that 
the number of elderly people over 
80 in the Collection of Books does 
not include the number of elderly 
people over 90.

(II) The number of 
recipients of walking sticks over the 
age of 70. There are 2,823 people 
over 70 awarded walking sticks 
in the Collection of Books, which 
was far below the figures of people 
over 80 and over 90, thus leading 
to discussions on the quantity and 
conditions of people for receiving 
walking sticks.

As for the number of recipients 
of the walking sticks in the Collection 
of Books, Mr. Gao Dalun and Mr. Zang 
Zhifei believe that this number referred 
to the total population of people awarded 
walking sticks in Donghai Prefecture,43 
while Mr. Xing Yitian tends to believe 
that it was the number of people awarded 
walking sticks in the current year.44 Guo 
Hao also holds a similar view that it was 
the number of people awarded walking 
sticks in the current year instead of the 
total number.45 Zhang Wenting believes 
that the recipients of the walking sticks 
mentioned in the Collection of Books were 
only part of people over 70.46 Mr. Gao 
Min believes that 2,823 was the number 
of people aged 70-89 who were awarded 
walking sticks.47

For the scope of people entitled to 
the walking sticks, scholars believe that age 
was not the only condition, there should 
be other restrictive conditions. Gao Dalun 
said: “We speculate that, to be awarded 
walking sticks, people over 70 years old 

	 42 As for the year of creation, the bamboo slip on old-age support may 
be created during the early years of Emperor Cheng of Han. The 
Collection of Books as recorded in Yinwan Han Bamboo Slips may be 
created during the Yuanyan period of Emperor Cheng’s reign. The 
two were created in similar periods but not in the same period. As for 
geographic location, the bamboo slip on old-age support was created 
in Xiaogu County, Dunhuang Prefecture, while The Collection of Books 
was created in Donghai Prefection, which was quite different.

	 43 Gao Dalun said: “This is the total number of people who have received 
sticks, not the number of people who have received sticks this year.” 
See Gao, “Yinwan Hanmu Mudu (Jibu) Zhong Hukou Tongji Ziliao 
Yanjiu,” 118. Zang Zhifei said, “there were 2,823 ‘recipients of walking 
sticks’, namely old people awarded walking sticks, not only old people 
over 70 who received walking sticks in a year.” See Zang Zhifei, 
“‘Wangzhang Zhaoshu’ yu Handai Yanglao Zhidu,” 40.

	 44 Xing Yitian, “Cong Yinwan Chutu Jiandu Kan Handai de ‘Zhongshu’ 
yu ‘Yanglao,’” in Tianxia Yijia: Huangdi Guanliao yu Shehui, 564.

	 45 Guo, “Handai Wangzhang Zhidu Ruogan Wenti,” 98.
	 46 Zhang Wenting, “Lun Handai Wangzhang Zhidu,” 52.
	 47 Gao, “Jibu de Shidu Zhiyi yu Yiyi Tantao,” 17.
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	 48 Gao, “Yinwan Hanmu Mudu (Jibu) Zhong Hukou Tongji Ziliao 
Yanjiu,” 119.

	 49 Zang Zhifei, “‘Wangzhang Zhaoshu’ yu Handai Yanglao Zhidu,” 40.
	 50 Guo, “Handai Wangzhang Zhidu Ruogan Wenti,” 98
	 51 Zhang Junmin, “Dui Chutu Wenwu Ziliao Zhong ‘Jie’ de Kaocha,” in 

Chen Jianmin, ed., Hunan Sheng Bowuguan Guankan Di-jiu Ji, 176; 
Ma Zhiquan, “Wangzhang Zhidu yu Handai Yanglao de Duoyanhua 
Zhengce,” 86.

should also meet the conditions such 
as having a certain amount of property, 
experience, rank of nobility, high prestige 
in the local area, good conduct, and no 
criminal record.”48 Zang Zhifei said, “Not 
all people over the age of 70 were awarded 
walking sticks, but only a few of them 
were selected; The 2,823 people who were 
awarded walking sticks included not only 
people of 70, but also those of different ages 
from 80 to 90.” “These owners of walking 
sticks were people of a special class called 
Sanlao of li’s, townships, and counties.”49 
Guo Hao believes that most of the owners 
of walking sticks should be ordinary people 
over 70 years old.50

According to the record on the 
bamboo slip on old-age support in Han 
Bamboo Slips of Xuanquan that there were 
227 people over 70 years old and 167 people 
awarded walking sticks, the recipients of the 
walking sticks should refer to all the people 
aged 70-79, which was different from the 
content in the Collection of Books as recorded 
in Yinwan Han Bamboo Slips, which only 
records some of the people awarded the 
walking sticks. If all the 167 people recorded 
on the bamboo slip on old-age support 
were all people aged 70-79 in Xiaogu 
County, Dunhuang County, it shows that, 
as recorded on the “Ten Bamboo Slips on 
Awarding Walking Sticks” and the Imperial 
Edict on Awarding Walking Sticks, the 
objects of awarding walking sticks at 
that time was all people over 70 years 
old. If this inference is established, 
the 2,823 people who were awarded 
walking sticks in the Collection of 
Books as recorded on the bamboo 
slips in the Han tomb of Yinwan 

might not be the number of all recipients of 
walking sticks in Donghai Prefecture, and 
these recipients should be aged 70-79 years, 
excluding those who were over 80 and 
over 90. As for the 2,823 people recorded 
in the Collection of Books, it is not clear 
whether it is the number of newly awarded 
walking sticks in Donghai Prefecture in the 
current year or the number of recipients 
of the walking sticks under certain special 
conditions, as Guo Hao thinks. However, 
at least it is not the same as the statistics 
of walking stick recipients recorded on the 
bamboo slip on old-age support. From this 
point of view, the records on the number 
of people who were awarded walking sticks 
need to be treated differently.

(III) Discussion on the number of 
recipients of walking sticks recorded on the 
bamboo slip on old-age support. Judging 
from the Collection of Books and bamboo slip 
on old-age support, the number of recipients 
recorded did not include all the elderly over 
70,51 and the reason is worth considering. The 
“Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding Walking 
Sticks” has made it clear that walking sticks 
could be awarded to people at the age of 70,  
and this award might be once and for all, 
making the recipients enjoy the rights and 
interests of walking sticks for life. According 
to the “Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding 
Walking Sticks,” “damaged walking sticks 
can be repaired,”52 which indicates that if 
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the walking sticks were damaged and can 
be repaired, no new walking sticks would 
be awarded. For a 70-year-old man was 
awarded a walking stick, he could use it 
until 80 or 90 years old as long as it was 
not damaged. Since people over 80 have 
walking sticks, why weren’t they included 
in the number of recipients on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support? This is possible 
because that the having walking sticks was 
already their welfare and didn’t need to be 
mentioned specially.

The statistics on the recipients 
of walking sticks on the bamboo slip on 
old-age support may be related to the 
preferential treatments enjoyed by people of 
different age groups. In the imperial edicts 
on old-age support issued by Emperor Wen 
and Emperor Wu as mentioned above, 
awarding millet, awarding silk and cloth, 
and exempting their offspring from taxes 
and corvee were benefits for old people 
aged 80 or 90, and people aged 70 were not 
considered. Therefore, what preferential 
treatment did people aged 70 enjoy? That 
should be receiving walking sticks as well as 
a series of rights and interests related to the 
walking sticks, such as “anyone over 70 shall 
be awarded a walking stick and is equivalent 
to an official whose salary is more than 600 
dan, He doesn’t need to take small steps to 
enter the official court. Anyone who dares 
to hit or insult him shall be punished for 
committing high treason and executed in 
public,”53 and “those who are above the age 
of 70 are respected, and if they don’t 
take the lead in a crime or injure 
or kill people by themselves, they 
won’t be held liable, and they won’t 
be implicated in other cases.”54 and 

“the elderly are awarded walking sticks with 
the pattern of turtledoves so that people can 
identify them. The walking sticks are like 
staffs of the emperor’s envoys, so anyone 
who dares to abuse, insult, or hit holders 
of the walking sticks will be punished for 
committing high treason; the elderly may 
have access to the government mansions 
and imperial road for the emperor; if they 
do business, they will be exempted from 
trade taxes, just like the treatment enjoyed 
by business people from the east of the 
Huashan Mountain.”55 Judging from the 
content of the imperial edicts, the imperial 
court granted the holders of the walking 
sticks many rights and interests, which, 
however, were mostly political and legal 
preferential treatments, and the substantive 
preferential treatments were limited. For 
example, as for political rights such as 
“they don’t have to take small steps to 
enter the official court,” “have access to the 
government mansions and imperial road for 
the emperor,” under normal circumstances, 
these elderly people would not go to the 
government or travel on the imperial road 
to enjoy such political courtesy. And as for 
legal preferential treatments such as “if they 
don’t take the lead in a crime or injure or 
kill people by themselves, they won’t be 
held liable, and they won’t be implicated in 
other cases,” the elderly who were already 
very weak would not commit crimes under 
normal circumstances. Of course, there 
were also economic preferential treatments 

	 52 China Commission on the Collection and Edition of Bamboo Slips, 
ed., Zhongguo Jiandu Jicheng (Biaozhu Ben) Vol. 4 (Gansu Sheng Xia), 
199, 203, 204-205.

	 53 Ibid.
	 54 Ibid.
	 55 Ibid.
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	 56 Collection and Collation Team of Bamboo Slips in Zhangjiashan No. 
247 Han Tomb, Zhangjiashan Hanmu Zhujian (247 Hao Mu) revised 
interpretation, 57.

in the imperial edicts, such as “if they 
do business, they will be exempted from 
trade taxes, just like the treatment enjoyed 
by business people from the east of the 
Huashan Mountain.” However, for the 
elderly over 70, there should not be many 
opportunities to “do business.” In addition 
to those preferential measures in politics, 
law and economy, there were protective 
measures such as “anyone who dares to 
abuse, insult, or hit holders of the walking 
sticks will be punished for committing high 
treason.” Judging from the cases recorded 
in the “Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding 
Walking Sticks” and the Imperial Edict on 
Awarding Walking sticks, in which local 
petty officials and ordinary people beat and 
insulted owners of the walking sticks, these 
decrees on protecting owners of the walking 
sticks had not been well implemented at 
the local level. Therefore, judging from the 
imperial edicts on awarding walking sticks, 
apart from awarding walking sticks to the 
elderly over 70 years old, the court had no 
loss of interest, and awarding walking sticks 
was more of a symbol of respecting the 
elderly.

Compared with those over 70 who 
enjoyed only invisible rights and interests, 
those over 80 and over 90 got tangible 
benefits such as “awarding millet,” and 
“exemption of their offspring from duties.” 
In other words, people over 80 and over 90 
enjoyed higher welfare than that of those 
over 70, which belonged to a higher level of 
benefit. Therefore, when the government 
counted the population of people over 70, 
it would be based on the highest 
treatments that different age groups 
should enjoy. However, these people 

over 80 or over 90 who had been awarded 
walking sticks in their 70s still enjoyed such 
political and legal privileges as holders of 
the walking sticks.

IV	 Bamboo Slip on Old-Age 
Support and Old-Age Support 
System in the Han Dynasty 

The Han Dynasty attached great 
importance to old-age support and had 
a fine division of age groups of the old 
people. In Fu Lu as on the bamboo slips of 
Zhangjiashan, old people are classified into 
“miaolao” and “wanlao.”56 In the imperial 
edicts on old-age support as in the imperial 
edicts of Emperor Wen and Emperor Wu 
of Han, as well as the Collection of Books 
as on the wooden slips of the Han tomb 
in Yinwan as quoted above, there are such 
titled and categories of age groups, such as  
Muji in the Han Tomb in Yinwan, there are 
different titles and age groups, such as qiai, 
qilao, laobao, gaonian, over 70, over 80, 
over 90, and so on, aged person. Scholars 
point out that the old-age supports system 
in the Han Dynasty can be roughly divided 
into two types, “one is old-age support by 
exemption from corvee, and the other 
is senior old-age support.” The former 
means corvee exemption for people older 
than 56 or 60, and “senior old-age support 
is a higher level of old-age support in 
the Western Han countries.” “Gaonian” 
(senior citizens) referred to the elderly over 
70 years old in the Western Han Dynasty. 
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“The state not only gave the elderly who 
reach this age standard walking sticks, 
but also attached some material grants.”57 
On the bamboo slip on old-age support, 
people over 70 belonged to senior citizens, 
and “awarding millet,” “exemption of their 
offspring from duties,” and “receiving 
walking sticks” were all concrete measures 
for old-age support. As mentioned in the 
second part hereof, there were changes 
in the old-age support system for senior 
citizens in the Han Dynasty, but there was 
only a rough outline for when and how the 
changes occurred. In combination with 
the bamboo slip on old-age support, the 
author tries to speculate and sort out the 
changes from the perspective of the old-
age support system.

According to Fu Lü in the Year 
Two Laws, the imperial edicts of Emperor 
Wen and Wu on old-age support, the 
“Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding Walking 
Sticks” of Wuwei, and the Imperial Edict 
on Awarding Walking sticks, the old-age 
support system in the Han Dynasty was 
mainly divided into two forms: one was 
institutional, such as the “Law of Awarding 
Millet” enjoyed by people over 90 years and 
awarding walking sticks to people over 70; 
the other is temporary awarding, such as 
awarding millet, silk, meat, wine, and so on. 
In these two forms, temporary gifts could 
only be met but not sought, and featured 
contingency, and the old-age 
support system was undoubtedly the 
most stable, and was the guarantee 
of old-age support.

There are three main contents 
in the old-age support system of 
the Han Dynasty: the system of 

awarding walking sticks, the exemption of 
duties for offspring of the elderly, and the 
“Law of Awarding Millet.” Among them, 
there are many historical materials on the 
system of awarding walking sticks, with 
clear tracks of evolution. From Fu Lü in 
the Year Two Laws in Zhangjiashan Han 
Bamboo Slips to the “Ten Bamboo Slips on 
Awarding Walking Sticks” of Wuwei and 
the Imperial Edict on Awarding Walking 
Sticks in Wuwei, we can see that the age 
entitled to awarding walking sticks in the 
Western Han Dynasty was changed from 
70 to 75 with the requirement for ranks of 
nobility during the reign of Empress Lu to a 
unified standard of 70 in the second Jianshi 
year of Emperor Cheng (31 BCE). The age 
standard remained at 70 until the Eastern 
Han Dynasty.58 

The system of exemption of duties 
for the offspring of the elderly was also 
relatively stable. In the first Jianyuan year of 
Emperor Wu, it was stipulated that people 
over 80 were entitled to exemption of their 
offspring from roll taxes, and people over 80 
were entitled to exemption of their offspring 
from military service. The implementation 
of this system has been seen on unearthed 
bamboo and wooden slips. There are 
records on the exemption from roll taxes 
on the wooden slip of the Han tomb in 
Tianchang, Anhui Province, which may 
contain records on the exemption from 

	 57 Zhang Hequan, “Xihan Yanglao Zhidu Jianlun,” Xuexi yu Tansuo, 
130-31.

	 58 Zhouli Qiuguan Yiqishi: “Walking sticks awarded by the emperor.” 
Zheng Xuan of the Eastern Han Dynasty noted, “As for the reason 
why the emperor awarded walking sticks to the elder, according to 
Zheng Sinong, people over the age of 70 should be awarded walking 
sticks according to the order of the emperor, and now when to call 
them walking sticks awarded upon the emperor’s order.” Ruan Yuan, 
collated and inscribed, Shisanjing Zhushu, 890.
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	 59 Yuan Yansheng, “Tianchang Jizhuang Mudu (suanbu) yu Handai 
Suanfu Wenti,” Zhongguoshi yanjiu, 105-18. The time of the Han 
tomb in Jizhuang, Tianchang should probably be “early-to-mid-
Western Han Dynasty” according to the conjecture of the explorers. 
See Tianchang Cultural Relics Management and Tianchang Museum, 
“Anhui Tianchang Xihanmu Fajue Jianbao,” 20.

	 60 Gansu Bamboo Slops Protection and Research Center et al., eds., 
Jianshuijin Guan Hanjian (Wu) Xia, 136.

	 61 Changsha Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, China 
Academy of Cultural Heritage, Zoumalou Jiandu Collection Team of 
the Department of History, Peking University, Changsha Zoumalou 
Sanguo Wujian Zhujian, vol. 1, 955, 956, 964.

	 62 Changsha Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology and China 
Academy of Cultural Heritage, Changsha Dongpailou Donghan Jiandu, 
107.

	 63 Wang Su, “Changsha Dongpailou Donghan Jiandu Xuanshi,” Wenwu, 
70. Qiu Xigui believes that “suanzu” should mean poll tax; Huang 
Jinyan believes that “suanzu” should probably mean “gengzu”; Zhang 
Rongqiang believes that “suanzu” should mean “suan” (poll tax) and 
“zu” (military service); Ling Wenchao believes that “suanzu” should 
mean the collection of roll tax and service as rotating reserve. See Qiu 
Xigui, “Du ‘Changsha Dongpailou Qihao Guji Fajue Jianbao’ Deng 
Wen Xiaoji,” in Qiu Xigui Xueshu Wenji, vol. 2, 523-29; Huang Jinyan, 
“‘Changsha Dongpailou Donghan Jiandu’ Shidu de Jige Wenti,” 
1-5; Zhang Rongqiang, “Changsha Dongpailou Donghan ‘Huji Jian’ 
Bushuo,” 73-84; Ling Wenchao, “Han Jin Fuyi Zhidu Shixiao,” 483-
87. Besides, Zang Zhifei believes that the “suan” in “suanfu” should 
be a verb, meaning registration instead of poll tax. See Zang Zhifei, 
“‘Suanfu’ Shengcheng yu Handai Yaoyi Huobihua,” 37.

roll taxes for the offspring of people over 
80.59 There are contents about exemption  
from roll taxes for the offspring of people 
over 80 on the Han bamboo slips of 
Jianshuijin Pass and Wu bamboo slips of 
Zoumalou, such as, “The eldest daughter…
entitled to the exempted for having an 
elder at the age of 81,”60 “The wife of the 
eldest son is 32 . . . entitled to the exempted 
for having an elder at the age of 81,” “. . .  
is 24, entitled to the exempted for having 
an elder at the age of 81,” and “the eldest 
daughter of the widow is 36, entitled to 
the exempted for having an elder at the 
age of 81.”61 The “exemption” in “entitled 
to the exempted for having an elder at the 
age of 81” recorded on the bamboo slips of 
Jianshuijin Pass should mean exemption 
from roll taxes. There are clear records on 
the Wu bamboo slips of Zoumalou 
on the exemption from roll taxes 
from the offspring of people over 
80. Many systems of the Kingdom 
of Wu during the Three Kingdoms 
period were inherited from the 
Eastern Han Dynasty, including the 
system of exemption from roll taxes 
for the offspring of people over 80. 
There are not many bamboo slips on 
the exemption from military service 
for the offspring of people over 90. 
On the Eastern Han bamboo slips 
of Dongpailou, Changsha, there is 
such content as “Ou Yi’s son Zhu is 
4 years old, entitle to the exemption 
from military service for having an 
elder at the age of 90.”62 Wang Su 
believes that there was the system of 
“suan zu” in the Han Dynasty, where 
“zu” meant “military service,” and, 

of course, the “exemption” in “exemption 
from military service for the offspring of 
people over 90” should mean “exemption 
from military service.”63 The name “Ou 
Yi” on the slip should be the owner of the 
household, who should be son of a “90-year-
old” person and should be over 60, the age 
entitled to “exemption,” while “Zhu,” son of 
“Ou Yi,” was over 40 years old, who should 
take military service. However, “Zhu” was 
exempted from military service for his 
grandfather was over 90. This bamboo 
slip of the Eastern Han Dynasty is a proof 
of the exemption from the military for the 
offspring of the elderly over 90. Besides, 
according to the bamboo slips of the Eastern 
Han Dynasty in Shangde Street, Changsha, 
“according to the imperial edict, anyone 
older than 90 shall have the privilege 
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that one of his sons or grandsons can be 
exempted from military service.”64 This slip 
was created in the fourth Guanghe year of 
Emperor Ling (AD 181), but the content 
was consistent with that of the imperial 
edict issued in the first Jianyuan year of 
Emperor Wu in the Western Han Dynasty, 
indicating that the policy of “exemption 
from military service” for the offspring of 
the elderly over 90 continued until the late 
Eastern Han Dynasty.

In a word, according to the 
information on the bamboo slips, Emperor 
Wu’s system on exemption of duties for 
people over 80 and over 90 continued to 
the Eastern Han Dynasty and the Three 
Kingdoms period. There is no content of 
“exemption of duties for the offspring of 
people over 80” on the bamboo slip on old-
age support, which may be for the same 
reason as the speculation above: It was not 
mentioned for being a well-known some e 
not mentioned because it is a well-known 
convention.  

In the old-age support system of 
the Han Dynasty, the “Law of Awarding 
Millet” was changed the most. According 
to the imperial edict issued in the first 
Jianyuan year of Emperor Wu that “people 
over 90 are entitled to the Law of Awarding 
Millet,”65 the age entitled to the “Law of 
Awarding Millet” was still over 90 in the 
early days of the reign of Emperor Wu, 
which was inherited until the first year 
of the Yuanshou period (122 BCE). At 
the investiture of the crown prince in the 
fourth lunar month of the year, an 
imperial edict was issued, saying: 

I reward filial piety and hard 
labor, care about the elderly, 

widows, widowers, and people who 
live in loneliness. I sympathize with 
those who lack food and clothing. 
Now I send special envoys to tour 
the country to offer condolences and 
rewards. According to the imperial 
edict, the emperor sent special envoys 
to give cloth and silk to county sanlao 
and filial sons, each with five rolls 
of silk and cloth; township sanlao, 
people who care for the young, and 
work hard in the fields, each with 
two rolls of silk and three jin of flocs; 
people over 90, widows, widowers, 
and people who live in loneliness, 
each with 2 rolls of silk and three 
jin of flocs; and people over 80, each 
with three dan of millet. For people 
wronged or losing usual business, the 
envoys shall report to the superior 
for settlement. The counties and 
townships shall immediately give the 
rewards on the spot, and there is no 
need for formalism for gathering, 
which may delay the awarding.66

In the imperial edict, there is a  
word “laomao,” which means the elderly 
according to Yan Shigu’s note, “Mao, 
meaning the age of 80, is a title for old 
people.”67 It mainly refers to the elderly 
over 80 years old, who might “lack food 
and clothing,” so the court gave each 
senior citizen over 90 two rolls of silk and 
three jin of flocs for making cloths, and 
each senior citizen over 80 three dan of 

	 64 Changsha Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, Changsha 
Shangdejie Donghan Jiandu, 220. 

 65 Ban Gu, “Wudi Ji,” vol. 6, 156, 174, 175.
	 66 Ibid.
	 67 Ibid.
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	 68 There is record on “awarding millet to senior citizens living in 
loneliness” in the second Yuanfeng year of Emperor Wu (109 BCE). 
This year, Emperor Wu worshiped heaven and earth on Mount Tai, 
and visited the Yellow River in person for supervising the flood 
blocking. After that, he “exempted land rent of people and awarded the 
elderly and people living in loneliness, four shi of millet per person, in 
areas he passed during the tour.” See Ban, Wudi Ji, in Hanshu, vol. 6, 
193. The objects of millet awarded were “the elderly and people living 
in loneliness,” which shall be interpreted as “the widowed, people 
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70, including people over 80, of course.

	 69 Years in which the aged were granted silk include: the third year of 
the Dijie period (67 BCE), the second year of the Yuankang period 
(64 BCE), the third year of the Yuankang period (63 BCE), the first 
year of the Shenjue period (61 BCE), the fourth year of the Shenjue 
period (58 BCE), the third year of the Wufeng period (55 BCE), and 
second year of the Ganlu period (52 BCE) during the reign of Emperor 
Xuan; the fourth year of the Chuyuan period (45 BCE), the first lunar 
month of the first year of the Yongguang period (43 BCE), the third 
lunar month of the first year of the Yongguang period (43 BCE), and 
the second year of the Yongguang period (42 BCE) during the reign 
of Emperor Yuan; the first year of the Hongjia period (20 BCE) and 
the fourth year of the Yongshi period (13 BCE) during the reign of 
Chengdi; the fourth year of the Yuanshi period (A.D. 4) during the 
reign of Pingdi. See Ban Gu, “Wudi Ji,” in Hanshu for details.

	 70 Ban Gu,“ Xuandi Ji,” vol. 8, 248, 255.
	 71 Ibid.
	 72 In the first Yuanfeng year (110 BCE), after worshiping heaven and 

earth on Mount Tai, Emperor Wu “during his tour, exempted people 
of Bo, Fenggao, Sheqiu, Licheng, and Liangfu from land rent. And 
awarded the windowed over 70 silk, 2 rolls each.” See Ban Gu, “Wudi 
Ji, ” vol. 6, 191. This time, the objects of silk awarding were quite 
special. It was for those who were widowed and over 70 years in 
several counties where the emperor passed during his “tour.” It was a 
reward for special objects in special areas rather than an institutional 
change, and it was not contradictory to awarding silk to people over 
80 years old.

millet for food. Why didn’t the imperial 
edict mention awarding millet to people 
over 90? The greatest possibility is that 
people over 90 had already enjoyed the 
treatment of one dan of millet per month 
according to the “Law of Awarding  
Millet.” In other words, the award for 
“people over 80, each with three dan of 
millet” in the imperial edict was a temporary 
reward, not an institutional provision. 
This shows that the system of the “Law of 
Awarding Millet” for the elderly over 90 was 
still implemented in the first year of 
the Yuanshou period.

After the first Yuanshou 
year of Emperor Wudi of Han, there 
was no record of awarding millet 
to people over 8068 or awarding silk 
to people over 90, but there were 
records of awarding “silk to senior 
citizens” regardless of age groups. 
From Emperor Xuan to Emperor 
Ping of the Han Dynasty, there were 
14 such records.69 For example, in 
the third Dijie year of Emperor Xuan 
(67 BCE), there was an imperial 
edict saying, “I pity the widowed, the 
elderly, and people live in loneliness 
and poverty. I’ve issued edicts to 
grant them public land, goods, and 
food. Now I further award them 
2,000 dan. Relevant officials must 
supervise the awarding without 
breach of duty.”70 In the third lunar 
month of the second Yuankang year 
(64 BCE) in March, “I promoted all 
officials by two levels of nobility, 
and ordinary people one level of 
nobility, cattle and wine to women, 
and silk to the widowed, the elderly, 

and people live in loneliness.”71 Here, the 
“elderly” awarded silk should mean old 
people aged 80-90 and over 90.72

Awarding silk was not an 
institution-alized provision for old-age 
support for senior citizens. However, there 
was such a convention to award silk to 
people over 90 and millet to people 80 in 
old-age support edicts of Emperor Wen 
and Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty, so 
awarding silk has become an important 
symbol to distinguish between those 
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aged 80-90 and those over 90 (of course, 
there were also awarding of silk to “the 
widowed, and people live in loneliness” 
in imperial edicts of Emperor Wu). After 
the first Yuanshou year of Emperor Wu, 
such “convention” disappeared, and was 
replaced by an undifferentiated gift of 
“silk for senior citizens.” In this way, the 
welfare that originally belonged to the 
elderly over 90 was expanded to cover 
those over 80.

The expansion of the range of 
awarding silk might be related to the social 
understanding of “the elderly” after Emperor 
Wu advocated Confucianism. At the Salt-
Iron Conference, the prime minister’s clerk 
already put forward the view of awarding 
silk to people over 70: “People aged 80 called 
die, and people aged 70 called mao. People 
over 70 won’t eat their fill without meat and 
won’t feel warm without silk, so finial sons 
should give them meat to keep them full 
and silk to keep them warm.”73 This showed 
a special concern for people over 80. This 
concern might lead to changes in the old-
age support policy, such as awarding silk to 
people since the age of 80. Of course, it was 
easier to change the objects, just move the 
age of the objects from 90 to 80.  

With the lowering of the age 
entitled to silk awarding, could the system 
of awarding millet, which was originally 
reserved for the elderly over 90, also be 
granted to people over 80? If the age 
standard for awarding millet was 
lowered, how to distinguish the 
difference between the preferential 
treatments of people over 80 and 
people over 90? This was a problem 
to be solved in the mind set of 

old-age support where the preferential 
treatments should increase along with 
age. That is to say, on the one hand, the 
imperial court should expand the coverage 
of old-age benefits; on the other hand, the 
benefits should be different for different 
age groups. Meanwhile, it should also 
consider financial affordability. This was 
indeed a complicated issue.

As we all know, in the middle and late 
periods of the reign of Emperor Wu, there 
was already a financial crisis.74 If the coverage 
of rice was expanded, the finance might not 
be able to bear it. However, if the coverage 
of the rice was not expanded, it would not 
show “the infinite royal graciousness of the 
emperor.” A possible way to expand the 
coverage without increasing the financial 
burden was to “dilute” the welfare. Zhao 
Kai, having noted that the policy of 
“awarding millet, one dan per month,” 
believes that according to this standard, 
the millet that should be awarded to 11,670 
elderly people over 90 in the Collection of 
Books as the record on the wooden slips in 
the Han Tomb of Yinwan accounted for 
about one-third of the grain expenditure in 
Donghai Prefecture in that year. Therefore, 
he believes that “Law of Awarding Millet” 
may have been invalid or changed greatly 
during the reign of Emperor Cheng.75  
Zhao Kai’s calculation has not included the 
elderly over 80 years old. If we add the 33,871 
people over 80 according to the system on 

	 73 Yantie Lun, vol. 5, Xiaoyang, collated by Wang Liqi in Yantie Lun 
Jiaozhu, 308.

	 74 There was already financial crisis during the Yuanshou and Yuanding 
periods of Emperor Wu due to wars against the barbatians and floods 
in the east of the Shanhai Pass. For details, see Yang Shengmin, Han 
Wudi Zhuan, 93-98.

	 75 Zhao Kai, “Xihan ‘Shouyu Fa’ Tanlun,” 26.
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	 76 Ibid., 29. However, it is worth discussion that he believes that the 
“gruel system” in mid-autumn may begin since Emperor Ming’s reign 
of the Eastern Han Dynasty.

	 77 “Fugu,” in Yantie Lun, vol. 1, collated by Wang Liqi in Yantie Lun 
Jiaozhu, 79.

	 78 Ibid., 87.

the bamboo slip on old-age support, the 
grain expenditure of Donghai Prefecture 
in that year was not enough to pay these 
elderly people. This is of course impossible. 
The only explanation is that the system of 
the “Law of Awarding Millet” changed in 
the middle and late Western Han Dynasty. 
This change, as Zhao Kai said, might be 
the replacement of the “Law of Awarding 
Millet” by the mid-autumn gruel system, 
that is, the monthly welfare for the elderly 
was changed into some annual welfare.76 
Zhao Kai’s point of view has inspired us 
a lot that if the “Law of Awarding Millet” 
changed in the later period of Emperor Wu, 
the greatest possibility was to change one 
dan a month to one dan a year, and to lower 
the age standard of millet awarding to 80. In 
this way, apparently, the number of people 
enjoying the millet awarding was increased, 
while the expenditure of the court was 
reduced.

At the Salt-Iron Conference, the 
Xianliang Literature pointed out: “Emperor 
Xiaowu was busy conquering various 
barbarians, and there was insufficient food 
to feed a number of divisions and brigades. 
Therefore, officials in charge of land 
reclamation were set up, coins were minted, 
and great merchants were allowed to buy 
official titles with grain to solve the much-
needed army supply. Now, his majesty has 
inherited all kinds of great undertakings left 
over by Emperor Wu, supporting the tired 
people, and it is time to appease the people 
with gruel. You ministers should 
consider how to stabilize and unite 
the people, promote the good and 
eliminate the evil for the country, 
assist his majesty with benevolence 

and righteousness, and build a great cause. 
It’s been six years since his majesty ascended 
the throne, and you ministers have not 
asked for the elimination of unnecessary 
officials and the reduction or removal of 
those who cheat and make profits. The 
people have been waiting for too long, and 
the people have great expectations for his 
majesty.”77 The “gruel” here, as noted by 
Wang Liqi, should mean “millet to make 
gruel, used to support the old and the 
weak.” And the gruel system was made the 
solution.78 Judging from the “lack of food” 
in the later period of Emperor Wu and the 
“time to appease the people with gruel” after 
Emperor Zhao ascended the throne, “you 
ministers should consider how to stabilize 
and unite the people,” and “the people 
have great expectations for his majesty,” 
the system of awarding millet may have 
changed from the later period of Emperor 
Wu to the period of Emperor Zhao.

This change in the old-age support 
system might be reshaped in the early years 
of Emperor Cheng. The establishment of 
the system of “awarding walking sticks to 
people over 70” in the ninth lunar month of 
the second Jianshi year as recorded on the 
“Ten Bamboo Slips on Awarding Walking 
Sticks” of Wuwei should be a symbol of the 
formation of the old-age support system in 
the late Western Han Dynasty. The financial 
situation in the early years of Emperor 
Cheng was good.79 Therefore, in the second 
Jianshi year of Emperor Cheng (31 BCE), 
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according to the idea of the government 
to reduce the financial burden while 
distinguishing the elderly at different ages, the 
government decided on the old-age support 
system for different ages: In addition to the 
system of awarding millet, the elderly over 
90 also enjoyed the privilege of “exemption 
from duties for their offspring,” namely, 
exempting their descendants from military 
service; people over 80, in addition to the 
exemption from corvee for their offspring, 
also enjoyed the preferential treatment of 
“awarding millet”; people over 70 enjoyed 
the preferential treatment of “awarding 
walking sticks.” The content of the bamboo 
slip on old-age support in Han Bamboo 
Slips of Xuanquan is the embodiment of the 
old-age support system formed during the 
reign of Emperor Chengdu. 

Any system is constantly 
changing. In the Eastern Han Dynasty, 
the age standard for “millet awarding” 
changed from 80 to 70. According to Rites 
II of Continued Book of Han, “In the second 
lunar month of autumn, the counties 
and dao’s should all make household 
registration. All people aged 70 should be 
awarded walking sticks and millet to make 
gruel. People over 80 or 90 shall enjoy 
further awards.”80 In the first Zhanghe year 
of Emperor Zhang (AD 87): “In autumn, it’s 
time to take good care of the aged. Award 
them walking sticks and millet to 
make gruel. Two elderly people 
were granted one roll of silk and 
cloth each, as well as millet to make 
gruel.”81 In the Eastern Han Dynasty, 
besides walking sticks, people over 
70 would also be awarded millet. 
“People over 80 or 90 shall enjoy 

further awards.” In the second lunar month 
of autumn, people over 80 and over 90 
were awarded millet with a higher standard 
compared to people over 70, and would also 
be awarded cloth and silk.

In the Eastern Han Dynasty, the 
good idea that old people were “awarded 
walking sticks and millet to make gruel” 
was often embarrassing in real life. In the 
fourth Yuanshi year of Emperor An (AD 
117), the emperor issued an edict, saying: 
“Military officers abuse their subordinates 
with lewd power, civil servants act recklessly 
and harshly, and village officials use public 
office for private gain, which is hated by 
the people, and the relevant departments 
should publicly punish them. It is said 
in the Proceedings of Government in the 
Different Months that, ‘In autumn, it’s time 
to take good care of the aged. Award them 
walking sticks and millet to make gruel.’ 
Now it’s the time to check the household  
registration in August, but many counties  
and prefectures have implemented it. 
Although millet is awarded, it is mixed 
with chaff. The responsible officials are lazy 
and have not handled it in person. These 
greatly violate the original intention of the 
imperial edict to care for the elderly. We 
should advocate benevolence and forgiveness, 
provide relief to protect the widowed, 
and do according to my intention.”82 The 

	 79 According to “Shihuo zhi Shang,” in Hanshu, vol. 24, “During the 
reign of Emperor Cheng, there was no warfare and the country was 
peaceful. However, there was an extravagant lifestyle and people 
didn’t like saving” (p. 1142).

	 80 Fan Ye, “Xu Hanshu Liyizhi Zhong: Liyi Zhong,” in Hou Hanshu, vol. 
5, 3124.

	 81 Fan Ye, “Zhangdi Ji,” in Hou Hanshu, vol. 3, 157. In the third lunar 
month of the second Yongping year of Emperor Ming of Han (A.D. 
59), although the old-age support ceremony was held to show respect 
to the elderly, no system of gruel was seen.
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	 82 Fan Ye, “Andi Ji,” in Hou Hanshu, vol. 5, 227.

implementation of the old-age support system 
depended on the earnest implementation 
of officials at all levels. However, from the 
original intention of the imperial court, the 
preferential treatment policy for the elderly 
was still worthy of recognition.

Judging from the fact that most of 
the bamboo slips cited above are those in 
the Eastern Han Dynasty and Kingdom 
Wu of the Three Kingdoms, the old-age 
support system in the Eastern Han Dynasty 
also included the exemption of duties 
for the offspring of people over 80 and 
the exemption of military service for the 
offspring of people over 90. This, together 
with the policies of awarding walking sticks 
to people over 70 and awarding millet to 
old people in the second lunar month of 
autumn, constituted the old-age support 
system in the Eastern Han Dynasty. At that 
time, the system of “awarding millet” to 
people over 80 as recorded on the bamboo 
slip on old-age support already 

disappeared, and the original exemption 
system became prominent. From a long-
term observation, the greatest change in the 
old-age support system in the Han Dynasty 
was that of the “Law of Awarding Millet.” 
The age entitled to awarding millet changed 
from 90 in the early Han Dynasty, to 80 in 
the late Western Han Dynasty, and then to 
70 in the Eastern Han Dynasty. This change 
was not only the result of the influence of the 
idea of old-age support, but also the result 
of the government’s adjustment of policies 
to meet the actual needs. The treatment for 
the elderly recorded on the bamboo slip on 
old-age support in Han Bamboo Slips of 
Xuanquan is a reflection of the changing 
process of the old-age support system in the 
Han Dynasty.
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