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A Study on Verbs Related to Judicial and
Criminal Matters in Qin and Han Zouyan

Documents

Yu Meng-shu’

Abstract

The Zhangjiashan Han bamboo slips Zouyan Shu and the Yuelu Qin
bamboo slips Wei Yu Deng Zhuang Si Zhong are compilations of judicial
administrative documents, featuring frequently used verbs related to judicial
and criminal matters, many of which belong to the “yan” () radical. This
paper focuses on examining three verbs: “yan” (i), “van” (&), and “zen”
(#%). The unearthed materials provide additional insights into the usage found
in transmitted texts. We propose the following conclusions: (1) “Yan” () and
“yan” () are a pair of cognates. The verb “yan” (F&) split off from “yan”
(&), meaning “to report,” during the Warring States period, and by the Qin and
Han dynasties, it became a specialized verb for the zouyan system (the judicial
reporting system), its meaning later being extended to include “deliberating a

case.” (2) “Yan” () itself did not evolve into a verb or noun used exclusively

* M.A. student, Department of Chinese Language and Literature, Peking University.
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for judicial purposes, and there is no evidence in either unearthed or transmitted
texts to support the traditional interpretation of “yan”” as meaning “lawsuit” or
“litigation.” (3) The common phrase “zen xun” (§%zH) in judicial documents
means “further interrogation”, where “zen” (F%) should be read as “gian” (J&),
meaning “to delve”. The verb “zen” (§&) in transmitted texts, which shares its
origin with “zan” (%), originally means “to slander” and does not carry the

meaning of “to accuse” or “to appeal.”

’

Keywords: Zouyan Shu, Wei Yu Deng Zhuang Si Zhong, “yan” (i), “yan’

(), “zen xun” (F&:N)
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