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Governing the Countryside: A Study on the Institutional Expres-
sion and Practice of Dispatching Subordinate Officials to Rural Ar-
eas in the Qing Dynasty

CHEN Renpeng

(School of Law, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200241)

Abstract: The system of dispatching subordinate officials to the grassroots level in the Qing Dynasty
refers to the practice where county magistrates stationed their subordinate officials in towns and villages,
with the majority being posted to rural areas. Previous academic research often regarded these subordinate of-
ficials as insignificant; however, their practices provided a new perspective for re-examining the model of ru-
ral governance in the Qing Dynasty and the issue of "imperial power not extending below the county level".
Although state law strictly restricted subordinate officials from adjudicating lawsuits, complex historical
practices transcended these legal provisions. In some regions, subordinate officials not only exercised judi-
cial power but also held taxation authority, and their jurisdictions gradually evolved into administrative divi-
sions below the county level. Due to the lack of a clear division of judicial authority between county magis-
trates and subordinate officials, a "dual judicial framework" emerged, leading to various drawbacks. Fre-
quent conflicts arose between county magistrates and subordinate officials over matters such as contested ju-
dicial authority. The system of stationing subordinate officials in rural areas serves as strong evidence of "im-
perial power extending below the county level" and reflects distinctive features of local governance in the
Qing Dynasty that differed from other dynasties.

Key words: Qing Dynasty rural governance; subordinate officials; dispatch; Sub-County administra-

tive divisions; dual Judicial framework
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