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Regulating Litigation Masters in Eighteenth-Century China
Peng-sheng Chiu
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

In the 18" century, a series of regulations were issued aiming at prohibiting
unruly persons, mainly litigation masters (songsi), from instigating litigation or
fabricating false accusations against ordinary people. These sub-statutes focused on
two aspects: to increase the extent and degree of penalties against litigation masters
who intervened in any lawsuit, and to stress the essential role of the official agency in
writing documents (guandaishu) in order to reduce the litigation masters’ interference.
However, attempts to enforce these regulations encountered a series of obstacles.
Local officials were reluctant to impose the regulations because litigation masters had
influence over institutional procedures such as capital appeal and evalutions of officals
to counterbalance the power of local officials. The central government also had to
consider the possibility that some litigation masters might not simply manipulate the
legal system but indeed functioned as the judicial representatives of the civilians who
cried out for justice. As a result, the central government, local officials and litigation

masters maintained a balance, and the sub-statutes were probably rarely enforced.

Keywords: litigation master (songsi), legal amanuensis (guandaishu), capital

appeal, juridical field, Qing legal system
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