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Huang Gai’s Governance of Shicheng County:
A Study of County Administration in Wu Shu
from the Zoumalou Sun Wu Documents

Wenchao Ling
School of History, Beijing Normal University

When Huang Gai first took over governance of Shicheng county, he issued an
instruction (jiao %) to delegate the county court’s administrative affairs to two
attendants (yuan #). Accordingly, the attendants were required to supervise and
regulate bureaus (cao &), as well as expose and rectify any wrongdoings. Huang
would approve all of the administrative documents signed by the attendants. Any
person involved in scams would not be punished by caning but subject to military laws.
The attendants were duty-bound at first but gradually deviated towards criminal
cover-ups. This eventually came to Huang Gai’s knowledge through his examining
administrative documents. As a result, an interrogation was called and county court
officials were summoned. The attendants were rendered speechless in regards to their
own defense, and they were subsequently decapitated as per the military law. The
punishment shocked the entire county and lawfulness prevailed afterwards.

A comparative look at the unearthed Sun Wu documents at Zoumalou of Changsha,
Wu Shu, and other texts revealed that there were many similarities between Huang
Gai’s administrative methods and those practiced in other counties. For instance,
Huang gave authoritative instructions and the county court performed daily
administration using both oral and written instructions. The fact that not many written
instructions were found in Wu slips may be attributed to oral instruction being the main
method for handling county administration. The two attendants delegated by Huang Gai
to supervise court bureaus may have been equivalent to the archivist and the recorder,
as documented in Sun Wu’s jun-jiao slips, who were responsible for, respectively,
reviewing and recording documents, and both belonged to the five officials of county
magistrate’s disciple. During the Eastern Han and Sun Wu, a county magistrate often
worked with two close attendants to record documents or handle key government

affairs. However, the role of a deputy county chancellor was gradually being reduced to
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ineffectiveness. As such, Huang Gai’s decapitating his two attendants may be likened
to Sun Wu’s prevalence of heavy punishment.

The administrative methods in Huang Gai’s governance of Shicheng county may
appear commonplace. The reality, though, belied such appearance. In other words,
Huang garnered the support of local powerful families by employing their people as his
two attendants and giving them full authority to handle county administrative
documents. By so doing, he was able to focus on military conquest of Shanyue, the
rebellious forces in the mountainous regions of Southern China. These matters had not
only shaped Huang’s administrative style as well as his image as a competent official.
They had also consolidated Sun Wu’s governance of Yuzhang and Danyang
commanderies. Huang Gai’s county governance provided an alternative to military
conquest in regards to effectively governing patriarchal clans and Shanyue. To this end,
he rectified government officials by law to quell and pacify Shanyue. The above
examples may have been grounds for Huang Gai’s governance of Shicheng county

being recounted in the Sanguo Zhi (Records of the Three Kingdoms).

Keywords: the documents of Sun Wu excavated at Zoumalou, Wu Shu, Huang Gai,

county administration
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