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Order and Disorder: Division and Confusion of Departments
in Qing’s Prefecture and County Yamen

Wu Peilin

Abstract: In Qing dynasty, more attention was paid to the appointments of officials in Prefectures and
Counties than to those of lower—ank officials. The orderly government operation at Prefecture and County level
was inseparable from a clerical system characteristic of specialization. Originated before Qin dynasty and
evolving through Qin, Han, Wei, Jun, Sui and Tang dynasties, the “Department” in Prefectures and Counties
was formed in Song and Yuan period, and completely established in Ming and Qing. In addition to the basic
six departments, Prefecture and County Yamen of the Qing period sometimes set up some extra departments,
which were in turn subdivided into smaller offices, each responsible for specific duties. The complexity of this
system varied in different regions. One basic principle was to collect files according to different requirements of
departments, but sometimes the same file could be found in different departments. Needless to say, confusion
was hidden in the orderly operation of the Yamen. This “confusion” of files management has left precious
materials for clerical, political, legal researches, and it is a challenge for us to systematize these historical
materials.
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