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Abstract: The Qing Dynasty had adopted many detailed and strict rules to regulate the handling of
civil cases by magistrates, requiring them to settle lawsuits in time. However, in the grassroots legal
practice, the phenomenon of civil cases backlog was still very serious. Since the middle of the Qing
Dynasty, emperors had issued many imperial edicts to urge provincial officials to supervise over the
handling of civil cases by magistrates, who were required to submit monthly lists of civil lawsuits
heard by them to their superiors for examination. As far as institution is concerned, magistrates were
faced with the pressure of supervision by government officials at different levels in their handling of
civil cases. But in practice, this kind of multi-level pressure failed to bring about effective supervi-
sion. On the one hand, officials who shared the same interests conspired to evade the supervision re-
quirements made by the central government. On the other hand, because hearings taken care of by su-
perior officials relied too much on certain smart rulers and emperors always neglect the objective cau-
ses of case backlog, such as drastic increase of population and limited funding. Magistrates even had
not enough time to deal with criminal cases, let alone civil cases. As a result, the problem of civil
case backlog had never been effectively dealt with.

Key Words: The Qing Dynasty, magistrates, supervision, civil cases, case backlog
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