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The role of public opinion in influencing the appointment
of local officials during the late Ming period

by
CuA Hye-won

Although it has long been recognized that bandits (wofang EgF) in-
fluenced the evaluation of local officials (kaocha #%%), the fact that
members of the gentry, students, and commoners were also able to in-
fluence the evaluation process has basically been ignored. Indeed, mem-
bers of local society discussed the merits of magistrates, and their con-
clusions were widely disseminated in the form of public opinion. Because
the appointment of a magistrate was a matter of great concern, locals
relied upon a variety of means to convey their desires to the Ming Go-
vernment, one of the most typical being a “parting essay ” (zengxuwen
BERS0) given to the departing official.

These “parting essays”, written in the name of public opinion, are
important sources in analyzing the formulation of public opinion itself.
Some critiqued the magistrate’s performance while others reflected the
viewpoints of magistrates who had been placed in disadvantage by in-
fluential locals. Thus, these essays clearly represent the degree to which
a certain magistrate had the support of “public opinion ”. Because these
documents were of critical importance in evaluating an official, some
magistrates went to great lengths to secure a favorable essay. Li Chenyu,
the magistrate of Kaxian province in the 1659’s, went so far as to deliver
an “evaluation report” (kaomanshijice) in order to secure the support
of locals. One could argue that this collusion between locals and magi-
strares, tacitly permitted by the government, symbolizes the decline of
the Ming dynasty.
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