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The modern reader of Qing dynasty homicide reports cannot help but be
impressed with the diligence and competence that magistrates displayed when
investigating and adjudicating capital crimes. At one level these documents
were straightforward and direct accounts which succinctly presented the
essential elements of the crime, forensic evidence, and testimony to determine
which laws had been violated and which punishments were appropriate. On
another level, these documents were subtle depictions of a tragic event and
were intended to suggest the motivation and moral character of victims and
offenders. Information provided at the first level was aimed at the judicial
review process that established guilt and innocence. Information supplied at the
second level enabled superior officials to draw inferences about the behavior of
offenders and victims which was critical to determining final sentencing of
capital crimes at the autumn assizes.

In this way each homicide report challenged a magistrate to balance
bureaucratic efficiency against humanistic values. This paper examines four
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case records of individuals who committed homicides while rescuing their
parents from violent attacks. An examination of these crime reports will reveal
how county magistrates skillfully combined the presentation of explicit and
implicit information designed to address the both legal requirements and moral
values of Qing law. Finally the paper will argue that the Qing legal system for
adjudicating capital crimes was well-designed to accommodate seemingly
contradictory demands of bureaucratic efficiency and Confucian benevolence.



