The Tribunal of the Underworld: Underworld Court Cases in Ming (1368-1644)

and Qing (1644-1911) Literature
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ABSTRACT :

Folk tales about the Court of Heaven (tianting) and the Prefectures of
Netherworld (difu) were popular in the Ming and Qing periods. De-
rived from both Buddbist and Daoist preachings, they were exaggerat-
ed by elite groups in form of popular literature and gradually became
part of the collective consciousness of the common. The fictional neth-
erworld (yinjian, literally “the yin dimension”) and the corresponding
“this world” (yangjian, literally “the yang dimension™), represent, re-
spectively, the “illusory world” and the “real world”. The popularity of
fictions about underworld court cases in Ming and Qing literature re-
veals both the absence of juridical justice in society and the waning influ-
ence of Coufucianism as dominating social discipline. Thus the fictional
underworld court justice embodies the authors’ wish for reestablishment
of legal justice and restoration of Confucius ethics and social order. The
fictional tales of the posthumous deification of honest, upright and ca-
pable officials suggest a gradual transition from “rule of man™ to “rule
of divinity”. The imaginary “divine verdict” or “underworld verdict”
in Ming and Qing folk culture demonstrates the shift from real-life so-
cial ethics to “underworld” religiosity. That is to say, “rule of man” and
“rule of divinity” tends to blend.
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