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From Separation to Management:

the Law of the Miao in the Qing Dynasty’s Miao
Territory during the 18th Century (1704-1795)

Ming-Zong CHEN
Institute of History and Civilizations
School for Advanced Studies in Social Sciences ( EHESS)

Abstract

The concept of “bone price” emerged as the predominant mechanism
for resolving disputes within the Hunan Miao territory during the 18th
century. Implicit within its framework was a system for calculating
compensation for loss of life, constituting a core component of the
“Miaoli”, the law of the Miao. This paper posits the “Miaoli” as a
framework through which officials intervened in and regulated the “bone
price” mechanism. Consequently, “bone price” ceased to be the only
foundational criterion underpinning local social systems. Rather, officials
sought to supplant it with legal statutes. Through the strategic mechanism
of the “Miaoli” officials sought to systematically alter the resolution of
disputes among the Miao populace and ensure the stability of local
governance. This study delineates how officials navigated between legal
statutes and “Miaoli” in the adjudication of disputes, examining the
evolution of governance within the empire from the nascent stages of
imperial administration to the latter part of the 18th century. Furthermore,
it explores how these adjudicative practices illuminate the broader
trajectory of imperial governance, particularly as it pertains to cases

involving Miao customary law towards the close of the 18th century.

Keywords: Law of the Miao, the Miao Territory of Hunan, bone price,

legal pluralism
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