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Public Execution at the Market: An Exploration

and Analysis of Qishi in the Ming Dynasty

Hsieh, Chung-chih”

In the old days, executions were conducted at markets, with the corpses
abandoned and shown publicly. This method of execution was known as qishi £
3. In the Ming dynasty, executions were carried out mostly by beheading,
hanging and slow slicing. Although gishi was not included in any written legal
codes, it continued to be used as a matter of custom. For the Ming emperors,
gishi was an important means to oppress their subjects. Minister of War Yu Qian,
Senior Grand Secretary Xia Yan, and Military Delegate to Liaodong Xiong
Tingbi were all executed by gishi. This humiliating execution was an extremely
prevalent punishment in the Ming Dynasty. Second only to slow slicing in terms
of severity, the purpose of conducting gishi was to set an example for the people,
to teach them a lesson and warn them not to make the same mistake. This article
collects and organizes historical cases of qgishi. It examines the reasons why
emperors carried out gishi, as well as the specific criminal laws violated by the
condemned. It also discusses the context in which gishi was conducted, the
compensation when the punishment was wrongly applied or misused, and
officials’ positive and negative views of the practice. Although not recorded in
the Great Ming Code, gishi nevertheless was applied to a wide range of criminal
cases. As a punishment, qishi reflected an absolutist emperor-minister
relationship, and demonstrates the nature of imperial politics in the Ming dynasty.
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