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An Extra-Regional Society: The Corvée Labor System and the
Rise and Fall of a Cross-Regional Network in the Ming Dynasty

Liu Yonghua
( Department of History, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China)

Abstract; In the Ming Dynasty, the people were registered in four categories according to their major
occupations. There were civilian, military, artisan, and salt-processing households, and each household was
hereditarily obligated to provide specific corvée service based on its registered category. The registered
population in general, and the military and artisan households in particular, had to leave their hometowns and
regularly visit places hundreds of or even thousands of miles away from their homes to render their services. As
a result, there appeared large-scale cross-regional population mobility for quite a long time in the earlier period
of the Ming Dynasty. At the same time, a cross-regional network from their hometowns to their garrisons or
workplaces that covered almost the whole territory of the Ming Empire came into being. In the heyday of the
Ming Dynasty, the network included nearly one-fourth of the registered households of the empire, with only
military and artisan households counted. Every year, as many as 1.5 million military and artisan households
were involved in this cross-regional mobility. The existence of such a great amount of mobile population and
the network that covered almost the whole empire may have made an unignorable influence on, among other
things, leading to the rise of market economy, intensifying the social connection between the peasants and the
world beyond their home villages, promoting the flow of information across the empire, and constructing the
people’ s spatial perception and cultural identity. An exploration into the rise and fall of such a cross-regional
network , therefore, may provide a unique perspective for our understanding of the operation of the government
and society in the Ming Dynasty.

Key words: corvée labor system, military household, artisan household, cross-regional mobility, cross-

regional network





