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Household Registration and Service Obligations of
Military-Household Families during the Ming:
A Case Study of the Shuicheng Lius

Chih-chia Yue

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The Ming government adopted the household registration system of the Yuan
dynasty, wherein one’s household was registered by the kind of corvée labor and public
service that one had to take, and military service was taken by hereditary military
households. In order to make sure that the military service was always fulfilled, military
households were not allowed to be divided during the early Ming. From the Jiajing
period, lijia and the original household registration system (the “yellow registers”)
gradually deteriorated. In order to keep the civil service fulfilled and reasonably
allocated to registered households, local officials adjusted the composition of registered
households by reorganizing, and sometimes dividing, them. After the implementation of
the Single-Whip policy, the early-Ming principle that civil service was taken in turn
among /ijia, a designated number of registered households in the yellow registers, each
year was no longer effective, and the obligations of civil service were allocated by the
portion of actual lands and population of each household. Therefore, military households
with much lands and many adult males might be divided into several units for civil
service, and a different register was created to record the actual service allocation and
the division of civil service units. Dealing with this situation, Troop-purifying Censors
developed their own strategy. In the sixth year of the Longqing reign, the regulations of
military administration required that the records in the registers of current allocation of
civil service had to be attached to the entries in military and civil yellow registers.
Household units registered in civil and military registers and household units actually
taking public service became officially recognized as two different categories, so that a
household being divided to fulfill the requirement of civil service could be still registered
as the same household in official records, and a family registered as military household
in yellow registers could have the allocated civil service obligations. The Genealogy of

Shuicheng Lius was the genealogy of Liu Zongzhou, an important figure of the Donglin
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party. Based on the records of household registrations that were preserved when the
genealogy was compiled, in the Chongzhen reign, this article investigates the origin of
their military household registration, the allocation of military service obligation within
the household, and, furthermore, analyses the civil service that this military-household
family had to fulfill in the context of the reformation of tax and corvée system, revealing
the efforts the government, under such transformation, made to negotiate with the current

situation and manage non-civil households and their service obligation.

Keywords: military household registration, division of military household, lijia

system, yellow registers, Single-Whip reformation
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