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Corvée, Livelihood and the Transformation of
Identity among the She in Yongtai County
during the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Zongliu RONG
Department of History
Hong Kong Shue Yan University

Abstract

In the middle and late Ming Dynasty, the Lei family settled in
Gaoshan, Yongtai County, by renting mountain land from local lineages
and reclaiming the land for agriculture. In contracts, they were referred to
as “She, ” indicating the ethnic boundary between She and Han at that
time. Even though corvée was formally eliminated after the “single whip
reforms, ” local people still faced temporary levies and extortion. She had
to emphasize their ethnic identity to qualify for exemption from corvée.
As the She’s livelihood transformed, the ethnic boundary between She
and Han became increasingly blurred. In the early years of the Qianlong
reign, the Lei family began to establish independent tax-paying
households, register mountain and agricultural land, and use contracts
and tax records as evidence of their property rights. By preserving
fengshui trees and organizing tomb sacrifices, they began forming lineage
property. They took out loans in the names of their ancestors and
employed the language of lineage in litigation. The Lei family gradually
adapted to the new rules of survival and began to intermarry with

the Han.

Keywords: She, Livelihood, Identity, Taxation and Corvée, Lineages

Zongliu RONG, Department of History, Hong Kong Shue Yan University, 10 Wai Tsui
Crescent, Braemar Hill, North Point, Hong Kong SAR. E-mail: 474002490@qq.com.

Journal of History and Anthropology vol. 23, no. 1 (April,2025): 29-58



