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Village Formation and Identity Change among the
Descendants of Military Officers in Ming
Dynasty Garrisons:

A Case Study of Commander Liu at Tonggu Garrison

. *
Wu, Caimao

As the descendants of military officials in Ming dynasty garrisons (weisuo)
multiplied, few could inherit positions. Therefore, in order to maintain their
livelihood, many needed to take on different professions. Some of the descendants
chose to leave the garrisons for minority ethnic villages, where they obtained the
right to live through marriages with locals. The number of descendants who
married villagers gradually increased, and as a result, they became a crucial force
in the construction of village society and culture. Having left the garrisons, the
descendants were no longer part of a predominantly Han social environment.
Therefore, they tended to change or conceal their Han identity as they interacted
with minority groups in these new settings. Consequently, they were gradually
assimilated into the minority communities—a process called “transformation into
non-Han” (yihua). Several Han elements can be seen in these multicultural villages
in present-day Guizhou province. Tonggu garrison was situated in southeastern
Guizhou, which was mainly inhabited by the Miao, Dong and other ethnic
minorities, and became an important garrison for the Ming government to control
and exploit the area. After Commander Liu was transferred to Tonggu garrison, the
number of his descendants gradually multiplied. Apart from the few who obtained
inherited positions, the majority chose farming or the civil service examinations.

However, land resources at Tonggu garrison were limited and could not meet the
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demand of the growing population, forcing many to leave. In the case of the Liu
descendants who migrated to Sanmentang, although they moved to ethnic minority
areas and underwent identity changes, they also repeatedly sought opportunities to
demonstrate their Han cultural traditions. This was evident not only in the stone
inscriptions of public affairs but also in the building of ancestral temples and the
compilation of genealogies. This cultural characteristic—incomplete assimilation—
has proven to be a critical reason for the formation of a multicultural society in
Guizhou province from the Ming Dynasty on.
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