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Military Pay during the Late Ming Period: An
Alternative Interpretation of State Finance in Ming

China

Peng, Hao °

Earlier studies on Ming dynasty finance have mainly focused on changes
in revenue, following an institutional and state-oriented paradigm. This essay
instead examines military pay, the largest expenditure of the late Ming central
government, thus offering a perspective from the bottom up.

This essay distinguishes late Ming military pay into regular and temporary
categories. The former included monthly grain allowances, clothing, and horse
fodder, while the latter included travel rations and relocation funds. For the
military households, the commutation of the financial system into silver did not
have a substantial impact on their livelihood. Their income had remained largely
the same since the founding of the dynasty, and they could barely make ends
meet. By contrast, the recruits, who were not registered with military households,
received payment and rations that were significantly higher. The discrepancy
between the two was closely linked to the “quota system” practiced in Ming
financial administration. When the government established households fixed in
the military category, meager rations were standardized, commensurate with the
low revenue of the financial administration. Although this mechanism collapsed
amidst the continuous wars of the late Ming, it was adopted and further
consolidated in the Qing dynasty.

Keywords: late Ming, soldiers, income, quota system
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