
As every Chinese dynasty presented itself as the legitimate governing 
authority entitled to the loyalty of all those residing in China, it is necessary for 
historians to examine the ways in which ordinary Chinese in the past resisted, 
accommodated, and adapted to commands given to them by their rulers. In his 
monograph on everyday politics in Ming China, Michael Szonyi concentrates 
not on political confrontations, but on covert acts of defiance that occurred 
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within the context of everyday life. Since it has recently been translated and 
published in Chinese to critical acclaim, it is high time to assess the academic 
value of Szonyi’s monograph.1

Szonyi is currently the director of Harvard’s Fairbank Center and a world-
renowned social historian of late imperial China. A former doctoral student 
of David Faure at Oxford University, Szonyi’s academic career was further 
enhanced by the mentorship he received from Zheng Zhenman of Xiamen 
University. Faure’s deep and abiding interest in using rites, rituals, and linages 
as tools to understand the past, as well as Zheng’s expertise in Fujianese local 
traditions and the ways in which men and women of Ming Fujian were able to 
exercise a degree of autonomy in their communities due to the acquiescence 
of local officials, are vital influences on The Art of Being Governed. This 
volume is dedicated to Faure, Zheng, and Timothy Brook, another mentor of 
Szonyi when he was an undergraduate student at the University of Toronto. In 
his efforts to analyze how Ming subjects manipulated the bureaucratic system 
of the empire to their advantages, Szonyi deploys the theoretical framework 
pioneered by James C. Scott focusing on the ability of ordinary people without 
political power to extract concessions from the ruling class or escape from 
obligations imposed by rulers deemed to be exploitative.2 Unlike stateless 
people of Southeast Asia who escaped state authorities by finding homes in 
regions outside the reach of any governments,3 Ming Chinese, especially 
members of military households that were responsible for providing soldiers 
for the empire, had to use all means at their disposal to manipulate official 
policies to their advantages, and in the process, ensuring that orders from the 

1  Song Yiming, Bei tongzhi de yishu: Zhonghua diguo wanqi de richang zhengzhi, trans. Zhong  
  Yiming (Beijing: Houlang chuban gongsi, 2019).
2  James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New 
  Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 23.
3  James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast 
  Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 2.
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central government would be carried out in such a way that benefited local 
communities. (pp. 15-16) Szonyi has already published a volume that uses 
Quemoy’s social history as a microcosm to examine Cold War tensions in East 
Asia.4 With Fujian as the primary focus, Szonyi is again utilizing investigation 
into the history of a single geographical area to tell a larger story in The Art 
of Being Governed. By examining the everyday struggles of Ming subjects 
in Fujian, Szonyi even attempts to modify the thesis proposed by Timothy 
Brook, that market forces, even more so than state authorities, represented the 
dominant influence impacting the lives of ordinary people in Ming China.5 The 
very fact that families and clans had to relocate, create new religious practices, 
or even fabricate new lineages to lessen the negative impact of conscription 
orders issued by the Ming court meant the transformations of local societies, 
the effects of which are still being felt in Fujian to this day. (pp. 74, 140, 237) 
Communities and lineage groups created by movements of soldiers within 
Fujian or transfers of troops from other regions of China into the province still 
exist today. (pp. 26, 54) Market forces were no doubt important, and Szonyi 
points out that soldiers posted to Fujian, in their efforts to supplement their 
meager wages, moonlighted as merchants whose commercial prowess helped 
laid the foundation of economic linkages between China and Southeast Asia. 
(p. 129) Nevertheless, the imperative to develop creative schemes to comply 
with official policies in a manner that was beneficial to their families and 
communities was a perpetual concern for Ming subjects.  

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, this volume contains four 
sections; and with the exception of the final section, which is made up of one 
chapter, each section encompasses two chapters. Chapter One details how 

4  Michael Szonyi, Cold War Island: Quemoy on the Front Line (New York: Cambridge 
  University Press, 2008).
5  Timothy Brook, The Confusions of Pleasure: Commerce and Culture in Ming China 
  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 11-12.
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ordinary people residing in military households divided responsibilities among 
themselves in order to fulfill the demands put on them by Ming authorities. 
Szonyi outlines that military households could: a) designate one male member 
to inherit the burden to enlist for himself and his descendants; b) rotate the 
obligations to serve among males in the family; or c) through payment, entice 
a nonrelative to assume the duty of enlistment. (pp. 16, 66) Chapter Two 
delineates the ways in which members of military households preserved their 
ties with soldiers who were serving in the army on the formers’ behalf in 
order to demonstrate that conscription obligations were being fulfilled. (p. 83) 
Chapter Three demonstrates that when soldiers and army officers assigned to 
coastal regions could not live off the lands that were assigned to them, they  
became smugglers or even pirates by utilizing resources that were given to them 
by the central government. Soldier-smuggler-pirates were thus able “to profit 
from illegal trade precisely because of their proximity to the state.” (p. 127) 
Chapter Four explains that intermarriages between local women and soldiers 
enabled men who saw departure from their native provinces as “profoundly 
deterritorializing” to create a sense of familiarity with regions that were now 
their homes. (p. 155) Chapter Five examines soldiers’ exploitation of grey 
areas in Ming military regulations by engaging in regulatory arbitrage, which 
Szonyi defines as measures by members of an institution “to take advantage 
of the differences between the institutional regulations and their own reality in 
service of their interests.” (p. 79) There were incidents of soldiers renting out 
farms allocated to them by the central government for profits, a practice that 
was not intended by the Ming court but was nevertheless tolerated as long as 
there were soldiers being sent to and were willing to remain in their assigned 
posts. (p. 159) Comparing and contrasting the Fujianese villages of Dapu and 
Hutou, Chapter Six elucidates that whereas military outposts populated by 
conscripts allocated to the former simply “disappeared through desertion or 
extinction,” soldiers assigned to the latter were “able to constitute themselves as 
a community,” so much so that their religious rituals fused with those that were 
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native to the region, thereby becoming parts of the local religious landscape. 
(pp. 140, 206, 213) In Chapter Seven, readers are told that attempts by the 
Qing court to inherit the military household system were unsuccessful, as many 
families changed their surnames to escape from obligations created by the 
previous regime. (p. 237)

A principal strength of this work is Szonyi’s examination of rare primary 
materials as well as creative utilization of historical documents available to him. 
Ming operas containing characters whose lives were ruined by conscription 
orders are sources cited by Szonyi to underscore how disruptive obligations 
created by the military household system could be to Ming subjects. (p. 64) 
Szonyi is very likely the first historian of the Ming dynasty able to rely upon 
oral interviews as a method of historical investigation. Claims made by 21st 

century residents of Jinmen asserting that they are descendants of a soldier 
originally from Fuzhou have been verified through cross-references with a 
database of Scripta Sinica containing the The Veritable Records of the Ming, 
the imperial annals that painstaking recorded where the conscripts have 
been posted. (pp. 53-55) It is in the very pages of The Veritable Records that 
Szonyi has discovered that some soldiers stationed in Fujian often engaged in 
smuggling and piracy due to lack of provisions or insufficient wages. (p. 113) 
Genealogies and stone inscriptions containing family histories are sources 
important to Szonyi as well, given that it was by poring over these records 
during his field research that he have been able to investigate how the burden of 
military service was assumed by a family member or outsourced to an outsider 
who had consented to being conscripted in exchange for monetary rewards. (pp. 
20, 70) Agreement within a family in which a member agreed to assume the 
responsibility for himself and his descendants to serve in the military can alse be 
found on stone inscriptions. By creating contracts that were literally written in 
stone, it was much more difficult for all parties to renege on their promises. (pp. 
35, 165) Using folklores and temple inscriptions as primary texts to discover 
the historical origins of popular festivals in today’s Fujian, this monograph is 
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also able to delineate the process of amalgamation between religious practices 
indigenous to a region and those introduced by the conscripts when they were 
posted there. (pp. 140, 198, 206) As stated by Szonyi, he was determined to 
analyze official records created by Ming bureaucrats alongside documents 
written or produced by Ming subjects, as relying solely on governmental 
sources would reveal to historians only a side of the story that mandarins 
wanted their superiors to see. (pp. 122, 191) In his exhaustive utilization of 
historical documents in Fujian, Szonyi has convincingly demonstrated that 
instead of being passive actors simply reacting to imperial strategies, Ming 
Chinese were highly resourceful in creating favorable situations for themselves 
and their families even when official policies seemed all but certain to upend 
their lives. 

While Szonyi’s work focuses on the Ming military household system, it is 
ultimately about the resilience of ordinary people. The determination of soldiers 
from outside of Hutou to incorporate their own deities into the local religious 
pantheon represented a gesture of defiance against those who saw the conscripts 
as rootless vagabonds lacking a permanent home. (pp. 196-197) What could be 
a more definitive counterargument against the charge of being a vagabond than 
worshipping one’s chosen deity at the local temples? In Hutou, the cults of the 
conscripts amalgamated with local ones, thereby creating a festival featuring 
two deities─a reenactment of which in 2014 was recorded by Szonyi (pp. 
186-187, 206). While preparing for the festival, a female participant grumbled 
to a local community leader (her husband) about having to wake up too early, 
and she even uttered a sarcastic comment that the two gods themselves were 
unhappy that their slumber had been disturbed. (p. 187) Likely hoping to 
convey to the local notables that scheduling the festival at the early hours of 
the morning was highly unpopular, this female participant was engaging in 
“everyday resistance” that could be made up of “acts of insubordination and 
noncompliance” as well as petty insults, the purpose of which are to defend the 
welfare of the lower class and reveal to the ruling elites what kind of behaviors 
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are socially acceptable.6 Religious festivals were therefore “artifact[s] of [...] 
social relations” constituting “a different sort of archive of local politics” that 
recorded acts of defiance orchestrated by disadvantaged members of society. (pp. 
183, 189) As demonstrated by Szonyi’s field research, the analysis of religious 
practices can be a gateway into a better understanding of the techniques used 
by the powerless to undermine the powerful, since even the arrangements of 
deities at temples and the ways festivals was organized and scheduled can tell 
stories of resistance efforts waged by those lacking formal authority.

Desertion was a serious problem in the Ming army, so much so that 
mercenaries had to be repeatedly hired at a steep price, a measure that was 
highly damaging to the fiscal health of the empire. (pp. 23-24) “[M]assive 
withdrawal of compliance,”7  a regular feature of everyday resistance, therefore 
frequently occurred during the Ming period. Desertion was far from the sole 
method in the playbook of everyday resistance, and Szonyi recounts numerous 
incidents concerning soldiers, army officers, and bureaucrats making a mockery 
of Ming governing and military institutions. Szonyi’s book even reveals cases 
of soldiers successfully bribing their superiors to become traders, a career 
choice that made them smugglers as Ming subjects “were forbidden” by Zhu 
Yuanzhang, the dynasty’s founding emperor, “from going to sea to trade.” 
(pp. 108, 113, 117) As smuggling was prevalent among soldiers in Fujian, 
participation in illegal activities was a means relied upon by members of the 
Ming armed forces stationed there to ensure their everyday survival. The 
prevalence of smuggling in Fujian demonstrates that even if  Ming officials 
were no doubt alarmed by the acts of resistance they encountered there, 
bureaucrats were also pragmatic enough to willingly overlook incidents of 
insubordination. (pp. 118-119, 128) If soldiers could not engage in smuggling 
or overseas trade, acts of open rebellion would become even more attractive 

6  Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 293-94. 
7  Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 32.
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courses of action for desperate soldiers. Everyday resistance was a pressure 
release valve for disgruntled soldiers who, in the absence of even the means 
to subsist themselves, could turn on local bureaucrats. There were several 
incidents of soldiers staging riots due to back wages. (p. 101) Given the 
tendency of officials to steal the wages of soldiers, it would have been 
dangerous to not allow them to engage in forms of trade to feed themselves and 
their families. (p. 116)

Smuggling and trade undoubtedly made some soldiers and their 
accomplices in Fujian very wealthy. (pp. 128-129) Men such as Jiang Jishi, the 
scion of a prominent military family in Fujian that had for generations been 
army officers conscripted to guard the province’s coast, needed to maintain 
their status as military officers, as only by doing so could they obtain the ships 
and military intelligence necessary to continue to engage in illicit trade. (pp. 
36-37, 123) It was also their very status as representatives of the Ming state 
that enabled army officers to continue to lead rank and file soldiers determined 
to make their living off illegal actions. (p. 118) In addition to offering bribes 
to their immediate superiors, men like Jiang also had to ensure that they could 
perform their official duties well enough as to preserve the discipline of their 
troops, especially since it was not uncommon for smugglers and traders to 
become pirates at the end of trading seasons. (pp. 101, 112) Even if it was 
deemed acceptable for soldier-smuggler-pirates to harm the livelihoods of 
ordinary people, piratical activities that spiraled out of control and threatened 
regional stability could attract unwanted attention from the Ming court, 
thereby fatally undermining the mutually profitable arrangement made 
between army officers, soldiers, and bureaucrats stationed at Fujian. (p. 114) 
Disobedience enabled officers who moonlighted as smugglers or even pirates 
to get wealthy, but it was their capacity to control their subordinates so as not 
to cause too much trouble for civilian bureaucrats that allowed all participants 
of illegal activities to keep their profits. There was a class of men who served 
as intermediaries between the powerful and the powerless whose primary 
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responsibility was to smooth over the rougher edges of everyday resistance, and 
in doing so, made the average soldiers more amenable to “being governed.”

Smuggling and piracy were not permissible behaviors under Ming military 
regulations, but Ming soldiers and military officers in Fujian essentially took 
matters into their own hands by converting weapons and ships that were 
given to them to defend the Fujianese coasts into tools that aided them in their 
illegal activities, meaning that they were engaging in regulatory arbitrage. This 
capacity to exploit the “differences in regulatory regimes or of differences 
between one’s real situation and one’s regulatory position” was not a skillset 
exclusive to Ming soldiers, as instead of simply sending a conscript whenever 
a demand was made by state authorities, a family could, through exploiting 
the grey areas of military regulations, assert a degree of control over the 
conscription process by sending to the military outpost someone in or outside 
of the household whose agreement to serve in the military would bring the 
least amount of disruption to the clan. (p. 16, 66, 78-79) Regulatory arbitrage, 
while advantageous for military households, created legal cases that were 
about whether a soldier who had agreed to serve was entitled to a subsidy in 
perpetuity, what should happen if the conscript passed away or deserted, and 
which member of the family should assume the responsibility for enlistment 
if a rotation system was previously installed. (pp. 16-17, 67, 87-88) Appeals 
to local judges represented a common method for Ming subjects to adjudicate 
within a family or between different clans and individuals, disputes that 
arose over conflicting interpretations of obligations generated by the military 
household system. (p. 88) Judges were, in effect, ensuring that regulatory 
arbitrage would take place as smoothly as possible. It seems possible that the 
willingness, however grudging, of judges to allow ordinary people to use all 
means necessary to preserve the stability of their families actually enhanced the 
legitimacy of state authorities. If uncoordinated disobedience on a mass level 
could be seen as a campaign of resistance potentially fatal to a ruling regime, 
then trusting agents of state as mediators of disputes could be interpreted as a 
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vote of confidence for the governing dynasty. 
Through careful examination of archival sources and creative deployment 

of analytical tools, Szonyi reveals the capacity of average men and women 
during the Ming period to defend their interests. Building upon the theoretical 
framework proposed by Scott concentrating on the common people’s “grinding 
efforts” to preserve their welfare through the utilization of “weapons of the 
weak” such as “foot dragging” and “petty act[s] of noncompliance,”8 Szonyi 
demonstrates that it was possible for Ming subjects to fulfill obligations imposed 
upon them by the imperial court in such a way that benefited themselves, their 
families, and their local communities. A takeaway from reading Szonyi’s work 
could be that even members of an apparently docile population could thwart 
the policy objectives of their rulers, and governing elites in or outside of China 
would be wise to cultivate the goodwill of those who live under their rule. 

8　Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 350.


