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A REAPPRAISAL OF THE CORVEE LABOUR SYSTEM
IN THE HAN PERIOD

WATANABE Shin’ichiro

The corvée labour (gengzu ¥ ZE) system consisted of the imposition
of one-month period of local labour service on males between the age of
15 and 56. During Qin and early Han, two periods of labour service were
required every year, one every six months. Three terms associated with
this semi-annual labour service were jiangeng %, jugeng /B, and
guogeng @%. Jiangeng referred to becoming liable for labour service
after five months off duty. Jugeng referred to fulfilling the obligation with
actual labour, personally or by hiring a substitute. Guogeng referred
to fulfilling the obligation by paying a sum of money, known as
guogenggian 3B% 4%, either in case of there being no need for labour in
a given area or in the case of the given term expiring without actual labour
being supplied in person or through a substitute. After the debate on the
state monopolies of salt and iron in 81 B. C. (the 6th year of Shiyuan #475
in the reign of Zhaodi HA%5), the periods of service required per year were
reduced from two to one, and simultaneously the practice of submitting
guogengqian was adopted as a general rule. The conversion of actual labour
service into a kind of tax such as guogenggian made it possible to sum
it up together with poll taxes like koufu FAfX and suanfu ZfX, and the

term of gengfu X came into use to refer to all of them as a whole.



