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Military Tattoos in Song China: A Preliminary Investigation

The tattooing of soldiers was a military innovation of tenth century China that had far
reaching consequences for the lives of commoners in Song China. Military tattoos were a major
aspect of a social transformation that took place as a result of a restructuring of the military
during the founding of the Song. This is part of a bigger study, bringing together social history
and military history, and focusing on the army as a meeting place between commoners and elites
and as a space where the identity of a new lower class was molded and negotiated in a constant
struggle between common soldiers and their superiors.

Tattoos have a long history going back to the ancient past of the Chinese world.
Tattooing was both a punishment practiced by the Chinese state and a practice of non Chinese
people living within and on the boundaries of the Chinese world. Although the punishment of
tattooing was abolished during the Han, it was occasionally used by rulers in the period of
division and the Tang. It also came to be practiced within private households, with masters
tattooing their servants and slaves.

The Youyang zazu Fg[55EAH, a ninth century biji by Duan Chengshi E&fk =,
demonstrates the diverse roles tattoos came to have in the late Tang. Most importantly, tattoos
came to be a component of a martial subculture of resistance in the growing urban landscape of
the ninth century. During the last few years of the Tang and the Five Dynasties period (907-960)
the practice of tattooing took another turn as the warlords fighting each other began to forcefully
conscript and tattoo men in order to fill the ranks of their armies. The founding of the Song did
not end this practice. On the contrary, it was expanded and institutionalized.

The Song army brought together destitute peasants attempting to escape starvation,
convicts, and commoners who were pressed into service against their will. The tattooing of
soldiers in the face and/or arms often performed on a large scale, sometimes tens of thousands at
a time. While military tattoos are often regarded as an expedient measure meant to prevent
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soldiers from escaping from their assigned units, evidence shows that it often had the opposite
effect, being a cause for much resistance and unrest among commoners. Actually, for the Song
state tattooing became a purpose in itself, a tool for controlling the bodies of its subjects and
tying them to the state.

The Song is remembered as a time of monumental struggle between the Chinese empire
and militarily superior non-Chinese empires on its borders, the Liao, the Xi Xia, the Jurchen Jin
dynasty, and the Mongol Yuan dynasty. Song period writings inspired present day scholars in
mainland China and Taiwan to cast this period as a time of national struggle. At the same time,
the Song is also remembered as a new epoch in Chinese history: a benevolent government
dominated by a new non-hereditary elite.

A history of the common soldiers problematizes the national narrative that represents the
interests of the Song small elite. While the new Song elite celebrated the rise of a benevolent
Chinese state, it placed the protection of that state in the hands of those who had no share in this
new age of prosperity but were rather its victims. New opportunities and increased social
mobility for the upper stratum of Chinese society were mirrored by a reverse process in the
bottom of society.

The marking of the bodies of commoners in the army, initiating them into a life of
hardship and abuse, was conducive to the formation of their own unique group identity, with a
military culture, and a tradition of resistance. As for the officials who were placed in charge of
military forces, it was not the enemy that they feared most, but their own soldiers, poor, starving,
fearsome to look at, and constantly seething with resentment.

While the sources we have about common soldiers during the Song are limited and
fragmented, what we do have demonstrates the important role they had in the Song social
landscape. The story of the Song state and society cannot be complete without them.
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