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In 1405, a family left their home in theMongolian steppe andmoved to China.
This daring decision, taken at a time of dramatic change in eastern Eurasia,
paved the way for 250 years of unlikely success at the Ming court. Winning
recognition for military skill and loyalty, the family later known as the Wu
gained a coveted title of nobility and became members of the capital elite until
the dynasty’s collapse in 1644. By tracing the individual fortunes of a single
family, David Robinson offers a fresh and accessible perspective on the inner
workings of Ming bureaucracy. He explores how the early modern world’s
most developed state sought to balance the often-contradictory demands of
securing ability and addressing difference, a challenge common to nearly all
polities.
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Preface

This book recounts the unlikely success story of one Mongolian family across
more than 250 years. In 1405, a time of dramatic change in eastern Eurasia, the
family made a daring decision to leave their home on theMongolian steppe and
move to China. There, winning recognition for military skill and loyalty, the
family gained a coveted title of nobility and became members of the capital
elite, serving the Ming dynasty until it collapsed in 1644.

I use the experiences of the Wu family 吳氏, as the Mongol family came to
be known, to consider two issues of broad historical and contemporary signifi-
cance: ability and difference. TheMing dynasty needed people of ability, and to
that end, it developed institutions to identify, cultivate, evaluate, and reward
them. The story of theWu family also yields insights about a vital element of all
empires, the form and function of difference. The Ming state systemically
distinguished Mongol soldiers and officers as a separate category, but they
served – and sometimes died – side-by-side with their Chinese counterparts. In
addition to differences of ethnicity were differences of personnel and training,
as theMing throne balanced its use of classically educated civil officials against
employment of palace eunuchs, hereditary military officers, and nobles like the
Wu family. Finally, the experiences of the Wu family reveal that in a period
celebrated for its cultural, economic, and intellectual fluorescence, military
affairs remained vitally important for the Ming throne, the bureaucracy, ordin-
ary subjects, and even newly arrived immigrants.

How to address issues of ability and difference in the military sphere are
enduring challenges common to nearly all polities, and stories like that of the
Wu family provide a close-up view of how the Ming dynasty, the early modern
world’s largest and most developed state, sought to balance them.
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