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The Ming Imperial Succession

This simplified chart shows only the patriline – that is, father–son and brother–brother – relationships between rulers. Reigning emperors are shown in bold.
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Introduction

In writing this account of ‘the Ming dynasty’, I should start by making two things clear. First, what follows is not designed as a history of what we now call China, in the Ming period (1368–1644). There are several histories of this type already available to the reader of English, from the multi-author Cambridge History of China volumes to excellent works by scholars such as Timothy Brook and John Dardess.1 I am indebted to all of them. Readers of other languages, particularly of course Chinese, have access to equally well-researched and scholarly histories. What is attempted here instead is a chronological account of a ruling family, of the descendants of the Ming founder Zhu Yuanzhang (1328–1398) and their affines (relatives by marriage), although that is to put it very crudely, and the boundaries of that category are perhaps not as clear as they might be presumed to be. This of course begs the question whether such an account equates in fact to a history of ‘a dynasty’. What follows contains elements of all three of the main understandings deployed by most historians as to the kind of thing a ‘dynasty’ is: ‘monarchical government per se, the mechanics of royal succession, or the internal social-cultural history of the family itself’, seeing them as facets of the same thing rather than mutually exclusive alternatives.2 If anything, it tends most strongly towards the third of these facets, as a history of the ruling family, surnamed Zhu. This aims to be a broad account – that is, not just a history of emperors, those ‘Sons of Heaven’, even if their reigns (of considerably varying length) provide the framework of the book, but rather a history of the full range of female and male persons, and crucially ‘metapersons’, who could be counted within the broadest possible definition of that family.3 It may be the contingencies of individual life courses, above all those of male members of the Zhu lineage who occupied the highest place as rulers, which furnish the necessarily uneven structure of this account; some emperors reigned for decades, some for mere months. But like historians of other times and places, I am interested not just in ‘the vertical, lineal dynasty, but on what we might call the horizontal dynasty, the family members and relations existing at a given time’.4 Or to phrase it differently, we might direct our attention to ‘a kinship-based community of stakeholders in public authority, continually developing new strategies to prevent individuality from injuring family interests’.5 Given that one leading historian of the Ming has described its sequence of rulers as, ‘respectively, murderous, impractical, grandiose, sickly, licentious, vainglorious, improvident, doltish, hen-pecked, bibulous, self-indulgent, profligate, completely irresponsible, debauched, frivolous, and ineffectual’, some justification might perhaps be expected for paying any attention at all to such a lamentable procession of Bad Kings and Bad Things (never mind their sisters and their cousins and aunts as well).6 No such justification will be proffered, beyond perhaps agreeing with the general historiographical proposition that ‘one does the masses no favours by understating the importance of the elites exploiting them.’7 The imperial family arguably remains something of a historiographical black box, it being almost axiomatic in the historical record available to modern scholarship that everything that goes wrong is the fault of the emperor and his family, while none of the success, prosperity or cultural flourishing for which Ming China is otherwise so celebrated can be put down to them. Even in a world that has perhaps become more used to the idea of rulers as stupid or cruel, we do not have to see Ming sovereigns and their relatives as paragons in order to see them as worthy of historical attention.

Second, we can dispose at once of any notion that ‘Ming’, or ‘the Great Ming’ (Da Ming), is some sort of later historical projection. It might well be the case that ‘the Plantagenets’ or ‘the Tudors’ have no existence as a concept in medieval or early modern England, and are, rather, collective terms appearing only at a much later date, but the same is not true of ‘Ming’, which manifestly existed as an appellation at the time.8 Nor was it a term restricted to a courtly or clerical elite; instead, it was the name quite ordinary people clearly used to refer to themselves: Da Ming ren, ‘people of the Great Ming’, would have been the answer given when asked in the context of cross-cultural contact who they were and where they came from.9 But what exactly does the term ‘Ming’ refer to? Is it a place, a time period, an ethnicity, a family? Is it ‘a dynasty’?

This volume appears in a series of volumes devoted to ‘dynasties’, described as ‘A series of substantial narrative histories that look at the genesis of dynasties, their dynamics and the derivation of power . . . It seeks to put dynasties under discussion and reflection.’ So of course the provocative question posed above is in one sense a silly one. What is ‘the Ming’ if it is not ‘a dynasty’? Why is the question even posable? Part of the answer to that lies in the fact that since the Dutch scholar Jeroen Duindam’s linkage of the term ‘dynasty’ to his ‘global history of power’, historians from many parts of the field have taken up the challenge he poses there, and have responded, with varying degrees of acceptance or critique, to the project of seeing ‘dynasty’ as heuristically useful in enabling discussion of a very wide sweep of actual historical instances of the wielding of power.10 This series can perhaps be seen as one manifestation of this trend.

As long ago as the 1790s the Scottish political economist William Playfair (1759–1823) referred (inaccurately) to the term ‘dynasty’ as ‘that name of Chinese origin’, making clear its association for him with non-European polities.11 Natalia Nowakowska has shed light on the genealogy of the term ‘dynasty’ in the principal European languages of the early modern period, drawing attention to the way in which the Encyclopédie entry (1755) is crucial in bringing about a shift in meaning from ‘government, regime’ – the sense in which it is used, albeit sparingly, by Aristotle – to ‘hereditary line of princes’, the meaning that has become increasingly dominant since the nineteenth century. And she issues the following salutary warning:


If the western word ‘dynasty’ is such a slippery underpinning for analyses of European history . . . the risks of concept mis-translation are that much greater when this term is applied outside Europe . . . Applying Aristotle’s or the Encylopédie’s ‘dynasty’ to Aztec rulership, or giving it as the translation of the Chinese ‘cho’ [sic.], or the Mughal courts’ ‘khanadan’, risks magnifying local European misunderstandings about this word on quite some scale.12



Nowakowska’s emphasis on ‘dynasty’ as an obscure or technical term, rarely used in European languages prior to the mid-eighteenth century, is certainly borne out if we look at the very earliest chronological table of Chinese dynasties in one of those languages, the Tabula Chronologica Monarchiae Sinicae of Philippe Couplet (1623–1693), distributed in 1687 as part of the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus. This ‘first complete summary of Chinese history to be published in Europe’ concludes with ‘a table of the twenty-two imperial “families” which includes their names, the number of emperors who reigned in each dynasty, and the total number of years that each dynasty reigned’. Its Tabula Numerica XXII Familiarum Imperialium, Imperatorum, Annorum lists as its twenty-first ‘family’ that of the ‘Mim’, with 21 emperors ruling for a total of 276 years.13 For Couplet, born before 1644 himself, it was the concept of ‘family’ that was paramount, even if we know that whatever ‘Ming’ is, it is not a ‘family name’. The Ming did not become ‘a dynasty’ until some time after his death.

Having duly noted the necessity for historicizing the European term, we might still ask ourselves, is there a Chinese word for dynasty? In a discussion entitled ‘Changing Implications of “Dynasty” in Later Chinese History’ Frederick Mote identifies three levels of meaning for the term, which he, significantly, leaves in English:


At the core of these meanings is the essential one: the emperor, his immediate family, and his lineal descendants. Dynasty means the continuous rule within successive generations of males in one patriline . . . A second level of meaning derived from the first is the period in history in which that succession of rulers holds the throne. The third level of meaning is the country, the nation, the territory under those rulers.14



There are a number of issues with this definition. As I hope to show, we cannot restrict ‘the dynasty’ to the immediate family of the emperor, but rather we have to take seriously the wider institution of the ‘imperial clan’, where considerable efforts were put into policing the boundaries of that body, deciding who was in and who was out. Much more important in some ways than descendants were ancestors, those crucial ‘metapersons’ who did not stop being part of ‘the dynasty’ simply by virtue of being dead, indeed who were arguably more central to the dynastic project post mortem than they had been when alive. Also, I am not as convinced as Mote that the patriline is everything, since clearly to take ‘the dynasty’ seriously involves a now widely acknowledged role for the agency of imperial women.15 But the main point is this: the unwary reader might imagine that here Mote is assigning three levels of meaning to an (unnamed) Chinese term, doing precisely what Nowakowska warns us against, but in fact here we immediately encounter the issue that there is more than one candidate. In his Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China Charles Hucker (who not incidentally was, like Frederick Mote, himself a towering figure in the study specifically of the Ming), gives us a number of answers:


chao 朝: Throughout imperial history: (1) Dynasty, (2) Court Audience . . .(3) Court in the sense of those who participated importantly in court audiences.



Or alternatively:


chaodai 朝代: Dynasty: throughout history a term more or less interchangeable with Dynasty (chao), but especially referring to the era in which one dynastic family reigned.



Or, third:


guo 國: (1) . . . Region . . .(2) State . . . Often used in place of Dynasty (chao, chaodai) in reference to a currently reigning dynasty.



But the reader who looks up ‘Dynasty’ in the English-language index will be sent only to the first two entries above – that is to say, they will not be alerted to the fact that guo can often be ‘used in place of’ these principal Chinese words for ‘dynasty’.16

Contrastingly, according to Endymion Wilkinson, in his equally magisterial Chinese History: A New Manual:


‘Dynasty’ has four possible meanings depending on the context: (1) a succession of hereditary rulers qualified by patrilineal descent from the dynastic founder; (2) the period in history in which a particular dynasty ruled; (3) the reign of a particular ruler of a dynasty; and (4) the country or territory over which the dynasty ruled. For most of Chinese history, guo 國 (country, kingdom) embraced these diverse meanings in phrases such as guohao 國號 (dynastic name) or guoshi 國史 (histories of the current dynasty).17



Wilkinson makes no mention here of the term chao, which is primary for Hucker, rather preferring to load all the burden of carrying the concept of ‘dynasty’ onto a different Chinese word, guo. It is understandable, therefore, if non-sinologists who wish to employ the Chinese case in the service of a comparativist argument are not entirely sure whom to follow.18

The 2020 special issue of the journal Global Intellectual History includes one essay that deals directly with the East Asian context, and here we find the following passage:


What exactly is, however, a dynasty in the Chinese context? . . . When substantives are used to designate dynasties, these are most often the terms chao or dai . . . In modern standard Mandarin, chao is no longer used as a free morpheme, while dai, if used alone, mostly refers to generations and periods in general – if not attached the name of a specific dynasty, the notion of ‘dynasty’ is rendered by their compound, chaodai.19



This accurately captures the fact that the lexical field of the modern term we would render as ‘the state’ has swallowed up all the possibilities around guo, which now has no place in modern Chinese discussions of dynasty. But it clearly was not always so, and guo, which the author leaves out of the discussion, was once very much part of the possible ways of talking about the then-ruling house.

Recently, Timothy Brook has made a powerful argument that the Mongol hegemony in Asia from the thirteenth century brought into being a new concept, ‘a distinctive type of political formation’ rendered in Chinese as da guo and translated by him as ‘Great State’. He argues that we have missed the point by thinking about the state of ‘the Great Ming’, Da Ming. Rather, our understanding should focus on the ‘Great State’ of Ming, Da Ming guo, this being not ‘a minor quibble of translation’; instead it ‘tags a distinctive polity, differently constituted and based on different sovereignty claims over conquest populations’. Although Brook argues that the Ming (unlike the Mongol Great State, or the Qing Great State) was a Great State ‘by inertia, and in name only’, he insists that the novel announcement of Great State status by the Ming founder Zhu Yuanzhang carried an important claim of ‘territorial unification through conquest’.20 It can be left to historians of earlier Chinese formations to argue about the novelty of this claim, although I would be entirely in agreement with the argument of Brook (and others, for instance David Robinson) that the Ming is only understandable as simultaneously a rhetorical rejection and appropriation of Mongol forms of rule.21 But all historians would agree that if ‘dynasty’ needs to be historicized as a concept, then ‘state’ certainly does too. We benefit from remaining mindful of Nowakowska’s warning that applying ‘dynasty’ to Aztec, Chinese or Mughal contexts ‘risks magnifying local European misunderstandings about this word on quite some scale’.22 But the same applies equally to applying ‘state’ as the only possible translation for guo, when one might equally follow Endymion Wilkinson and, tendentiously, translate Da Ming guo as ‘Great Ming Dynasty’.

To repeat, and to phrase the question with deliberate naivety, what is the Chinese word for ‘dynasty’? The fact remains that we have been giving ‘dynasty’ as the translation of a number of different Chinese words for some time now, and it is surely a useful exercise to stop and think, if they do not mean dynasty, what do they mean? Certainly, both terms used variously above, guo and chao, are seen in Ming sources in a variety of contexts. We cannot totally ignore the issue that a proper investigation of this topic would need to account for possible diachronic change; if ‘dynasty’ can completely change its meaning in most European languages in the eighteenth century then of course chao can potentially change its meaning in Chinese in the fifteenth or sixteenth. This issue is here signalled as requiring further investigation, but it takes us to a level of philological difficulty beyond this book’s concerns.

One very common wording in Ming texts, used for locating important events temporally in the time of the founding emperor, is guo chu, ‘at the beginning of the guo’. To take just one example, a late sixteenth-century author of a collection of anecdotes records how his forebears tabooed the character yuan, meaning ‘first’ or ‘primal’, but also the name of the defeated Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271–1368), and he remarks, ‘I think that at the beginning of the dynasty (guo chu) they hated the name of the defeated dynasty and avoided it, so that among the people they became accustomed to this.’23 Another equally common locution, which I would certainly translate almost without thinking as ‘in the current dynasty’, is ben chao. So, for example, another Ming text has this to say, in the context of discussing the merits of having imperial women drawn from respectable but humble families: ‘Empresses and consorts in this dynasty (ben chao) for the most part come from the people, they are never established from among merit officials and great ministers, and thus their power is as it should be, which is of advantage to the state (guo jia).’24 The word I am translating in the first extract here as ‘dynasty’ is guo as in guo chu, ‘at the beginning of the dynasty’, or as in ‘defeated dynasty’, sheng guo. But in the second extract I am using the same English word, ‘dynasty’, to translate a quite different Chinese word, namely chao, making it plain (at least if we stop to consider) that there is not a one-to-one correspondence between Chinese and English. These two words are certainly not simply interchangeable. For instance, although guo chu, ‘at the beginning of the guo’, is extremely common as a wording, the phrasing chao chu, ‘at the beginning of the chao’, is never seen.

Guo is a term that appears repeatedly in Ming usage in association with other terms, most notably in the pairing guo jia, as seen in the quotation just cited referring to the benefits of drawing imperial spouses from modest families. This linking of guo, ‘nation’, with jia, ‘family’, is of course the modern Chinese term for ‘nation’, guojia, though as a number of commentators by now have pointed out this is a concept inextricably bound up with projects of ‘modernity’, which long post-date the end of the Ming, and are hence of little value in understanding it.25 It seems safer to assume that in Ming usage guo and jia can be two different things, not the fused modern concept of ‘nation’. This is made plainer if we consider an imperial motto, probably composed by the third Ming emperor Chengzu (r. 1403–24), which is found throughout the Ming at the end of certain imperially sponsored manuscripts of key Buddhist texts. It reads, ‘May Heaven and Earth (qian kun) be pure and peaceful, family and state (jia guo) ruled and governed.’26 Just as Heaven and Earth are, if mutually indispensable, separate things, so here surely are jia and guo. Timothy Brook has neatly described the way in which a term so fixed in modern usage could have more than one meaning in the past; ‘Guojia may be said to describe the space coterminous with the sovereignty of the emperor (i.e. the national realm), although it could also [my emphasis] be used to name the imperial line and even the emperor himself (i.e. the dynasty).’27 Family and state? Family and dynasty? And is jia plural or singular? Which family are we talking about anyway, the myriad families of ‘the people’ of Great Ming, or the paradigmatic family at its centre, the imperial clan itself? To a Ming reader, did guo jia and jia guo mean exactly the same thing (which seems inherently unlikely), or are they different?

Turning to the other main term in play, and to complicate the issue even further, chao can demonstrably be used to mean both a single reign and the sequence of reigns we are used to calling a dynasty. When the painter Wen Zhengming (1470–1559) eulogized the impressive longevity of a certain Lady Xu, born in 1446 and hence by contemporary count a hundred years old, he described her as ‘having personally lived through seven chao’: clearly here the word chao has to mean ‘individual reign’, the ‘court’ of a given emperor.28 Similarly, when a Ming text describes the catastrophic destruction by fire of one of the imperial palaces on the night of 10–11 February 1514, saying, ‘All that previous reigns/courts (chao) had accumulated in the palace, was reduced to ashes,’ it is clear this refers to the previous reigns of the Ming up to that point.29

Despite Ming or early Qing dictionary definitions for guo and chao, which very much stress space, area and territory for the former and time and duration for the latter (neither of which equates unproblematically to our ‘dynasty’), in terms of actual usage in Ming texts they clearly both have both spatial and temporal connotations, interpretable only in relation to specific contexts of usage.30 So we can have in quite close proximity the locutions guo chu, which would usually be translated as ‘at the beginning of the dynasty’ (time), while a younger son of the emperor who was established as a king would in due course zhi guo ‘proceed to his state’ (space). Here guo is both a span of time and a place you can go to. Equally we find the wording ben chao, ‘in the present dynasty’ (time), alongside the contrasted pair of chao ye, literally ‘the court and the country’, but meaning in practice something like ‘everywhere’, ‘all over’ (space). This usage is quite different from the way we speak about these things today, regardless of language. The contemporary Chinese preference for Mingdai, ‘Ming era’, in the titles of books today very firmly makes of the Ming a time and not a place. However, the ‘common-sense’ or self-evident idea of ‘time’ and ‘space’ as two separate coordinates perhaps misses the point here.

One way of trying to grasp the Ming terminology of guo and chao in their own terms, and to stress their difference from our understanding, is perhaps to introduce the ideas around different ontologies, historically and geographically distributed understandings of how things are, found in the work of French anthropologist Philippe Descola, above all in his challenging synthesis Beyond Nature and Culture. The title, with its refusal of an opposition we today might see as commonsensical, clearly signals the single most fundamental thing that it is necessary to know about the book’s complex argument. For Descola, the China of the Ming would be (along with most of Eurasia, including Europe, at the same period) an example of an ontology he calls ‘analogism’, in which ‘physicalities’ and ‘interiorities’ are both various, and the world view is characterized by ‘great inclusive structures that stretch between two poles’.31 His other three ontologies are those of ‘totemism’, ‘animism’ and ‘naturalism’. It is only in this last dispensation, named by him as ‘naturalism’, that we find the modern separation of time and space as coordinates on which are played out the opposition between a globally identical physicality (which we today call ‘nature’) and diverse interiorities (our range of ‘cultures’). Marked by hierarchical orders, a great network of connections in which everything has a place, and in which everything also has linkages to everything else, the analogical ontology on the other hand is one where what our modern naturalist ontology calls ‘nature’ and what it calls ‘culture’ are, to quote Descola directly, ‘continuous within a cosmos organised as a society (a sociocosmic order)’.32 Thus if we choose to see the Great Ming as not just a state, not even just a dynasty, might we see it instead as being just such a ‘sociocosmic order’, which encompasses precisely that which is separated out in the modern order, where ‘state’ is the figure standing for space and ‘dynasty’ is time? Might we see it as a naming of the way everything is, a name for all of it, for everything as it is now, for those engaged in invoking its name? Hence the self-identification as Da Ming ren that sixteenth-century Europeans noted down, and which for them was the name of ‘the country’.

It is clearly unlikely that ‘Ming sociocosmic order’ is going to replace ‘Ming dynasty’ as a popular term any time soon, and certainly not in book titles. And it is definitely not the intention here to argue for the abandonment of ‘dynasty’ as the term we use in English now to differentiate the Yuan from the Ming or the Ming from the Qing. But given the way in which (as seen above) a procession of ‘dynasties’ has for Western historiography long been associated above all with China as an extension of ‘the East’, it is at least necessary to pause and think about how that term can indeed be ‘put under discussion and reflection’. That reflection will necessarily conclude that the concept of ‘a sequence of dynasties from the legendary Xia dynasty of the early 2nd Millennium BC up to the last imperial dynasty, the Qing . . . is so ingrained in Chinese historiography that it is rarely an object of scholarly attention.’ So, far from being a ‘modern invention’, or a projection of Enlightenment orientalism (itself deeply formed by exposure to Chinese sources), we have to view the Ming in a context where ‘Classical Chinese historiography conceives Chinese history as of a more or less regular sequence of dynasties, each of which obtains and loses a mandate to rule the Empire.’33 That historiography too needs discussion, and reflection, as I have tried to indicate.

A note is required about the use in this text of the term ‘China’. While all of the territory under the rule of the Great Ming, from its establishment in 1368 to its fall in the seventeenth century, now lies within the state borders of the People’s Republic of China, it is not the case that all of the current territory of the People’s Republic of China was under the sway of the Great Ming. Writers at the time were well aware that Ming territory was smaller than that of some of the dynasties of the past, such as Han (206 BCE–220 CE) or Tang (618–907), not to mention the Mongol Yuan, which immediately preceded it.34 Some scholars would argue that the term ‘China’ is only meaningful in relation to the modern nation state of the Republic and People’s Republic from 1912 to the present day, and that a term like ‘Ming China’ is therefore an anachronism that should be avoided. While recognizing such work, it has proven very difficult to stick to those circumlocutions that avoid the terms ‘China’ and ‘Chinese’ altogether, whether talking about territory, people or language. I have tried to be sparing in my deployment of them, preferring to focus on ‘Ming’ itself, the term that would have been used at the time to refer to that ‘sociocosmic order’ which is both territory and time, lineage and obedience, speech and belief, and so much more. From 1368 onwards, to its millions and millions of inhabitants, it was a world.

Finally, at the risk of boring the reader wishful to get to the story itself, some account of sources is necessary. The very first words of the monumental Ming shi lu, a text conventionally known in English as the ‘Ming Veritable Records’ and described by the leading scholar of Ming historiography as ‘the most important source for all students of Ming history’, tell how the founder of the Ming dynasty came from a long and distinguished lineage, which could be traced back to Zhuanxu (2513–2435 BCE), one of the Five Thearchs and a grandson of the Yellow Emperor (2698–2598 BCE), god, sage and king at the dawn of time. The family were later ennobled at Zhu, in Shandong province, by King Wu (1046–1043 BCE) in the golden age of the Zhou, and served as officials in the era of Warring States (476–221 BCE) before moving south to Jurong as a ‘great clan’, and giving their surname of Zhu to the village they inhabited.35 None of this is true. This is not simply to do with the fact that the Yellow Emperor and Zhuanxu are what we would now call mythical figures – many rulers elsewhere in the fourteenth-century world also claimed descent from gods and heroes whose existence is equally unverifiable. Rather, none of it corresponds to what any book on the Ming, any online search, will immediately reveal about its founder Zhu Yuanzhang, a man who by his own repeated boast had risen from the most humble, even abject, of circumstances, and who never himself laid claim to a distinguished ancestry, never mind one traceable to a ‘high lord’ like Zhuanxu. In his own words, ‘When I was young I was orphaned and poor, and grew up amid warfare.’36 Zhuanxu plays no part in the texts reliably ascribed to the Ming founder’s own imperial voice. At least since 1779, when the Histoire générale de la Chine by a Beijing-based French Jesuit accurately described him as the ‘second son of a poor labourer’, Western readers have shared the awareness long held by Chinese readers that Zhu Yuanzhang was, of all the dynastic founders in China’s long history, the one with the most lowly of origins.37 The glaring gap between the ‘Veritable Records’ and actual historical circumstances (which has led to the complete disregarding of this passage in all modern accounts of the Ming) immediately points to the issue of our sources for writing what follows in the bulk of this book.

[image: 1 This almost life-size portrait of the Ming founder shows Zhu Yuanzhang (1328–1398), emperor in the Hongwu era (1368–98), posthumously Taizu, in early middle age, and may have been created in his reign.]
1 This almost life-size portrait of the Ming founder shows Zhu Yuanzhang (1328–1398), emperor in the Hongwu era (1368–98), posthumously Taizu, in early middle age, and may have been created in his reign.
One important, if banal, thing to say about the surviving textual record from and about the Ming is that it is enormous. My reading of it is necessarily selective, even in a context where the digitization of the ‘Veritable Records’ greatly facilitates the searching for individual events and persons, and where the labours of historians in China have produced a highly useful series of volumes of extracts on individual topics, including specific geographic regions as well as themes like ‘Women’s History’, ‘Court History’ and ‘The Imperial Clan and Nobility’.38 This vast ocean of words, presented in the form of a day-by-day chronicle of the doings of the emperor and by extension the imperial government, can exercise an almost mesmerizing effect. Surely the answer is in there somewhere? Yet the nature of the ‘Veritable Records’ points to an issue that is obvious to all specialists but may not be so widely perceived by readers less familiar with the Chinese source. This is the fact that we are dealing here with an approved and indeed a redacted history, one based on primary sources to be sure, but which is itself decidedly ‘not to be numbered amongst the most primary historical sources’.39 Each ‘Veritable Record’ was created under an emperor’s successor, as a retrospective and officially sanctioned account of the successes and failures of the previous reign. Like any historical source it has an agenda, and ‘while factual accuracy most definitely is present in this material, we certainly do not find objectivity in it.’40 All historians of the Ming of necessity make use of the ‘Veritable Records’, but there has been an understandable tendency to mine the unmanageably long text for whatever supports the current object of research, and to gloss over the less usable, or less believable, bits. Hence the historiographical invisibility of the Ming imperial family’s descent from one of the god-kings of the deepest past, a claim that nobody ever mentions and which incidentally seems to have gone unsustained even in the Ming, eliciting no particular interest in Zhuanxu and his cult. Although necessarily presented to and approved by successive rulers, the ‘Veritable Records’, and even the texts of imperial edicts with which they are so richly studded, do not record an imperial ‘voice’, much less one of the wider imperial family with which this book is concerned. The ‘Veritable Records’ are written in the ‘voice’ of the distinctive, non-hereditary, cultural and administrative elite of China at this time, an elite whose relationship to the ruling house was close and indeed symbiotic, but also often combative and agonistic.

This issue looms even more so when we consider the single largest overview of Ming history, the Ming shi, or ‘Ming History’, finished in 1736. Taking nearly a century to complete after the official end of Ming rule in 1644, this is the largest (28 paperback volumes in the most widely used edition) as well as the most scrupulous of the 24 official ‘dynastic histories’, texts by means of which a ruling house sought to consign its immediate predecessor firmly and irrevocably to the past. Composed under imperial auspices during the Qing (1644–1912), and certainly closely read by the then-reigning emperor himself, the ‘Ming History’ should be viewed as one of the great works of Chinese literature, its highly skilled authorial team deploying not just huge erudition but great compositional skill, and the full range of resources of literary Chinese, to produce its account of Ming rise and utterly inevitable fall. Even more than the ‘Veritable Records’, its omniscient narrative voice gives its reader the vivid impression of penetration into the very heart of the imperial enterprise, with many anecdotes and vignettes of striking immediacy, underpinned by the sort of detail guaranteed to generate (in Roland Barthes’ classic formulation) the ‘reality effect’ of great realist fiction.41 This is particularly so in its sections dealing with the imperial family itself, where the access it grants in imagination is in directly inverse proportion to the actual accessibility of the inhabitants of the ‘Forbidden City’. Do we want to hear the regretful inner musings of an emperor on the divorce he had pushed through in his youth? Do we want to see the setting and the gestures, and hear the very words, of a tearful emperor caressing the long-hidden child he has only just discovered he had? Do we want to know the actual words of the thwarted concubine, eavesdrop on the spats between rival women at the imperial elbow? Do we desire to know what the emperor dreams? The ‘Ming History’ will supply all of these. Hence they are sometimes supplied to the reader below, but with the caveat that they are likely to have, if not as little reality as the Ming founder’s high lineage, then a status that tells us what writers and readers in the century after the Ming thought ought to have, might have, been the case. The reader can make up their own mind. Such a source all too easily makes its protagonists, and particularly the succession of sixteen Ming emperors who are at the core of this account, ‘real’ for us, but that reality is an illusion, and it can take a real effort of will to remind ourselves that we in fact have very little actual access to imperial interiority, hopes and fears or even aims. It is a qualification we ought constantly to keep in mind.

The rich detail of the ‘Ming History’ does not come out of nowhere. In fact, a great deal of it comes out of texts composed in the Ming itself, but in a very different context from the judgemental state historiography of the ‘Veritable Records’. This is the large body of private history writing composed by members of the educated elite, who overlapped with but were not totally identical to the apparatus of imperial government. Beginning in the middle of the sixteenth century (hence some two hundred years after the Ming founding), the first private annalistic and thematic histories of the Ming began to be written. By the end of that century, they were being written in response to a reading of the ‘Veritable Records’, which, initially designed as totally secret and unavailable beyond the very highest echelons of court and government, began in that era to circulate more widely, still in manuscript copies. Individual scholars could be scathing about the quality of official historiography, and were under no illusions about its capture by what one of them called ‘private sympathies and aversions’. But the same writer could be equally sceptical about the failings of private history writing, with its interest in sensational revelations and what we might nowadays classify as conspiracy theories. Family genealogies, another potentially rich historical source, he saw as too partial to their subjects. Only by triangulation between various types of sources, he argued, could the historical enterprise be carried forward with sufficient scrupulousness.42 While not aspiring to the status of such admirable rigour, I have tried in this book to do something similar, hoping by making use of a range of sources produced in the Ming period itself, bolstered by reading in the immense secondary literature to which I am necessarily indebted, to produce an account of the Ming that can make sense for readers now. I have been particularly drawn to the type of Ming text known as bi ji, which literally means ‘brush notes’; these are the texts in which learned men (there are no Ming bi ji by women known to me) gathered together material on a range of topics of interest to them, historical and cultural themes gleaned from reading or from experience. At one end of their range, they can be deeply erudite works of scholarship; at the other, they shade, often very entertainingly, into gossip. The imperial house and its doings, as well as the history of their own times, were of immense interest to the writers of these texts, and they have the undoubted strength that they tell us what people in the Ming thought about the Ming. If the ‘Veritable Records’ are all (or mostly) hindsight, and the ‘Ming History’ is a comprehensive settling of accounts, then a text like the late sixteenth-century ‘Random Gatherings of the Wanli Era’, which will be drawn from frequently in what follows, has the advantage of telling us what one interesting and interested observer of that time could think it worth telling his readers. What needs to be borne in mind again, though, is the fact that this observer, like almost all wielders of an authorial voice in the Ming, is drawn from one portion of society, the educated male elite. In the Ming case, the subaltern who cannot speak includes not merely the mass of the population, women and men of the peasant and artisan masses, but to a very large extent also other groups, from the hereditary aristocracy to religious specialists of many types, who are spoken about or spoken for by those same educated elite males.

One other final source on which I have drawn is the visual record of the period, as materialized in surviving painted and printed images. It is a plain fact that no Ming emperor ever read the ‘Veritable Records’ of his own reign, for the simple reason that they were only compiled after he was dead. The Ming founder quite possibly was never aware of the claim made for his descent from the High Lord Zhuanxu, given that it appears in a text that did not take its present form until 1418, some twenty years after his decease. The same is not true for at least some of the images that come down to us, which were certainly created for viewing by their subjects. This does not mean that paintings are ‘truer’ historical records than texts, but it does give them an incontrovertible claim to be taken seriously as an integral part of the total account, and not just as illustrations to it.




1 ‘Great Martial Power’: The Hongwu Era, 1368–98

Zhu Yuanzhang was a man in early middle age, approaching forty years old, when he proclaimed the establishment of Great Ming on a date equivalent to 23 January 1368, in his capital city, nowadays Nanjing, on the Yangtze River in south-central China.1 ‘Ming’ is not a personal name, and certainly not the name of the ruling family. For most of Chinese history, the appellations of ruling dynasties like Tang and Song (960–1279) had been essentially geographical, the names of the regions where their founders had first risen to prominence. Zhu Yuanzhang had maintained this practice when in 1364 he had proclaimed himself Wu wang or ‘King of Wu’, with ‘Wu’ being an ancient name, that of a Bronze Age polity based in the lower Yangtze valley that was now his power base.2 The possibility therefore must have existed, at least initially, in some people’s minds that the name would be retained, making 1368–1644 the years of the Wu Dynasty; museums the world over might be filled with Wu blue-and-white porcelain, the ‘Wu vase’ being the acme of value and fragility. But one point of the historical sources we have is to make what happened seem the only thing that could have happened, and so we are excluded from the debates (if indeed there were any) whereby the title Ming was definitively chosen. The Jin (1115–1234) and Yuan dynasties had been founded by ruling groups outside the historic core of what we now call China, and it may well have been this fact that led them to draw on attributes that were not place names in naming their ruling orders. ‘Jin’ means ‘golden’, and ‘Yuan’ means ‘primal’ or ‘originary’. ‘Ming’ means ‘bright’ or ‘shining’. There has been debate over the extent to which this choice for the name of the new order of the world draws from the millenarian and sectarian religious milieu in which the young Zhu Yuanzhang had grown up. The once-popular idea that there is a covert or not-so-covert allusion to Ming jiao, the ‘Teachings of Light’, or the Manichaean religion, in the choice of the name no longer commands support. But that is not to rule out other connotations that would now be categorized as ‘religious’, and certainly not to rule out a range of possible receptions of the announcement among the many who now heard it for the first time.

If ‘Ming’ was the guo hao, ‘name of the state’ (although remembering the complexities around the term guo outlined above we might also call it the ‘name of the dynasty’), then the nian hao, ‘name of the era’, was proclaimed to be Hongwu. The idea of such a ‘name of the era’ (also known in English sometimes as a ‘reign name’ or ‘reign title’) went back some 1,500 years to the first institution of the practice under the emperor Han Wudi (r. 140–87 BCE). All dynasties prior to the Ming had also maintained his practice of changing the nian hao, sometimes quite frequently, during an individual reign, often to reflect auspicious, or deflect inauspicious, aspects of the cosmic balance. The preceding Mongol Yuan dynasty had maintained this practice, and from Zhu Yuanzhang’s birth in 1328 to his assumption of the imperial title in 1368 there had been five Yuan rulers but seven era names. No one could have known in 1368 that the first Ming ruler would maintain a single era name until his death, and that this precedent would be followed by all but one of his successors, such that these reign names come to stand today for the emperors they designate, almost as if they were personal names. It is common for both professional and popular historians today to write ‘the Hongwu emperor’ to designate the Son of Heaven reigning from 1368 to 1398, although this is a practice quite unfamiliar to historians in the Ming itself, who generally referred to deceased sovereigns by their posthumous ‘temple names’ (see below), while the living ruler is simply shang, ‘Highness’. The two-character phrases of era names, which are used throughout this book to structure the account reign by reign, all have a meaning, sometimes a too-clear meaning. Hongwu, first rendered into English in 1654 as ‘The famous Warriour’ (sic), has been variously translated more recently as ‘Overflowing Martial Accomplishment’, ‘Great martial power’, ‘vast military’, ‘Expansive martial’.3 Scholars are quite correct to point out that the manifest meanings of these titles – used here purely as a convenience – may well be misleading, or at least not give us the full picture, drawn as they almost invariably are from allusions, sometimes quite arcane ones, to the Confucian classics.4 However, although reign titles were chosen by the erudite, the erudite formed only part of the wider audience for them, and it seems quite reasonable to assume that the ‘obvious’ meanings might well have been the way they were received by the masses of imperial subjects for whom they structured the passing years and the all-important calendar.

Zhu Yuanzhang preceded his announcement of universal rulership with solemn sacrifices to Heaven and to Earth, as well as to a series of lesser powers, most prominently the Spirits of Soil and Grain. We certainly need to take Heaven, recognized as the supreme cosmic power ever since the Zhou period in the eleventh century BCE, most seriously. One of the distinctive features of rulership in China was the way in which ‘sovereignty in China continued to be predicated on the importance of sacrifice, with the sovereign as the primary sacrificer, making offerings to Heaven and Earth.’5 At the Ming founding, Heaven and Earth each had their own separate altar, but in 1377 the emperor unilaterally united these two rites into a single site and a combined ritual.6 Imperial authority was understood to extend well beyond the boundaries of what we might today see as secular power: ‘His sacredness was conceived of as “matching” (pei) Heaven itself; hence he could promote or demote any deity or abolish any cult.’7

Heaven and emperors, as ‘Sons of Heaven’, ‘ritually Heaven’s supporter on earth’, went together, but Zhu Yuanzhang had, as already pointed out, been born about as far from that august status as it was possible to imagine.8 His family were impoverished tenant farmers, and he himself had spent time as a Buddhist monk, handed over to a monastery by relatives who could not afford to feed him, following the death in an epidemic of his parents and several siblings. At the time of his birth, Yuan Mongol rule was already in a long and violent process of disintegration, leading to a prevailing militarization of society in which self-defence and aggression against rivals were the conditions of many people’s short and insecure lives. By his early twenties Zhu Yuanzhang was under arms in the band of a man named Guo Zixing (d. 1355). Warfare dominated his life throughout his twenties and thirties (it is impossible to imagine in this context that he did not have the repeated experience of killing and wounding others in face-to-face violence). As a successful fighter and eventually commander, who benefited at several key points from the fortuitous death in battle of superiors and rivals, he came to lead substantial forces that by 1356 were able to seize the major city of Nanjing. Here he had the opportunity to attract to his allegiance a larger body of educated men with an understanding of the literary and political traditions surrounding rulership, who became key advisors. At this point he was one of several contenders for hegemony in central China, though still nominally depending for legitimacy on a tenuous claim that he was acting in the service of the putative heir to the Song dynasty, overthrown by the Mongols a half-century before his birth. The helpfully timed drowning of this Song heir in early 1367 freed him from that claim, but by that time his armies had already overcome those rivals to make viable his claim that the Mandate of Heaven had descended on him, and enable his dynastic founding one year later.

The language used around emperors in Ming writing is a blend of the very ordinary and the highly restricted. Most restricted were imperial personal names, which could never be used, and indeed the individual characters that made them up became taboo. But in speech and writing of the time, as already mentioned, the emperor was just shang, ‘the High One’, or ‘Highness’, using a very common word that formed part of everyday speech in a myriad of other contexts. Anybody could use this word; in this book an attempt has been made to approximate the Ming usage, and the simple form ‘the emperor’ refers in all cases to the man ruling during the era covered by the chapter in which it is found. At the other end of the scale was a first-person pronoun, zhen, which only the emperor could use of himself, a sort of imperial ‘we’, except that it has connotations of singularity, of uniqueness, of the idea that the emperor was alone. Of course the emperor was far from alone, but what was the shape of the kinship group that surrounded him in early 1368, as he assumed the title of Son of Heaven? Whose son was he, and what in turn of his sons? And, most pertinently for this account, since all sons must have mothers, where are the women in all this?

Zhu Yuanzhang’s principal consort, recognized as such at the point of his accession, was surnamed Ma; the fact that we do not know her personal name is – perhaps paradoxically for us – a sign not of her low status but of the exact opposite, since in the patriarchal understanding of our sources such anonymity was one of the signs of respectability for a woman. Like her husband, she received no elaborate titles during her lifetime, but was simply ‘the Empress’. She is one of very few Ming empresses to receive an entry in her own right in the extensive Dictionary of Ming Biography, now almost fifty years old and a monument to the scholarship of an era before proper attention began to be paid to women’s lives in all sorts of historical settings, the Ming included.9 Born in 1332, the first empress of the Ming was therefore four years younger than her husband, and hence in her mid-thirties at the times of his accession to power. She was of the same humble stock as himself, a war orphan who lost both her natural parents in childhood, and who was brought up as a foster child of the warlord Guo Zixing, in whose service the young Zhu Yuanzhang had his first taste of war and command. It was quite standard practice in this highly unstable milieu to cement personal loyalties through marriage ties, and so Guo in 1352 gave his foster child to his subordinate in marriage; we can presume that she herself had limited say in the matter. At the age of twenty she was perhaps relatively advanced in years for a bride, especially by comparison with subsequent Ming empresses, often wed in their mid-teens. And only after three years did she bear a son who lived long enough to appear in the textual record (frequent deaths in infancy are not written about). This was Zhu Biao (1355–1392), proclaimed Crown Prince at the time of his father and mother’s accession in 1368.10 In explicit contrast to Mongol succession practices, allowing competition (often violent competition) among a set of eligible adult contenders from within the ruling clan, the Ming ostentatiously returned to a succession system sanctioned by the Confucian classics, one that rigorously favoured the oldest male offspring, in theory restricting the succession to the oldest son of the empress. Zhu Biao filled this role. At the point when he was born, his father had not yet seized the city of Nanjing, and it is likely that he and his mother remained in the earlier base camp in Anhui province as war raged across central China. It is likely too that they were only the central point of a still-fluid familial grouping of consorts and small children, fluid in the sense that they had not yet achieved the kinds of status that won them entry into a textual record written about them, but certainly not by them. It is fairly inconceivable, in a polygamous society like that of the Yangtze valley in the late Yuan, that Zhu Yuanzhang did not have other partners in addition to she who would one day be empress. ‘Empresses and Consorts’ is one of the very first categories of biographies in the eighteenth-century ‘History of the Ming’, but its editors make plain at the outset that, while they will include entries for all women who bore the title of empress (either in their own lifetimes or posthumously), lesser consorts will be included only in the case of those for whom there is ‘some incident’.11 In practice this means that a woman who is not an empress will be entered into the ‘Ming History’ only if something interesting (to the male historians) can be said about her (and being the mother of imperial sons is not in itself sufficient to achieve this status). For the Ming founder, only three women make the grade there; all of them are listed as ‘Consorts’ (fei), a formal status divided into at least eight further ranks, with lesser Concubines (pin) ranked below them. The first of these three women is the Honoured Consort surnamed Sun, like the empress a war orphan brought up as a daughter by one of the military strongmen with whom Zhu Yuanzhang had interacted; the sources say it was her renowned beauty which brought her to his attention, causing him to ask for her (thus cementing another useful alliance), and she was most probably part of his household prior to the Ming founding, with a status among Ming women supposedly second only to the empress herself. She was later to be the first Ming holder of the highest-ranking ‘Honoured Consort’ (gui fei) title, but this was not formally awarded to her until three years into the new dynasty, as described below, her status before then being more nebulous (and tentative?). Only two other women are mentioned in the ‘Ming History’, a ‘Pure Consort’ surnamed Li and a ‘Restful Consort’ surnamed Guo, although they did not necessarily join the household before 1368.12 One sixteenth-century historian comments that even though the Ming founder took power by the sword, he did not, with one named exception in the case of a man he particularly hated, seize the consorts and concubines of his defeated rivals as booty.13 But it is highly likely that there were more unnamed and unrecorded female victims of war and conquest in the household even at this date.

At the point of his accession, Zhu Yuanzhang had both sons and daughters born of several mothers. All offspring of the emperor were fully accepted as members of the imperial clan; the royal bastards who are such a factor in the politics of a distinctively monogamous Western Eurasia at this same point did not feature, even if the exact status of mothers was an important factor in succession politics in the Ming at several points.14 Discounting any who may have died in infancy (and there must surely have been some such), he had six sons living in 1368, the oldest of whom, Zhu Biao, had been born in 1355, and was therefore by the standards of the time approaching maturity. It is certainly appropriate to think of this as-yet-unmarried adolescent as an observer of, even a participant in, the grand ceremonies that marked his family’s accession to power. His mother was the new empress, giving him an unassailable degree of legitimacy, which he shared with a number of his brothers. He (and his brothers) were to receive a formally structured education in the high tradition that far outstripped that of their insecurely lettered father.15 There were already a number of sisters, too, at least two of whom were also offspring of the empress, though these girls were also as yet too young to be married. We have no records of any education they may have received, though it would be surprising if they were not at least basically literate.

Some of the most important members of the new imperial family were present at the Nanjing ceremonies of 1368 in a very different form, through their enshrined presence as imperial ancestors, and now the holders of grand and suitable titles affirming their power and the awe they were supposed to inspire. The shape of the imperial family in this first generation of the Ming is distinctively different to that in all subsequent ones, in that there were practically no living members of that family senior to the imperial couple themselves, no mothers, aunts, uncles, no generationally senior persons at all. The empress may have had some living relatives in 1368, since a ‘Veritable Records’ entry for the very first month of the new reign has her piously declining to see them advanced to office in the new regime, but no specific individuals are named, and this looks like the sort of model behaviour such a paragon of sanctity would be expected to manifest. In a pious speech about the need to employ the virtuous and capable, she is quoted as saying, ‘my relatives do not necessarily have useful talents,’ and underlining the historic precedents for the bad behaviour of consort families. Faced with her unwillingness to agree, the emperor desists.16 Ancestors were a different matter. In his first year as King of Wu, being the autumn of 1364, Zhu Yuanzhang had ordered the building of four separate temples to his father, grandfather, great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather, who were now retrospectively figures of imperial status themselves, as respectively the Virtuous Progenitor (Dezu), the Righteous Progenitor (Yizu), the Splendid Progenitor (Xizu) and the Humane Progenitor (Renzu).17 In reality, these (or certainly the last three of them) are shadowy personalities; impoverished peasant families of the era did not keep extensive genealogical records, and their recorded personal names – Zhu One Hundred and Six, Zhu Forty-Nine, Zhu the First – suggest a degree of imaginative reconstruction. They certainly existed, since everyone has a paternal great-great-grandfather, but their virtues are at best a pious fiction. The Ming founder’s father Zhu Shizhen (1281–1344) is a more securely grounded individual. His wife, surnamed Chen, certainly existed too, and bore four sons of whom Zhu Yuanzhang was the youngest, along with a number of daughters. His three dead elder male siblings all received kingly titles and honours at the Ming founding, as did the descendants of one of these, almost the sole living relatives of the emperor. The emperor’s deceased sisters, and his maternal grandfather, surnamed Chen, were titled as well, and the remains of all deceased members of the family who could be identified were interred in a new imperial tomb complex that began to be built at the ancestral home at Fengyang, in Anhui province. The parents and other identifiable ancestors of the empress were also enshrined.18 As ancestors, these individuals now had power in the land of the living: their favour and support, ensured through frequent and reverent sacrifice, was an essential proper to dynastic power, second only to the favour of Heaven itself. It was sacrifice, offerings principally of food but of other commodities as well, that lay at the heart of religious practice in a setting distinguished by what one modern scholar has called immanentism: ‘A form of religiosity oriented towards the presence of supernatural forces and agents in the world around us, which are attributed with the power to help or thwart human aspirations.’19 The nebulous and remoteness of ‘the ancestors’ in this specific case may have played a part in enabling Zhu Yuanzhang’s clearly quite extraordinary sense of his entitlement to reorder the world as he saw fit. His successive victories and success against enormous odds clearly demonstrated that Heaven, the highest (and importantly not personified) power, favoured his rule. The ancient concept of the Mandate of Heaven may be no more nor less tautological than any other ideology of legitimation (since all of them ‘work until they stop working’), but it still had powerful explanatory force for the extinction of Yuan rule and the establishment of the Ming.20

Heaven’s favour had been the source of victory in arms, and it was as a victorious war leader that the Ming founder sought to see himself pictured for posterity. In the early summer of 1368, he ordered the artists he commanded to produce a series of paintings of his hard youth, his victorious battles and his rise to power, ‘to be shown to sons and grandsons’. Making it plain that ‘My family were all peasants,’ he asserted nevertheless that it was their blessings concentrated in him that had brought him success. Broaching a theme that he returned to again and again in his proclamations, he insisted that such humble origins and hardships are easy to forget, particularly for later generations brought up in the palace, who would know only wealth and luxury; the commissioned images were explicitly designed to maintain their awareness.21 Such paintings (which do not survive) are so far from anything we now understand about Ming painting, even Ming court painting, that it is hard to imagine what they might have looked like, or what might have provided the models on which artists might draw for such narrative scenes. Were they wall paintings, hanging scrolls or hand scrolls? But their existence (presuming they were completed) is an early instance of the imperial desire to commemorate important events, even if only for an audience concentrated in the imperial family itself. On the very same day that they were ordered, the commemoration of early poverty and hard times was put alongside the desire to ennoble the ancestors who had transcended it, in an imperial order that the silver-gilt offering vessels of the ancestral temples be replaced with objects of solid gold.22

If the support of the mighty dead was essential to the new dynasty, important too was the support of the living, and especially important was the extension of that support beyond the circle of the immediate war-band and coterie of advisors who had been Zhu Yuanzhang’s first adherents. The Ming regime at this point by no means controlled the whole territory over which the Yuan emperors in northern Dadu (modern Beijing) still at this point claimed to hold sway, not to speak of other power centres to the west and south of the new capital. Ultimate Ming victory was by no means inevitable. To that end, one of the first acts of the regime in spring 1368 was the establishment of a mechanism of civil and military examinations to secure candidates for office. The conjoining of wen (civil, or cultural power) with wu (military force) was a constant theme in the pronouncements issued in the name of the Ming emperor, even if the era name of Hongwu seemed to emphasize the predominance of the latter. Neither could in theory be allowed to predominate.23 The supposedly meritocratic examination system of imperial China has fascinated Western historians ever since the first Jesuit accounts of it in the early modern era, but its distinctiveness should not blind us to the existence of other ways in which supporters were bound to the dynasty. One of these, which would have been familiar to a large swathe of fourteenth-century Eurasian elites, was marriage politics, whereby the imperial family gave and received brides. The Ming founder had initially few resources with which to operate this gambit, but as early as his first year of rule he was marrying the few female relatives he did have to potential supporters. One niece (daughter of a deceased brother), now titled the Fucheng Princess, was married in 1368 to Wang Kegong, an important figure in the government of coastal Fujian province, while the Qingyang Princess (daughter of a deceased cousin) was given in marriage to Huang Chen, a military commander who was ‘beloved’ by the emperor for his straightforward honesty. Both of these men, on marrying into the imperial family, received the title of ‘Commandant-escort’, the principal appellation for imperial sons-in-law for a millennium and a half. Several years after their marriage, in 1371, it was pointed out to the emperor that their titles did not accord with the elaborate new structure of titling now taking shape around the imperial administration. Both women were the daughters of kings, and as such their appropriate rank should be not ‘Princess’, theoretically the rank reserved for the daughters of actual emperors, but the lower ‘Commandery Princess’. He responded, ‘I have only these two nieces, and I cannot bear to see them demoted or despoiled; the titles shall be Princess and Commandant as before.’24 His intervention suggests two things about the Ming. First, it was governed by an elaborate set of rules, recorded in written form, which could be appealed to by those conversant with them. Second, emperors could simply ignore those rules, with greater or lesser chances over time of getting their own way. Here at the beginning of the dynasty, the balance between charisma and rules was very much in the emperor’s favour.

As the imperial children matured, the strategy of forging marriage alliances with important collaborators was pushed forward more vigorously.
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