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The Art of Rulership
Emperor Ming Ch’eng-Tsu and His
Sheng-Hsiieh Hsin-Fa

CHEUK-YIN LEE

Emperor Ch’eng-tsu, Chu Ti (1360-1424), the third emperor of the
Ming dynasty and the fourth son of Emperor Ming Tai-tsu, is commonly
known by his reign title Yung-lo (1402-1424). The emperor came to
power by overthrowing his nephew, Emperor Chien-wen, 1 a usurpation
which resulted in a three-year civil war.

After Emperor Ch’eng-tsu had usurped the throne, he made an

effort to consolidate his power and legitimate his accession. He rebuilt
his power base in the north, renamed it Peking, and made it the

permanent capital of the Ming dynasty in 1421. He also sent his famous
eunuch Cheng Ho to lead six maritime expeditions to the Indian Ocean

between 1405 and 1424 to proclaim his enthronement and 1inspire
countries there into becoming proper tribute-bearing states.

In order to legitimize his mandate to rule, Emperor Ch’eng-tsu also
tried his best to establish his image as a Confucian sage king. In 1414
he ordered Wu Kuang and Hanlin scholars to compile the commentaries
of Cheng-Chu scholars on the Five Classics and Four Books. The com-
pilation was completed in 1415 and entitled Wu-ching ssu-shu ta-ch’ian
in 190 chiian. The emperor also ordered the compilation of a com-
pendium of Sung scholars’ discussions on human nature and principles.
The result was the publication of the Hsing-li ta-ch’iian, 70 chuan, in
1417.

Another obvious example of Emperor Ch’eng-tsu’s image-building
effort is the compilation of a book on the learning of the sages by the
emperor himself. The book, entitled Sheng-hsiieh hsin-fa, in 4 chiian, was
published in 1409 and aimed at transmitting the learning of the former
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sages to the tuture generations. In doing so, it 1s obvious that Emperor
Ch’eng-tsu claimed himself a transmitter of the learning of the sages and,
as a result, secured his reputation as a sage ruler.

The Sheng-hsueh hsin-fa consists of four fascicles: the Way of the
Emperor, the Way of the Minister, the Way of the Father, and the Way of
the Son. But a greater part of the work is devoted to the first section,

while the last three sections occupy only about one-tenth of the space.

Besides compiling classical sayings, Emperor Ch’eng-tsu also
expressed his views on the art of rulership in a lengthy preface. It stresses
the importance of reverence and obedience to Heaven, rectification of
the mind, restraint of selfish desires, accepting admonitions and evaluting
talents.

This article attempts to unfold Emperor Ch’eng-tsu’s purpose of
compiling the Sheng-hsiteh hsin-fa, his vision of a sage king, and his philo-
sophy of effective rulership.



