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THE PEOPLE OF THE SEACOAST UNDER THE GOVERNMENT
OF THE MING DYNASTY, AS SEEN FROM THE VIEWPOINT
OF THE COMMISSIONER, ZHU WAN &4

Yamazaxi Takeshi

Many scholars today consider the Late-Ming era, rather optimistically, as a
new age of cultural flourishing during which various genres of books were pub-
lished by mass production, while the authors of such literary works were them-
selves quite pessimistic about their contemporary world, describing it as a time of
decline in all aspects of their civilization. Zhu Wan %&# was one of the general in-
spectors #F4H 5 of the Jiajing 5% era court, and was also appointed the provin-
cial commissioner of Zhejiang #TVL:&#E and admiral of coastal Fujian 7§ & #5383
BB from 1547-1549. The records of his political career, which he compiled
himself to demonstrate his justice and innocence, show the institutional corruption
of the civil administration in the territory under his control, the chronic threat of
the attacks by the “Japanese Pirates” {£7&, and the desperate anarchy of the local
people, who were no longer subject to the prohibition on maritime ventures #%%,
which had been repeatedly declared by the central government since the beginning
of the dynasty. China was “illegally” involved in the global interactions of the 167
Century and in the multi-ethnic “underground” societies of the stateless colonies
on the coastal islands where both freedom and violence prevailed. A close inspec-
tion of Zhu Wan’s conception of the social order that he was charged with main-
taining, his interpretation of the reality that he faced, the internal logic of his deci-
sion to enforce the ban on maritime ventures, and his failure to achieve public con-
sensus concerning the responsibility of the government for local welfare prove the
great difficulty in ruling “the people” with the administrative hierarchy of the
Chinese empire. Given the situation in which Zhu Wan found himself, the
stereotypical model of despotism is not applicable to late-Ming China, particularly
given the miserable circumstances of his death.



