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PL I 2% Antonino Forte, Political Propaganda and Ideology in China at the End of the
Seventh Century (Naples, Italy: Istituto Universitario Orientale, 1976), pp. 271-80; Erik
Ziircher, “‘Prince Moonlight.” Messianism and Eschatology in Early Medieval Chinese
Buddhism,” T’oung Pao, 2d ser., 68, nos. 1-3 (1982), pp. 34-36; B. J. ter Haar, The White
Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992), pp. 115-23
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5.B. J. ter Haar, The White Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History, pp. 115-23; Edward L.
Farmer, Zhu Yuanzhang and Early Ming Legislation: The Reordering of Chinese Society
following the Era of Mongol Rule (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), p. 32; E. W. Mote, Imperial China,
900—1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 558-59; Jiang Yonglin, trans.
and introduced, The Great Ming Code (Da Ming lii) (Seattle, WA: University of Washington
Press, 2005), p. xxxv °
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A Reappraisal of the Origin of the Name of the
Ming Dynasty and Significance of Its
Fire Cosmic Symbol

(A Summary)

Chan Hok-lam

All the organized régimes and ruling dynasties in imperial China from the Qin
(221-210 B.c.) through the Jurchen Jin (1115-1234) chose a specific name or title
for their polity as self identification based on various criteria, and adopted a cosmic
power from the cyclical rotation of the Five Agents/Phases or powers in the universe
according to the theory of changes of the Cosmological School as the twin symbols
of political legitimacy. When the Mongols established the Yuan dynasty, they did
not declare a cosmic patron, setting a precedent for the succeeding Ming and Qing
dynasties. When Zhu Yuanzhang (Ming Taizu) founded the new dynasty (1368-—
1644) ending Mongol rule, he declared the dynastic name Da Ming (Great Ming)
and revered the Fire power. What was the origin and meaning of the dynastic name
and whether or not he also adopted a cosmic patron as a complementary source of
political legitimacy?

This paper, containing six sections, addresses these two intertwined issues in the
context of political and religious developments during the Yuan-Ming transition. Attention
is paid to the historiographical tampering by official historians in the Yuanshi and Ming
Taizu shilu, and the misrepresentation and rectification of the key issues by contemporary
scholars of Ming history. The latter are represented by Wu Han (Wu, 1941), who posited
the Manichean origin of the Ming dynastic title, and Yang Ne (Yang, 1983), who rebuffed
the argument and offered a Buddhist explanation.

Highlights include:

1. The designation of a state name or title by different organized régimes and
ruling dynasties in Chinese history according to various criteria, and their adoption of a
respective patron from the five cosmic powers in the universe —Earth, Wood, Metal, Fire,
Water—according to the Five Agents/Activities theory of cosmological changes, from the
Qin through the Jin dynasty.

2. Background of the founding of the Ming dynasty. Anti-Mongol uprisings were
initiated by Han Shantong, a White Lotus sect leader (not as a Manichean as Wu Han
contended); Han propagated the messianic prophecy of “Buddha Maitreya is descending
into the world; the Prince of Light (Mingwang) will be born,” and proclaimed himself a
descendant of the Song emperor Huizong. His followers, known as Red Turbans (hongjin),
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wore red head-bands and revered fire not only as religious but also as political emblems
of Song dynastic restoration. In 1355 Han’s son Han Liner, proclaiming himself “Junior
Prince of Light,” founded a state named Song to fulfil the prophecy. Xu Shouhui, a
contemporary White Lotus leader, who founded a state four years earlier, also adopted
the name Song, but its name in the Yuanshi was replaced by the cryptic name Tianwan
that obscured its identity. Zhu Yuanzhang rose to power under Han Liner’s tutelage and
he championed the Song restoration to bolster his legitimate status but sought to disguise
his previous affiliation to establish his own legitimacy after the dynastic founding through
tampering the records.

3. Zhu Yuanzhang’s declaration of the dynastic and era name in his Accession
Decree and speculative explanations of their origins provided by later Ming scholars. Zhu
claimed the mandate through hard-won military battles over the regional warlords amid
the collapse of Yuan rule with the blessings of Heaven and his ancestors, but made no
allusion to the origin and meaning of the state name Da Ming (Great Ming) and the era
name Hongwu (Abundantly Martial). None of the explanations proffered by later Ming
scholars was credible and imparted a bewildered legacy.

4. Attempted explanations of the Ming dynastic title by modern Chinese and
Japanese scholars. Wu Han startled the field with a provocative, but wrong-headed attempt
to link the Ming dynastic title to the messianic saviour Mingwang or Prince of Light
or Radiance in Manichaeism. He surmised that Manichaeism, imported to China from
Persia during the Tang, had deeply penetrated into the White Lotus sects in Song-Yuan
times; purporting that Han Shantong was a Manichaean in Buddhist disguise, and the
Mingwang prophecy was in effect the message of the Manichaean saviour. Therefore he
contended that the Ming dynastic title must have originated from Manichaeism and traced
the source to the Da Xiao (or Xiao Da) Mingwang chushi jing, an alleged Manichean
scripture. After having dazzled the field for several decades, Wu Han’s thesis fell under
increasing criticisms from Chinese as well as Japanese scholars. The decisive blow
came from Yang Ne, who, after having critically examined all the relevant Buddhist and
Manichean literature, concluded that the alleged penetration did not take place, that Han
Shantong was a true White Lotus disciple, that Mingwang referred to Buddha Amitabha,
not the Manichean saviour, and the alleged Manichean scripture was in effect a heretical
Buddhist text. Wu Han’s argument thus disintegrates. Yang then proposed that the Ming
dynastic title originated from Buddhist sutras, and he traced the name Da Ming to the
Pure Land text Da Amituo jing which was widely known to the White Lotus followers.
This argument is more tenable and it has since been endorsed by many Ming historians as
the acceptable explanation.

5. Why did Ming Taizu declare that he receive the Fire power’s blessing but did not
pronounce its adoption as cosmic patron? Ample records have shown that Zhu Yuanzhang
revered fire and red as emblems of Heaven’s blessing and invoked them as symbols of
dynastic legitimacy. But he did not put them in the framework of the cyclical pulsation
of cosmic powers according to the Five Agents/Phrases theory. The reason is that a
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formal declaration would involve a discussion of the cosmic patron of the preceding
régime in order to designate its place in dynastic transition. It can be argued that since he
had declared that Song had outrun the course of its cosmic cycle and he founded a new
dynasty upon the ruins of Yuan rule, there was no need to invoke the cosmological theory
for legitimation. But it was also impractical to make a formal declaration of Fire power
because it would have connected him to not only the Zhao Song dynasty, but also Han
Liner’s pretentious Song state. Since he had tried to disguise his formal allegiance to the
Han Song régime after the dynastic founding to establish his own legitimacy, and there
was no easy way to distinguish between the Zhao Song and the Han Song state, a new
departure was called for. Zhu Yuanzhang found an ingenious solution by embracing Fire
and red as heavenly symbols that satisfied his religious aspiration and fulfilled his political
agenda without subscribing to the operational formula of the cyclical rotation of cosmic
powers in the Five Agents theory.

6. Additional remarks. Zhu Yuanzhang’s display of reverence to the fire and red
symbols became the source of the mythical portrait of the Son of Heaven, the dynastic
founder in the Ming Taizu shilu, the official chronicles of his reign compiled under his
successor Emperor Yongle. A large amount of anecdotes buttressing his claim of the
blessing of Fire power to his mandate emerged in later Ming miscellaneous literature.
No formal discussions of Ming dynasty’s cosmic patron ever took place, and the same
was followed by the Manchu rulers of the Qing. In this way, Ming Taizu left a significant
legacy in the pattern of political legitimation in later imperial history.
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Keywords: Ming dynastic name, Fire power, Cyclical rotation of the Five powers, Ming
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