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Huangming zuxun and Zheng He’s Voyages
to the Western Oceans

(A Summary)

Hui Chun Hing

Zheng He’s command of seven voyages to the Western Oceans was not only a remarkable
event of the reigns of Emperor Yongle and Emperor Xuande in the Ming dynasty, it
was also a pioneering expedition in China’s maritime history. According to reasonable
expectation, there should have been a wealth of records by contemporaries. But the
fact is, apart from a few records by Zheng’s followers about their personal experiences
and anecdotes by some Ming scholars, the Ming government and historians of the time
paid very little heed to it. Not only were there many erroneous and missing information
about the voyages in the officially compiled Ming Taizong shilu (The Reign Records of
Emperor Yongle) and Ming Xuanzong shilu (The Reign Records of Emperor Xuande),
records about the preparatory work, number of vessels, sailing directions of the voyages,
crew members, and the treasure brought back were all scarce. Other official compila-
tions such as Ming Taizong baoxun (The Valuable Teachings of Emperor Yongle), Ming
Renzong baoxun (The Valuable Teachings of Emperor Hongxi), Ming Xuanzong baoxun
(The Valuable Teachings of Emperor Xuande), Wulun shu (Book of the Five Cardinal
Relationships), and Lidai junjian (Learning from Past Emperors) all had not mentioned
Zheng He’s voyages. Many scholars attributed this baffling phenomenon to the brevity of
official records and opined that the fundamental reason is a lack of collection of relevant
information in the hands of official organizations. Therefore, while it is acknowledged
that the study of Zheng He in China started from the publication of Zuguo da hanghaijia
Zheng He zhuan (Biography of Our Homeland’s Great Navigator: Zheng He) by Liang
Qichao in 1904, it is also generally accepted that the study of Zheng He has long been
plagued by insufficient research information. However, based on the information collected,
this article would like to put forward the following views:

1. The Ming government had held a rich collection of archives on Zheng He’s
voyages. The hearsay that scholar-official Liu Daxia of the Ministry of War had
stealthily destroyed these archives actually reflected the fact that they had been cat-
egorized in various files and kept in different concerned government departments.

2. Before Liu Daxia was rumoured to have destroyed all the archives of Zheng He’s
voyages, the compilation of such official works as Ming Taizong shilu, Ming
Renzong shilu (The Reign Records of Emperor Hongxi), Ming Xuanzong shilu,
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Ming Taizong baoxun, Ming Renzong baoxun, Ming Xuanzong baoxun, Wu lun
shu, and Lidai junjian had already been completed no later than 1453. These
official compilations mentioned very little or even did not mention about the
voyages. The decision of the compilers had really nothing to do with insufficient
information. They only want to ensure that all official compilations were in tune
with one another. This convinced them to take into account of the intimate rela-
tionship between Emperor Yongle and his two successors as well as the inter-
twining nature of many related historical events which included the usurpation led
by Emperor Yongle against his nephew Emperor Jianwen, the cancellation of
Zheng He’s scheduled voyage by Emperor Hongxi and Zheng He’s last voyage
ordered by Emperor Xuande. As the decision to suspend the maritime voyage by
Emperor Hongxi had been regarded as a meritorious policy by his son Emperor
Xuande, there would be no need to make a detailed description of his grandfather’s
sending Zheng He to the Western Oceans. However, to avoid disregarding the
relevant events completely, they deliberately recorded them in a brief and piece-
meal fashion. It had nothing related to the alleged hiding of the archives by Liu
Daxia.

3. Huangming zuxun (Ancestral Injunctions of the August Ming) was a collection
of the “royal family rules” which Emperor Hongwu requested his offspring to
follow. It was regarded as the fundamentals of the “founding ancestor.” This work did
not give his offspring “legitimate” authority to dispatch officials to the Western
Oceans. Emperor Yongle who made use of the Huangming zuxun to seize power
therefore could not legitimize this act in terms of the “royal family rules.” In order
to help him successfully form an image of the “founding ancestor” and show that
he was “abiding by the rules” of his father, compilers of Ming Renzong shilu and
Ming Xuanzong shilu all had no room to comment on Emperor Hongxi’s decision
to suspend the scheduled voyage and Emperor Xuande’s order to restore it.

All in all, the decisions of Emperor Yongle and Emperor Xuande to send Zheng He
and his followers to the Western Oceans were contrary to the rules stipulated in the
Huangming zuxun. They accounted for the Ming government deliberately “neglecting”
this historical event and scarcity of research information on the study of the subject.
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