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The Highly Walled Institution of the Ming Dynasty

(A Summary)

Pei Huang

This institution was the prison system for Ming imperial clansmen, lasting roughly from the
mid or late fifteenth century to the fall of Prince Fu of the Southern Ming in 1645. The Ming
was the first dynasty in Chinese history to call the system Gaoxiang. During the Jiajing reign
(1522-1567) the system reached a culmination, with five prisons, separate from the outside
by high walls, deep moats, and watchtowers, confining hundreds of clansmen, and all
located in Fengyang, modern Anhui, where Zhu Yuanzhang (1328-1398), founder of the
Ming dynasty, was born. In addition to these prisons, the Jiajing emperor ordered the
building of informal penitentiary facilities known as Xianzhe to accommodate inmates who
had committed less serious offenses. The eunuchs played a very active role in the system’s
operation. .

Each prison consisted of many multi-room residential units whose occupants included
not only principal offenders but certain family members. In many cases, the principal
offenders spent their lives behind the high walls and so did most of their family members.
Since they were provided with wells, stoves, and foodstuffs, they cooked for themselves.
Not allowed to receive visitors, even in times of sickness, they were isolated and helpless.
_ The working of the Gaoxiang institution may help us understand the Ming political
process, especially the ambivalent relations between the ruler and his clansmen. The ruler
always tried to consolidate his power against any intrusion, actual or potential, while his
clansmen frequently acted to expand their personal interests at his expense. It was in this
situation that the Gaoxiang kept working. Its operation also testified to the social crisis
confronting the late Ming. Privileged, the clansmen were parasitic on public resources and
victimizers of the communities where they resided. They thus further alienated the commom
people, who were already overburdened with taxes and other obligations, and helped drive
them into the social vortex. When the clansmen could no longer receive government support,
they became desperate, committed more crimes, and were even willing to live in the
institution for free maintenance. Prince Fu released the last group of inmates shortly before
the end of his regime.





