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Ming Taizu's Record of Exposed Wrongdoings:
A Registry of Crimes and Transgressions Committed
by the Imperial Princes

(A Summary)

Chan Hok-lam

The Yuzhi Jifei lu, or Record of Exposed Wrongdoings, was a registry of the heinous crimes
and fragrant transgressions of the law committed by Ming Taizu’s princes. The emperor
personally compiled it with a preface dated the twentieth year of Hongwu (1387) but the
work appears to have been completed a few years later. It was a private document for
internal circulation among the princely households to serve as a warning of the grave
consequences of their moral degradation and betrayal of princely obligations. The work was
never printed, but a hand-written copy transcribed during the Qing dynasty was preserved at
the rare book collection of the State Library in Beijing.

Ming Taizu raised twenty-six sons of whom twenty-four grew to adulthood, and they
were all enfeoffed as imperial princes with a fiefdom of autonomous civil and military
authorities. Several of them excelled in civil and military affairs and some were
distinguished in scholarly and literary subjects, but a number of them were notorious for
their reckless behaviour and criminal offenses. The culprits named in this registry were
seven imperial princes headed by Zhu Shuang (1356-1396), the Prince of Qin (the second),
Zhu Su (1361-1425), the Prince of Zhou (the fifth), Zhu Fu (1364-1428), the Prince of Qi
(the seventh), Zhu Zi (1370-1390), the Prince of Tan (the eighth), Zhu Tan (1370-1390), the
Prince of Lu (the tenth), Zhu Gui (1374-1446), the Prince of Dai (The thirteenth), and Zhu
Shougian (?-1392), the Prince of Jingjiang, the heir of Ming Taizu's eldest nephew Zhu
Wenzheng. The crimes and transgressions they repeatedly committed included immortal
offenses, sexual abuses of women and children, atrocious treatment of staff and servants,
wanton killings of subordinate officials and commoners, indulgence in sybaritic living,
misappropriation of funds and properties, defiance of imperial orders and contempt of
remonstrance and sundry others. The leading culprits were the Prince of Qin and the Prince
of Jingjiang; however, like their siblings who were also indicted, they were only sentenced
to periodic incarceration, and the worst punishment was banishment to be a commoner. As
protected by the nobility prerogatives, the imperial princes were not subject to physical and
capital punishment, and the emperor lacked a forceful deterrent to rein in their excesses
other than the threat of incarceration and banishment. This registry therefore provides a
first-hand account of the deviant character and abominable conduct of the imperial princes,
and sheds light on the failure of the enfeoffment system to serve as a bulwark in securing the
imperial system and safeguarding the empire.

The text of the Yuzhi Jifei lu isreproduced in full in the present paper with modern
punctuations, annotations, and extensive commentaries. The commentaries are drawn on
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documentary records from Ming Taizu's decrees and edicts, as well as official compilations
such as the Taizu shilu (The Veritable Records of Taizu) and the Mingshi (Official History of
the Ming). Without question, this hitherto inaccessible document provides a new source for
research on early Ming history, particularly on issues relating to Ming Taizu's treatment of
the princes and the problems of the enfeoffment system.
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