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Abstract

The relationship between the emperor and the ministers relates to their power
distribution and power-operation state, also relates to the concept of morality and
ethics reflected in their intercourse.

Taken in the power distribution sense, the relationship between the emperor
and the ministers in the Ming Dynasty had been set since Hongwu period. While
the political deliberation and actual influence of scholar-official group varied. In
more than two hundred years, besides cultural factors such as morale changes,
the main reason scholar-officials’ political deliberation rights up and down was the
impact of political events such as Jing-nan-zhi-yi ( ¥§#£24% ) , Tu-mu-zhi-bian

( +ARZAE) and Da-li-yi ( KX#Li¥ ) . That era was deeply marked by the active
political deliberation. In this context, the monarchical power and authoritarianism
in the Ming Dynasty was stronger than many other historical periods, but scholar-
official politics were still active in this era. Overall, the imperial autarchy in the
Ming Dynasty was severer than previous dynasties on many levels, which in
fact informed a complex situation full of tension between the emperor and the
ministers.

The relationship between the emperor and the ministers in the Ming Dynasty
was complicated. As far as the way the emperor treat the ministers, they were
given preferential treatment, while as to the lower officials, Ting-zhang ( £E
L) was an common insult, bringing about injury and even death. After the
middle Ming Dynasty, the emperors either slack or suspicious, and many
memorials of the officials were often laid aside without official and public reply,
which led to the relationship between the emperor and the ministers even worse.
These consequences were severer than the impact of Ting-zhang ( ZE£L ) . It was

seen that even though the emperors in the Ming Dynasty realized the integrity
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of the assisting ministers and themselves, when differences occurred, they
tended to ignore the courtesy code of conduct and take advantage of monarchical
power to compel ministers to obey their willing. As far as the way the emperor
was treated, scholar-official group were inclined to criticize and intellectual
ethos was passionate especially throughout the middle and late Ming Dynasty.
Meanwhile, scholar-officials still showed their obedience, compromising the
ethos of criticism. In their concept and political belief, besides the emperor, they
also maximized their country and She-ji ( #£# ) , which included emperors.
Therefore, although scholar-officials’political role had the connotation of
loyalty, their tenets were beyond obedience to the emperor’s willing. Criticism
was the essence of fulfilling the responsibility in political moral level.

After the middle Ming Dynasty, scholar-official group reflected the
problems existed in the relationship between the emperor and the ministers. Their
thinking mainly pointed to the empero’s tendency towards Ting-Zhang, the
officials’inclination to criticize, and the abolition of the prime minister system,
also directed to the political thought pattern of powerful minister and minister’s
power throughout the Ming Dynasty. These reflection composed impressive
political criticism collection. It embodied the thoughts of scholar-officials on ideal
relationship between the emperor and the ministers, imperial political institution
and even cultural rationality, which formed a valuable historical experience.

Officials in late Ming were quite active in expostulation, but they were
gradually caught into an irreversible dilemma of performing the political ideal
of saving the society through expostulation but without concrete practice. Their
expostulation was failed to put it into action and they failed to save the crisis
until the collapse of the dynasty. These behaviors gathered together and made the
political ecology of late Ming Dynasty heroic and tragic.

Keywords: Ming Dynasty, the Emperor and the Ministers, Scholar-official
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