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Li Yuan

ABSTRACT:

The explosion at the munition depot at Wanggongchang in Beijing in
1626, the sixth year of the Tianqi Reign (1621-1627) was one of the
public disasters posing significant social influences during late Ming dy-
nasty (1368-1644). Different from modern analysis exploring its cause
from the perspective of natural science, the event was regarded by its
contemporaries as a bad omen, amongst all speculations, when judg-
ing under the influences of the theory of the Yin and the Yang and the
Five Elements. Disaster response measures taken by the Ming govern-
ment involved relief and punishment — namely defining the nature of the
event, distributing silver taels as relief, resettling refugees, burying uni-
dentified victims, hosting sacrificial ceremonies, repairing the building
structure, and rearranging religious instruments and financial and food
supply. The Emperor offered sacrifice sat ancestral temple, downgrading
meal menus and abstaining from entertainment and elegant costumes
for self-scrutiny. Senior officials were also requested to scrutinize them-
selves at the same time, hand in memorials for self-criticism, demotion,
and dismissal, while reflecting upon specific political measures and pro-
posing remedies. The response mechanism reflected the traditional Chi-
nese social belief of ruling through moral principles with heavenly and
ancestral worship at the core. Such belief system, on one hand, put ulti-
mate constraint on the ruler, therefore played a positive role in disaster
response. Yet, on the other hand, its irrational side decided that meas-
ures taken valued “form” over “content”. Exploring the Ming disaster
response mechanism helps to shed light on state governance strategy and

value system in Imperial China.
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