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Ming I-min and the Defectors: The Case of Ku Yen-wu,
Ch’eng Hsin-chen, and Shih K’o-ch’eng
Andrew C. Hsieh
Grinnell College
Abstract

It is well known that Ku Yen-wu (1613-1682), an anti-Ch’ing activist, made
many new friends in North China during the last twenty-five years of his life.
Also uncontested is the fact that many of Ku’s new friends shared his devotion to
scholarship, as well as his political stance. In fact, on the basis of these friend-
ships, a number of scholars have concluded that Ku continued to carry on his
struggle against the new regime even after moving northward in 1657.

What very few scholars-know, however, is that among Ku’s many new
friends were also a number of individuals who had displayed highly questionable
political ethics during the dynastic transition. Among these were Ch’eng Hsin-
chen and Shih K’o-ch’eng, both of whom had first surrendered to the Ch’ing in
Peking in 1644 and then accompanied the Manchu troops in their southern expe-
dition of 1645; during the campaign, on behalf of the conquerors, Ch’eng and
Shih attempted to persuade key Ming generals and high-ranking officials to
defect to the Ch’ing. Careful readings of Ch’eng Hsin-chen’s complete works,
Ku’s own poetry, and other literary and historical sources reveal that Ku
befriended both Ch’eng and Shih during the early 1660s, and that these close
friendships lasted until Ch’eng’s death in 1675 and that of Ku in 1682.

Our discovery of the close friendships between Ku and the two defectors
suggests that proper political behavior was by no means a requisite in Ku’s choice
of friends. Further, it demonstrates that, at least in the case of Ch’eng and Shih,
common interests in scholarship, poetry, and other forms of cultural activities
figured so prominently in Ku’s choice of friends that he was willing even to
befriend individuals whose political behaviors directly violated his own political

ethics. Finally, it seems reasonable to conclude that during the last years of his



life, Ku, contrary to the views of some recent scholars, placed a much higher
value on cultural affinity than on political agreement; he seemed to no longer
expect all his friends to share his political views.

Scholars thus far have customarily viewed those who surrendered to the
Ch’ing and those who remained loyal to the Ming as two bitterly hostile groups;
in this view, any communication between i-min and the defectors is likely to be
unimaginable. Ku’s close friendships with these two defectors have significantly
called into question this commonly accepted view. In fact, if Ku, the exemplar of
Ming loyalism, did not himself hold poltical ethics as important in his choice of
friends, it would seem that we need to cease evaluating early Ch’ing literati
purely on the basis of their political choices. It is perhaps time to abandon the
one-dimensional approach to the-history of the Ming-Ch’ing transition, in' which
political behavior has seemed to be the sole meastre of an individual’s accom-

plishments.

Key word: Ming i-min BH3E K

* The Chinese text of this article appears on pages —— /1, through —4 =.
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