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As a Chinese saying goes, “Clothing and hatting are subject to an individual’s preference.” However, we scarcely find another regime in the Chinese—and world— history that obsessed with the dressing codes of it people as much as the Ming dynasty did, that it had utilized the entirety of its State Apparatuses to interfere and regulate people’s clothing choices. As if the general sumptuary legislation had not done enough, intermittent imperial promulgations were also mobilized to punish the transgressors, for example, the rescript of the 25th year of Hongwu reign prohibiting commoners from wearing leathered boots. The rationale under sumptuary legislation, as Christopher Berry puts it, is “to reserve particular fabrics and ornamentation for certain social orders in order to distinguish them and uphold the social hierarchy.”
 Indeed, the founding emperor’s plan of classifying people by dressing them differently was devised to maintain a neatly hierarchical society, but laws or national policies do not always determine the outcomes; in fact they would at times ramify far beyond the anticipations of the instigators. Merchant, labeled as the lowliest class in the Ming social quaternity, was not allowed to wear silk. But wealthy merchants had sidestepped this proscription by wearing silk at home or putting something over it before going out as early as the prohibitive edit was promulgated. This has been identified by Timothy Brook as a sign of ineffectiveness of the stigma against commerce.
 What I propose to study here, nevertheless, is less relevant to sumptuary legislation but pertains more to its derivative: for a long period of time and in most of the rural China, the law enforcement had fermented a societal aura we might refer to as “sumptuary ethos”, which, despite its inability to frame people directly using penal codes, worked equally effective in regulating people’s clothing into a pristine and hierarchical state. 
This paper explores the Ming people’s clothing as evidenced by the “guxiu incident” and other anecdotes from the Ming novel Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan, but does not intend to demonstrate the omnipotence of the sumptuary ethos. By the time of the late Ming, a rapidly growing commercial economy had expansively changed the living pattern of its urban dwellers. In the country, under the iceberg tip of a sumptuary social environment there were also undercurrents of personal pursuits of material comforts, an economy to cater those pursuits, and ebbs and flows over the battleground of Confucianism and commercialism. Of course the resilience of the sumptuary ethos remained strong—so strong that it deterred the burgeoning commercialism from developing into a healthy entrepreneurism—for the concrete evidence of which we shall elaborate in the account of the “guxiu incident”.
Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan
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The part of the story pertaining to this study being trunked from the original narrative, a certain degree of abruptness might be expected when the context of the “guxiu incident” is being rephrased. 
To begin with, Xichen, a student of National Academy, along with his father, Old Di, lives in Beijing for a period of time to fulfill the Academy’s residence requirement. Gone back home, Xichen presents the gifts he has purchased for Sujie in Beijing, as if “a subject paying tributes to his lord”: a one-piece dress with embroidered jacket, a mirror-faced crow-black silk bandana, pantaloons with veiled gauze, jade ties and jade flowers, jewels and germs, gold-filled buckets and threads, and Peking needles and scissors. Gifts, as Ming people vernacularly put it, are renshi, or “human stuff”, and owning to the bribery of which Xichen is allowed to sleep in her bedroom.
Why Sujie, rigid and henpecking as she is, can be sweetened over by the novelty of renshi? Her delight must be explained by the scarcity of consumptive commodity. Sujie’s natal family runs a cloth store, and by no means is she not reasonably supplied of clothing and accouterment. Yet Shandong is less commercially advanced, and only in Linqing, the local metropolis closely abuts the Grand Canal, can luxuries of women’s gadgets be obtained. In Mingshui, the small town where Sujie and Xichen reside, commercial pursuits are skewly viewed, and pattern of local economic ecology remains overwhelmingly agricultural and autarkic. It seems that even the thought of pursuing benefits via means of commerce has scarcely registered the minds of the local people.
The Mingshui town does not have its own cloth store before Xue Sujie’s father, Old Xue, arrives. As Old Di explains to Old Xue: “We local folks would either go to the provincial capital (Jinan), or the county (Xiujiang) for our cloth shopping. A great deal of inconvenience indeed!” Although running a cloth business here has a great margin—if one purchases cloth from Linqing and resells locally, thirty percent net interest can be guaranteed—no one has even thought about the undertaking. According to Old Di, “People elsewhere do not want to depart their home and run business here; and we sons of the soil only know our duties by plowing the several mu lands. Running business? We do not know a thing!” Old Xue thus is able to found his cloth business on the ground of the Mingshui people’s utter lack of entrepreneurship. His cloth store, besides selling cloth, also vends “forehead wrappers, handkerchiefs, summer socks, flax, towels, and other gadgets”. Nevertheless, it does not supply luxurious commodities or fashionable cloth that would arouse Sujie’s interest. The deficiency can either be explained from Old Xue’s lack of aggressive business spirit, or the paucity of market demands. In fact, the unbusinesslike style of running business is also shared by Old Di, who runs a small hotel, in which boarding and lodging needs are both served. But he makes it clear that he does not intend to “earn money from the boarding or lodging services”, but rather, “to lodge the horses and mules of my customers so that I can garner enough manure to fertilize my lands”. He offers extremely low-priced services, just enough to offset his costs, so that he can draw in passengers, but makes, and intends to make, no profit from the services he provides. It is the manure of the lodging passengers’ horses and mules that interests the rich peasant. That mindset explains his oftentimes generally remitting the lodging expenses of his guests, Old Xue long time ago being one of them. The reversal of the modern business practice is not caused by the dilettantism of Old Di, for he is a diligent, hard-working person, but by his lack of the aggressive spirit to pursuit benefits through just means of commerce, a spirit we now refer to as “entrepreneurism”.
The labyrinthian “guxiu incident”, depicted in the midst of the narrative of Novel, derives from that social and economic context. 
Zhang Maoshi, Di Xichen’s old classmate, has a cousin called Song Mingwu, who in his poverty has sold his wife; by blackmailing the buyer he secures 38 taels of silver, and taking which he goes to Nanjing to purchase a load of novelties: lacquered boxes, desk plates, bronze mirrors, iron locks, hair strings, threads, Hui fans, Su kettles, “lovesick sheath”相思套 and “Mr. Jiao”角先生. Song lays them under the rent-free city gate and they sell really well. Because of the local deficiency of the Nanjing smallware, the profit of reselling is appallingly high. Song, having digged his first bucket of gold, returns to Nanjing and repeats what he has done. Within years he is rich enough to open a big apartment store at the West Gate, earning enough money to invest on estates and lands and living a thriving life. 
Of the above-mentioned, several items await explanations. Usually made of wood and in the color of cinnabar, a lacquered box is a dressing case used by women to store their accouterments; Hui fan is made in Anhui and Su kettle, Jiangxi. Both “lovesick sheath” and “Mr. Jiao” are sex toys.
Inspired by his cousin’s success, Zhang Maoshi also started his Nanjing smallware business. Due to a prank staged by Xichen and under the suspicion that with whom his wife has adultery, Zhang Maoshi beats his wife Zhijie, who, in turn has become mighty resentful to the prankish Xichen. When the misunderstanding gets cleared, Maoshi resumes his friendship with Xichen; he also purchases a gift for Zhijie to smooth her over. The gift is a piece of lined dress with the embroidery manufactured by the Gu family, or the so known guxiu.
In Nanjing there resides a Gu family, who produces lined dress with embossed embroidery which excels in both colors and stitches, far superior than the productions of others. Zhang Maoshi purchases, as his gift from a long journey, a set of gorgeous guxiu for his wife, who has it made into a set of good-looking bodice and skirt by her needleman. 
Nanjing had been the center of late imperial China’s silk and embroidery manufacture, serving not only the needs of the imperial court, but also that of the national market. The Gu family mentioned herein, I suspect, is a branch of the Gu Mingshi family, of Song Jiang, Shanghai, Gu being a scholar-official and a Jinshi candidate of the 38th year of Jiajing reign. Women of the Gu family, in particular the concubine of his eldest son and wife of his second grandson, were known for their accomplished skill of embroidery. The literary and artistic connoisseurship of Gu Mingshi had so influenced the women of his family that they drew inspirations of embroidery from Song paintings. Craig Cluna remarks that the term hua, literarily painting, should be interpreted as “picturing” in the Ming context, for it includes representations in various textile techniques, such as embroidery and silk tapestry.
 Due to the artistic consummation of the Gu’s embroidery, it is still cherished as a cultural legacy of Shanghai nowadays. 
The novelty of guxiu has made it a much desired silk production. In the Yangtze area, though rare and costly, it is still obtainable; but in the Northern provinces like Shandong where both commerce and transportations are cumbersome, it is not. Moreover, people whose mindsets had rooted in the sumptuary economy would much prefer those luxurious commodities staying away from the sights of their young women, so as to maintain the stability of family and society. Yet Sujie, given her rebellious characters, is not to be easily subjected to the overemphasis on female docility, nor would she suppress her desire on seeking material pleasure. Upon her seeing Zhijie’s wearing the beautiful guxiu skirt, she wants to secure one for herself too. Zhijie, a smart woman and still mad about Xichen’s prank, tactically tells Sujie that her husband has actually fetched back two sets of guxiu, and the other sets is reserved for Di Xichen. Now that Sujie, provoked and thinking to herself that “the other set must have been squandered by the debauched son of bitch on some prostitute”, vows to revenge. Xichen’s nightmare commences. Under Sujie’s inclement physical torture, he spends, extravagantly for his financial situation, 22 taels of silver on another set of guxiu, which is only worth one fourth of the price he has paid. 
Even the factual price of a set of guxiu—5 to 6 tales of silver—is forbiddingly high for the economy of a Shandong rural family. We find the consumptive pattern of Sujie falling into what Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold call “emulative spending”, which, when it does occur, most likely would have been “in the market of little gadgets, whose prices are within the reach of modest incomes”.
 But Sujie’s consumptive behavior has far exceeded the modest pattern. In a fashion market, essentially it is the superficial goods that constitute the necessary differentiation. Clearly, the guxiu set belongs to the genre of “superficial goods” rather than that of the modestly priced gadgets, for 5 to 6 tales of silver is the equivalence of the market price of a teenager maid, or two mu of land, or 10 dan of rice in an abundant year; besides, the price of the fabric is so high that labor cost can virtually be overlooked. In an interestingly similar way, as Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold mention, in the fashionable world of eighteen-century London, the most important and most expensive element in a woman’s dress was its fabric. While fabric remained so expensive, labor cost would only constitute as low as its 5 percent. ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Fine</Author><Year>2001</Year><RecNum>56</RecNum><record><rec-number>56</rec-number><ref-type name="Book Section">5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ben Fine</author><author>Ellen Leopold</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Daniel Miller</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>Consumerism and the Industrial Revolution</title><secondary-title>Consumption: critical concepts in the social sciences</secondary-title></titles><dates><year>2001</year></dates><pub-location>London; New York</pub-location><publisher>Taylor &amp; Francis</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>

The transaction is carried out in a way that would have bemused modern readers. Xichen, in tears, comes to Zhang Maoshi’s store to seek for his asssistance; Zhang, thrilled by the opportunity to make a profit, nonetheless pretends that he deems the friendship between the two old classmates more important than his business bargain. Thus he tells Xichen,
Sister-in-law Di is indeed sharp-sighted and she knows stuff! I admire her. Since it is my sister-in-law Di who wants it, I have to treat her differently. To say nothing that I have an extra set, even if I had not and she wanted the one that my wife is currently wearing, we will still strive to cater your wish. Brother Di, please be seated for a while, I will run back home and fetch it for you.

During Zhang’s absence, his shop assistant Li Mao does the trick by showing Xichen a bogus account book, which reads: “two sets of guxiu, in the price of 43 taels of silver.” Xichen, overwhelmed by Zhang’s faked generosity and kindness, is led into believing the outrageous price, though he is usually prudent and shrewd in money. Zhang comes back with the extra set, and when asked by Xichen what price he wants to charge for the sale, mincingly complains that Xichen has underestimated his sincerity and friendship as an old classmate:
Brother Di, what are you talking about? How much does this piece of cloth cost? Don’t you dare say that I cannot send it as a gift to you! Your babbling about the money you are to pay to me estranges us, the most intimate classmates, and turns us into sheer strangers. Should a stranger want to buy the set, even if he had paid me 100 taels of silver, I would not want to sell……As a classmate you utterly disregarded my affection. For such a tatty stuff I would charge you? What the hell! Ok, forget about it. I can not exactly remember how much it costs—probably 41, or 42 taels for both sets—the price has been entered in the account book, which I cannot locate for now. Anyway, please just go ahead and take it, and forget about the rest.
Xichen gratefully makes his protest. He hurries home and sells “16 dan of extremely refined rice” in the market to make up the money, and pays Zhang 22 taels of silver. Zhang disapprovingly blames Xichen for his expedited payment:
Brother Di, you are indeed narrow-minded. What’s the big deal? Can’t I afford to buy my sister-in-law Di some clothing? Do I must take your payment? If you were to pay me, why not delay the payment for ten days or half a month? Why do you have to do it in a hurry? And the silver is 5 maces more. I am not even supposed to take the principal, and now you want to pay me the interests”?
The kindness further arouses Xichen’s obligation to pay him interests. Li Wang in time steps in and drops a hint: 
Brother Di doesn’t need to pay more interests, which will for sure to be turned down by Brother Zhang. Now that Brother Zhang, with all him money, is unable to find any good rice to purchase, and I hear you, Brother Di, that your family grows really exquisite rice; why don’t you sell your rice to Brother Zhang, and you guys are reciprocally righteous.
The suggestion taken, Xichen rushes back home, having 2 dan of rice sent to Zhang Maoshi, who hypocritically makes a gesture to pay, but is politely denied by Xichen.
The transaction, precipitated by a series of incidents and tricks, is not the result of Zhijie’s wisdom or Zhang Maoshi’s shrewdness, nor Sujie’s ferocity or Xichen’s stupidity for that matter. The story that Zhang Maoshi is able to sell a piece of guxiu 5 times of its original price to Xichen must be explained from a broader socio-economic framework. 
First, the lack of consumptive commodities had been partially a result of the prevailing sumptuary ethos, derived from the dual grounds of the Ming economic ecology of autarky and sumptuary legislation. The issue of sumptuary laws having been a much debated, sophisticated topic in the studies of Ming economic history, the interaction between the socio-cultural spontaneity and the governmental law enforcement is less addressed. Craig Clunas, like Arjun Appadurai, the contemporary social-cultural anthropologist whose studies focus on modernity and globalization, does not think that the Ming state, like its predecessors, had simply disapproved of consumption that was uncontrolled and socially inappropriate; but Clunas, in quoting Appadurai’s says that “Sumptuary laws constitute an intermediary consumption-regulating device, suited to societies devoted to stable status displays in exploding commodity contexts, such as India, China and Europe in the pre-modern period.”, similarly ascribing the tension between “the state attempts to regulate consumption legally” and “the lack of effects of such regulations” to sumptuary laws.
 I argue here that there ought to be other elements taken into the panoramic picture. 
The shop assistant Li Wang tells Di Xichen: “Who here in our Mingshui Town would squander seven to eight taels of silver over a piece of cloth? Which, if were of bright-red in color, will cost you more than 10 taels! Only in the most recently ten years that we local folks start to know some fashion, and the extremity we go is to wear a piece of clout silk. Back to the old time, even the retired Minister Yang, the former ‘Imperial Protector’ gongbao 宫保, only wore a piece of bleached cloth robe. And the stuff sold by the street peddlers was all the novelties in the world that we knew of; where on earth can we find a Nanjing store”? 
Arjun Appadurai uses the term “conspicuous parsimony” to describe a consumptive pattern where “simplicity in lifestyle and possession is maintained against the growing pressures of increased income. When expenditures on commodities are made, they tend to revolve around traditionally acceptable commodities…….form where collectively shared values are incarnated. ”

The retired Minister Yang has been an exemplary figure in the Novel and whom we might call a “moral incarnation of conspicuous parsimony”. Dignified as he is, he does not disregard the local “folk spirits” of modesty and unsophistication. He wears, “in winter, a piece of coarse brown cloth robe, in summer, coarse kudzu cloth robe, and in spring and autumn, bleached white cloth robe.” The austerity of “his three garments” sets up the dressing code for his chamberlains, who voluntarily refrain themselves from wearing even the most unostentatious “long cloth gowns”, for, as they explain to their guests, “not because we cannot afford them; fact is we can well afford 10 pieces of silk gowns. But first of all, our old master only wears a piece of white cloth robe, how dare we become so presuming? Secondly, our old master would have prohibited us if we did. A long-gown wearer, despite his social status, would have had to hand-bow to salute people, which would have displeased our old master.” 
The voluntary relinquishing of the dressing of long gowns, along with the giving up of the social privilege the dressing code affords—the right to hand-bow to pay salutation to people—by Minister Yang’s chamberlains, is not a result of law enforcement. In the same vein, Minster Yang downgrades his dressing not because he is bound by any of the sumptuary laws, which are designed, for sure, to suppress consumption, but on the hand, also to reserve the privilege of clothing extravagantly to the class of the dignified, to which Minister Yang belongs.
The Ming sumptuary legislation was ultimately not concerned with material culture, but the stability of a hierarchically society. However, Confucians throughout Chinese history were known for their reservation and discretion of using the power of law enforcement. Minster Yang, sitting at the top stratification of the Ming social pyramid and privileged to wear the most magnificent clothing, nonetheless chooses to wear the modest long gown of the genre. Occasions that he is mistaken by strangers as a local elder do not frustrate him, on the contrary, greatly delight him; the revealing of his true identity arouses exclamations of admiration from his unknown guests, who, besides paying respects to the dignitary’s embodiment of modesty and moral perfection, are as well impelled to follow his way. In due course, the consummation of Confucian ethics is not achieved through law enforcement—as the adage from the Analects of Confucius assures us: “The nature of the gentlemen is like the wind, the nature of the petty men is like the grass. When the wind blows over the grass, it always bends.”—ideally it shall be achieved through the moral influence of gentlemen. To enforce the national agenda to discourage extravagance, there is no better way than rearing a sumptuary ethos, though the sumptuary laws are always there to be rallied to punish the ones who wouldn’t cave. That is why in places like Mingshui where sumptuary ethos is pervasive, any attempt to consume luxuries will first be deterred by a disproval social judgment. In Xichen’s case, even Li Wang, the potential seller of the guxiu, is being critical on his consumptive intention; the prohibitive price only weighs in after that. 
Sumptuary ethos results in shortage of luxuries, which in turn led to the prohibitive prices. It also discourages the spirits of entrepreneurship and tends to breed monopoly; moreover, sumptuary ethos, since it takes the form of moral exemplification, causes tension between its adherers and its skeptics, enkindles antipathy of the less-docile, and frustrates the new-riches who need to show off their fortunes. In the late Ming the tension had reached to a new height. At the surface level the sumptuary enforcements remained there, uncontested as other legislations; in practices they were widely flouted. The flagrant disobedience, reflected mostly from the dressing behaviors of the younger generation, is depicted in a tone of bitter hatred of the author, who laments not only over the change of fashion, but the alteration from a “pure and honest” society to that of frivolity and fraudulency.
The youth wears hood and cap of extreme eccentricity and ambiguity. Merely a teenager, he would wear a jade blue crepe long cloudy headband with gold thread embroidery, a piece of light yellow robe, a pair of bright-red satin “snout shoes”. Sometime he wears a Korean-paper-sarceneted, red Hangzhou silk fabric robe, the length of which only reaches to his knees, yet the two wide sleeves to his feet; of what kind of vulgar speeches he utters I don’t know; disregarding the generation differentiation of father, elder brother, uncle, grandfather, he greets people in one gesture, that is, he snaps his thumb and middle finger in front of the person’s face, and yells: “Ah! My son’s brother!”—sadly, the way of greeting has become prevalent. 
Therefore the author remarks:
When the ethos of unsophisticated ancientry was pervasive, even a chamberlain from the household of a minister dares not to wear a piece of cloth gown; and yet as of today, dark damask and silk gauze, embroidered shoes and cloudy footware are worn by all people without discerning their social status, fortune, seniority or gender…..I withhold my resentment here from noting down everything in this paper, leaving my readers a room to mobilize their own imaginations….How could these things not anger Heaven and Earth and exasperate ghosts and sprits? I am afraid not only that the ethos is getting deteriorated, but that Heaven is to send down disasters!
The second factor embedded in the paradox of the guxiu transaction is Confucian ethics overruling commercialism. Had readers been sufficiently exposed to classical Chinese literature, they would have had a feeling of Déjà vu from reading the above excerpt of the conversion between Di Xichen and Zhao Maoshi; indeed, the conversion is quite a reminiscence of the story of Kingdom of Gentlemen, from the Qing Novel Jiing Hua Yuan, Flowers in the Mirror 镜花缘. Buyer and seller bargain, in the fictitious world of Kingdom of Gentlemen, not for their own interests, but the other party’s. The seller insists on relinquishing a large share of his own benefits in order to enhance that of the buyer’s, and vice versa. When such request gets overridden by the reciprocal benign suggestion from the buyer, the seller is righteously fumed. The transaction is finally carried out under a third party’s mediation, without which neither the buyer nor the seller would agree to go with a price in favor of himself. Yet the Kingdom of Gentlemen being hypothesized as a wonderland, readers know in the first place that the conservation has been set as a reversal of realistic normality. The Di-Zhang conversion, set in a realistic scenario as a realist happening, has not been intended so. Even in a society as thoroughly Confucian as the Ming Shandong, business remains business. The gullibility of Xichen is not due to his luck of common sense or business knowledge, for he has proved elsewhere in the Novel that he is a capable bargainer and successful runner of a pawnshop. The overt altruism shown by Zhang Maoshi, which goes against the fundamentals of any commercial undertaking, at where it should have aroused suspicions on a regular buyer, is nevertheless overlooked by Xichen. Suspicious though it looks, the disguised altruism is lent legitimacy on the following grounds: first, Confucianism prioritizes “righteousness” over “interest”; secondly, the Five Cardinal Relationships
, which constitutes a large part of the Confucian world view, embrace the “friend-friend” fraternity. Wei-ming Tu, in his Probing the “Three bonds” and “Five Relationships” in Confucian Humanism, defines the “friend-friend” relationship as “based on neither rank nor age, is the paradigmatic expression of the spirit of mutuality.”
The friendship, essential for all grownup men, theoretically leads them into the world of boundless reciprocity, trust, and altruism. When the legitimate pursuit of commercial interest gets in the way of the fraternity as defined by Confucianism, an imbued Confucian mind tends to choose, and believes the others would also choose, the latter. The evasive attitude of talking about money, the family-like addressing of a customer (Brother Di, Sister-in-law Di, etc.) in the tone of endearment, and the faked indignity when being proposed a normal transaction, however felt unbusinesslike by a modern reader, are the right ways for Zhang Maoshi to secure business from Xichen. The tricks that work on a Confucian psyche can only be manipulated by someone who deeply understands that psyche; so it is to prove successful with Zhao Maoshi’s manipulation. Yet the binding of human affection with commercialism in the name of the Confucian virtues hinders the mechanism of a defining a reasonable price of commodity, the fluctuation of which is supposed to be only subject to: 1. fluidity of the supply; 2. demand of the market. None of the features of the modern commerce, such as the openness of the price, the comparison of the supplied goods, and the after-sale guarantee, has registered in the mind of Xichen and become his concern. To sum up, sumptuary ethos of an autarkic society abates much of one’s competence as a customer of luxuries, and result in his lack of bargaining skills when shopping for consumptive goods. 
The founding emperor Zhu Yuanzhang was a character of great diligence and frugality. Yet a historical figure is not merely to be measured by history from the perspective of his private virtues. On the other hand, a historical figure’s personality or temperament does have a lot to do with the shaping of the history, particularly when this figure is flawed in characters.  Zhu’s frugality here should much aptly to be described as parsimony. To what extent the severe poverty of the emperor’s early childhood and the bloodsheds of his adulthood before he seized the ultimate power had traumatize his mind we do not know, but the frequent references of him as an “paranoid autocrat” in western scholarship, including that of Frederick Mote and Denis Twitchett, the authors of The Cambridge history of China. Vol. 7, The Ming dynasty, 1368-1644, did not come out without a reason. Similar criticism can be found in Chinese scholarship too. Wu Han, the famous Ming historian who had authored Biography of Zhu Yuanzhang, was ordered to revise his book in 1965, the eve of the Great Cultural Revolution, during which he was persecuted to death. The revision, which was done under Mao Zedong’s direct attention, meant to beautify the peasant rebel in accordance with CCP’s propaganda needs. For all the antipathy Wu Han held toward Zhu Yuanzhang’s autocracy, this revised version thus contained a strong flavor of paradox. Aside from the added contents complimentary to the beggar-turned-emperor, that his rebellion emancipated poor people, we find Wu Han harshly criticizing Zhu Yuanzhang for his stubbornness, narrow-mindedness and short-sightedness. 
Political measures must change along with the movements of society and time. Zhu Yuanzhang, nevertheless, institutionalized his imperial edits, made decisions for his descendents of hundreds of years later, and ruled out the possibilities of making any change of his policies. These measures greatly fettered any political reform thereafter, and blocked the advancement of the time.

Therefore, from the narrowed scope of the Ming institutions of clothing, we can safely boil down our conclusion to this: the sumptuary legislation that meant to frame the Ming people’s clothing choices failed, as the late Ming dressing styles had ramified far beyond Zhu Yuanzhang’s initial regulations; the societal derivative of which, the sumptuary ethos, prevailed longer in late Ming, but cannot withstand the pouring of the new fashions under a burgeoning consumerism culture. Still in rural areas of north China where the ethos remained strong and resilient, it was lent legitimacy by Confucian ethic norms and deterred the healthy development of commercialism and entrepreneurism, which might lead China to breakthrough the bottleneck of modernity. 
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