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Legitimating Western Han Imperial Authority
by Appealing to Narratives from
the Chinese Classics

Chih-Hsiung Wu"

Abstract

Chinese classical narratives often guided discussions about incidents
that threatened the legitimacy of Western Han imperial authority. The
relationship and inter-reference of the incidents and narratives provided
the basis for the practical application of classical texts. Every Western
Han emperor had to deal with certain events that threatened their rules
such as military uprisings, competition for the throne, the deposition of
the emperor, and imposters posing as the heir apparent. The most serious
such incidents that occurred in the Western Han included: the rebellions
of Prince Liu An of Huainan JfErg 1= 2%, Prince Liu Si of Hengshan
LLIF 255, Prince Liu Pi of Wu % F2[}&, and Prince Liu Dan of Yan 7
TZ2IH that were aimed at deposing the emperor; the machinations of
Prince Liu Wuxi of Liang 222 F 2 g to become the heir apparent to
Emperor Jing 57 ; the competition between Prince Liu Xin of Dingtao
EFFEZIFL and Prince Liu Xing of Zhongshan H1 ([ FZ[H to be
installed as heir apparent to Emperor Cheng f%75; the ascension of
Emperor Xuan 5 7, the great grandson of Emperor Wu 77, who grew

up a commoner but successfully took back the throne; the demotion of

Professor, General Education Center, National Taiwan Ocean University
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the heir apparent Prince Li 22K by Emperor Jing; the scheme of an
ambitious imposter trying to pass off as heir apparent Wei f§ during
Emperor Zhao’s HH% reign; and Minister Huo Guang’s ZE>Y: demotion
of Prince Liu He of Changyi E & T%2(&. In their deliberations over
these incidents, political actors invoked classical narratives from the
Classic of Poetry 4%, the Book of Documents [&2, the Book of Rites 15
=C, and the Spring and Autumn Annals ZFK. Among these classical texts,
the Spring and Autumn Annals was the most often mentioned with the
Book of Rites following second. The Spring and Autumn Annals preached
the teaching of kings, whereas the Book of Rites recorded ancient rites,
social forms and court ceremonies. Both texts provided theoretical
background for conducting deep analyses of the legitimacy of imperial
authority. Although these classical narratives most often served the needs
of those in power concerning matters pertinent to the installation or
demotion of the heir apparent, many still looked to them as guides. In
general, with respect to the legitimacy of Western Han rule, decisions

were usually based on the teachings contained in classical narratives.

Key words: the Western Han, imperial legitimacy, classical texts, the

meaning of the classics
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