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Seigniorsinheriting emperor'sthrone and “the duty asa heir”
in the Western and Eastern Han Dynasties

DING Jiawei
(Department of History, Jiangsu Normal University, Xuzhou 221116, China)

Abstract: “The duty as a heir” was one of important etiquette norms of Confucian classics for the seigniors
to inherit the Emperor's throne in the Western and Eastern Han dynasties, involving both aspects of
respecting the eldest branch and taking care of biological parents. There existed certain consistency in
respecting the eldest branch and in the heir's power legitimacy in the Western and Eastern Han dynasties. In
terms of looking after the biological parents, the Western Han Dynasty found itself facing dilemmas
including disparity of classics, conflicts between the Confucian ethics and the old system of the Han family,
the pressure of power struggle between maternal families. And the manifestation was the circular conflict
and the continuous disturbance. By contrast, the Eastern Han Dynasty gave appropriate recognition to caring
for the biological parents by constructing honorable titles, hence grasping accurately the core essence of
etiquette and law. At the same time of breaking through the dilemma of etiquette and law in the Western Han
Dynasty, a reasonable separation mechanism between the etiquette norms of Confucian classics and the
emperor's personal feelings to biological parents was constructed. The consistency of respecting the eldest
branch and the inconsistency of looking after the biological parents revealed the intense harmony between
the etiquette norms of Confucian classics and the system of the Han family after Emperor Wu of Han
Dynasty respected Confucianism alone, and the consistent maturity of statecraft in Han dynasty which relied
on the Confucianism. It also reflects the complex process of the formation of "Confucian state" based on the
institutionalization of classics.

Key Words: the Western and Eastern Han Dynasties; seigniors inheriting the emperor's throne; the etiquette

norms of Confucian classics; the eldest branch; the biological parents
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