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Study on the Event of “Re-acceptance of the Mandate of
Heaven” by Emperor Ai of Western Han Dynasty: Also on
the Background of Wang Mang’s Replacing Han

Tianjiang CAO

Abstract: A comprehensive examination of the origins and circumstances of Zaishouming (F432 1, “to re-

accept the Mandate of Heaven”), carried out in 5 BC by Emperor Ai of the Western Han Dynasty, reveals its
true connotations, depicts a richer composition of historical possibilities, and provides a new explanation for
Wang Mang’s replacement of the Han Dynasty. In the past, most scholars adopted the perspective of the Five
Virtues, believing that Emperor Ai’s reform was based on the mutual generation of the Five Elements and
that it changed the dynasty’s virtue from Fire to Earth. However, when viewed in the historical context, this
argument remains open to deliberation. Under the influence of the prevailing thought that the Han dynasty
was nearing its end, Emperor Ai’s Zaishouming was intended to imitate Emperor Wu’s calendric reform in
the year of Taichu (104 BC). In essence, it was more akin to an adjustment of the calendar. Based on the
duality of the idea of kings’ Shouming, Zaishouming attempted to achieve a dual “self-reform” of the state and
individual destiny through the adjustment of the calendar. However, it failed because the emperor’s illness
did not improve, which undermined the confidence of the emperor and his contemporaries in the path of self-
reform. Emperor Ai’s prolonged illness and lack of an heir cast a gloomy atmosphere over the court and the
populace, also given that Dong Xian was favored by the emporor but not accepted by the courtiers, leaving the
question of heaven’s mandate unresolved. Neither succession to the throne nor abdication was possible, and
the possibility of a foreign clan taking power was gradually increasing. Upon the sudden death of Emperor Ai,
the Wang clan immediately took control, leading to Wang Mang’s success. Wang Mang reconstructed Emperor
A1’s Zaishouming, copied its measures, and borrowed from the Five Virtues to portray the failure of Emperor
Ai’s reign and his own success as inevitable. These actions continue to affect modern understandings of this
period of history.
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