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Merit and Destiny: The Change of the Concept of Legitimacy of Imperial Power
in the Qin and Han Dynasties

Dai Guoxi

Abstract : During the Qin and Han Dynasties, the concept of imperial legitimacy underwent a prominent change. The emperors of
the Qin Dynasty only mentioned “merit” which was influenced by the rational spirit of the Warring States Period. In the Han Dynasty,
the emperors had to be based on destiny due to the popularity of the concept of divine right. The concept of the legitimacy of imperial
power changed from appreciating “merit” to “destiny” , which was closely related to the historical reflection of the fall of Qin and the
rise of Han presented by the scholars in the Western Han Dynasty. Examining this ‘ Great Change of Heaven and Earth’ , the scholars
of the Western Han Dynasty generally believed that the major changes in history were dominated by something in the unseen world. In
fact, it could not be controlled by human beings. It was this skeptical understanding of rational ability that led to the rise and prevalence
of the concept of divine right in the Western Han Dynasty. After the Wei and Jin Dynasties, people generally held the concept of the le-
gitimacy of imperial power which paid equal attention to the “merit” and “destiny”. It was just developed on the basis of this change.

Key words:(Qin and Han; legitimacy of imperial power; merit; destiny
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