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The Death of Liu Xin and New Changes to Classical Studies at the Turn of Western to
Eastern Han Dynasties

Xu Jianwei

Abstract: During the final years of the reign of Wang Mang, Wang She and Dong Zhong, amongst others, schemed
to elect Liu Xin as the new emperor. However, Liu insisted that the coup could only be staged when the planet Venus
appeared in the sky. While waiting for this heavenly portent, their plot was divulged and Liu committed suicide as a
result. This event seems to show how, after the period of the Emperors Ai and Ping, knowledge from techniques such
as numerology and astrology became raised to the level of personal beliefs for Liu Xin, along with the scholar—knights
of his class, who believed that such areas of knowledge presented objective knowledge of the natural world. In this way,
they were unlike Dong Zhongshu and Liu Xiang who utilized the explanations of such astronomical phenomenon as
rhetoric tools in order to convey their political ideas. This shift reflects one aspect of the academical evolution
throughout the two Han dynasties, more importantly it reveals a more profound change: knowledge had already evolved
from a tool for explaining into an object to be understood. That is to say, the objectification of knowledge is one of the
most significant cultural phenomena in the turn of Western to Eastern Han. The idea that knowledge should be put to
practical ends, which originated in the Warring States period, comes to an end, and commentary, which thrived
consistently from the Han to Tang dynasties, gradually becomes the mainstream of scholarly pursuits.

Key words: Liu Xin; Western and Eastern Han; Numerology ; Study of Ancient Texts
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