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Charitable Assistance Thought and Practice in the Han
Dynasty: With an Emphasis on All-out Donation

Wang Wentao
(History and Culture College, Hebei Normal University, Shijiazhuang 050024, China)

Abstract: Charitable assistance made further progress in the Han Dynasty, during which the phenomena of "all-
out donation" was notable and common. The most prominent case was a man named Bu Shi who donated large
amounts of money multiple times to the regime to help guard the border during the reign of Emperor Wu of the
Han Dynasty. In the Western Han Dynasty, many records mention the rich donating to help the poor in their clans
or in their neighbourhood during peacetime and famine. Since the time of Emperor Wu, the Western Han Dynas-
ty's rulers changed their views of charity. These emperors encouraged and praised government officials and the
rich to lend money to the poor and to help lift them out of poverty. The imperial court issued an edict recommend-
ing those who "upheld justice" to serve as officials. This policy was implemented throughout the Han Dynasty and
was the highest form of recognition for good deeds. The imperial edicts issued to reward officials and civilians
who helped the government through disaster relief manifested the interaction between the government and private
charities in the Han Dynasty. In the Eastern Han Dynasty, concepts and behaviours of helping relatives and neigh-
bours through donations were very prevalent. There are more records about "all-out donation" from the Eastern
Han Dynasty as compared with the Western Han Dynasty, which reflects the Eastern Han Dynasty's progress in
terms of the thought and practice of charitable assistance. Charitable thoughts are the internal forces of charitable
behaviours. In the Han Dynasty, charitable deeds came in various forms with the purpose of easing conflicts be-
tween the rich and the poor, as well as protecting vested interests and families. It is believed that motivation for
doing good deeds should not be based on rewards, but unremitting efforts. For those who did good deeds, even if
others did not reward them, fate would reward them. Even if they were unable to obtain their reward during their
lifetime, their future generations would be able to benefit from it. "Rewarding good deeds and punishing evil be-
haviours" is an important means for the imperial court to guide people to be good. At the same time, the imperial
court also emphasized the importance of teaching people to uphold justice, making people wealthy and persuad-
ing people to demonstrate kindness.

Key words: Han Dynasty; charity; social assistance; all-out donation; rewarding good deeds and
punishing evil behaviours
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