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When a Father Holds the Empire, He Must
Bequeath It to His Son: The Change of Heirs
Apparent of 1452 and Its Political Influence

(Abstract)

Ren Jianmin

In 1449, Emperor Yingzong of the Ming was captured by the Oirats in the Tumu incident.
Empress Dowager Sun and officers in Beijing firstly installed as heir apparent Yingzong’s
eldest son, Zhu Jianshen, the future Xianzong, then Yingzong’s brother Zhu Qiyu was
supported to ascend the throne as Emperor Jingdi. After Jingdi had consolidated his
position on the throne, he launched a change of heir apparent according to a memorial
submitted by a native Prefect of Guangxi called Huang Hong, and successfully replaced
the heir apparent Zhu Jianshen with his own son Zhu Jianji. The imperial edict of change
of heir apparent claimed that when a father holds the empire, he must bequeath it to his
son. This statement avoided the discussion of the relationship between ruler and minister,
Yingzong and Jingdi, but emphasized the relation between the father and son, or Jingdi
and Zhu Jianji. When Yingzong returned to his throne in 1457, the change of heir apparent
became one of the major items of evidence to criticize Jingdi and his ministers. The Grand
Secretary Chen Xun, Xiao Zi, and Shang Lu defended their standpoint of changing heir
apparent, and other officials debated this topic as well. This article studies the preparation,
process, and theoretical basis of the change of heir apparent in 1452 and reveals the reason
of its success and its continuing impact on the political culture of the Ming dynasty.
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