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Imperial Power of the Dacheng Regime in the
Sixteen Kingdoms Period: An Investigation
Centered on Ethnic Culture

Wang, Wan-chun”

Abstract

In general scholarship, the Cheng-Han regime of the Sixteen Kingdoms
period is understood as having been established by displaced populations and
as exhibiting strong Sinicized political and cultural characteristics. Although
it is widely recognized that its rulers were Cong people from South China,
ethnic factors are often regarded as having played only a limited role. This
paper reexamines the early formation and development of the regime and
argues that, through conflicts between displaced groups and the Western Jin,
leadership gradually became concentrated in the Cong Li family. This
process not only produced internal stratification but also imparted a distinct
ethnic character to the ruling elite.

After the establishment of the regime, imperial authority displayed a
marked tendency toward decentralization: political decision-making and
military command were shared among members of the Li family and other
Cong elites. This pattern also shaped succession practices, which did not
follow strict father-to-son inheritance and included multiple instances of
abdication, thereby hindering the consolidation of bureaucratic structures
and imperial authority.

Thus, although the Cheng-Han regime formally inherited Han-Jin
institutional models, its actual operation of power was shaped by a
decentralized political structure rooted in Cong traditions. While the

empowerment of the imperial clan contributed to two coups in the later
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period, the gradual dispersal of Cong tribal identity and the absence of strong
ethnic historical claims limited the scale of political conflict, allowing the

regime to maintain relative stability amid the broader turbulence of the age.

Keywords: Dacheng regime, ethnic culture, Cong people, imperial authority, Sixteen
Kingdoms





