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A Jin of Gold Worth Ten Thousand Coin:
The Question of Gold in the Legal System of Han Dynasty

Yi-der Lin

Assistant Professor, Department of History, National Chung Hsing University

The legal system of the Han dynasty contained numerous laws regulating gold
usage, including ‘Penalty Gold”, “Ritual Gold (Zhouwjin)”, “Gold Reward”, and
“Gold Bounty.” These regulations facilitated the flow of gold between the
government and private citizens. Civilians could pay fines to the government in gold,
and in turn, the government granted rewards to civilians. Gold was not the only
accepted form of currency. During times of gold shortage, citizens could also pay
with copper coins. As a result, the government established rates goveming the
exchange between gold and copper coins. One of the most well-known exchange
rates was “A jin of Gold is worth Ten thousand copper coins.” However,
determining the applicability of these exchange rates was somewhat confusing.
Surprisingly, the exchange rate remained fixed throughout the Han dynasty,
insulated from fluctuations in copper coinage or socio-economic development. Since
gold was considered a form of money by weight while copper coinage was viewed
as coined money, it is unlikely that the exchange rate could have remained the same
throughout the dynasty. Thus one can infer that the rate was probably applied only to
legal matters to facilitate government operations; the exchange rate was decoupled
from actual gold prices in the market. Unfortunately, due to a lack of records, the true
price of gold in the market during this time period remains unknown.

Keywords: Penalty Gold, Ritual Gold, Gold Reward, Gold Bounty,
Monetary, Bamboo
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