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INTRODUCTION

IN THE Western imagination, China’s history has been inextricably
linked to the notion of “empire.” But in fact, more than a millennium of
Chinese history passed before anything resembling an empire ever ex-
isted. For centuries, six separate states battled for military supremacy, un-
til in 221 B.C. the Qin dynasty defeated the last of its rivals and unified
the country. Military conquest is only part of the imperial story, how-
ever. China owes its ability to endure across time, and to re-form itself
again and again after periods of disunity, to a fundamental reshaping of
Chinese culture by the earliest dynasties, the Qin and the Han. Politics
and military institutions were reconfigured, of course. But so were liter-
ary and religious practices, kinship structure, village life, and even city-
scapes.

Taken together, the Qin and Han empires constitute the “classical” era
of Chinese civilization, as did the Greeks and Romans in the West. Like
the Greco-Roman Mediterranean, Chinese culture during this period is
distinct from the societies that evolved out of it. Yet what was to come
cannot be understood without a grasp of China’s first period of unifica-
tion and how it was achieved. Five major features of the classical period
will be explored in depth in the chapters that follow. They are: (1) the dis-
tinct regional cultures whose divisions were transcended, but not eradi-
cated, by the imperial order; (2) the consolidation of a political structure
centered on the person of the emperor; (3) the cultivation of literacy
based on a non-alphabetic script and of a state-sponsored literary canon
that sanctioned the state’s existence; (4) demilitarization of the interior,
with military activity assigned to marginal peoples at the frontier; (5) the
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flourishing of wealthy families in the countryside who maintained order
and linked the villages to the center of power.

The defining characteristics of the Chinese empire—and, indeed, of all
empires—were its large scale and the diversity of its peoples. While all of
China’s inhabitants have retroactively become “Chinese” today, this term
is anachronistic for the pre-imperial period. The peoples of that time
would have been known as the Qin, Qi, Chu, or by the name of one of
the other Warring States, or as the inhabitants of a particular region (for
example, the people “within the mountain passes”). The Qin’s conquests
united these groups politically in the third century B.c., but distinct re-
gional cultures and “temperaments” survived. Such regional variations
were not an inconvenient fact of life but, rather, became essential to an
empire that justified itself by making just this kind of hierarchical distinc-
tion—between the universal, superior culture of the imperial center and
the limited, particular cultures of regions and localities. This fundamen-
tal distinction manifested itself in political service, religion, literature,
and many other aspects of Chinese life.

The second basic innovation in classical China was the invention of the
figure of the emperor. He was not merely the supreme ruler, chief judge,
and high priest but the very embodiment of the political realm. The state
radiated out from his person: everyone in state service was his servant
and held office entirely at his behest. The state was the emperor, along
with his retinue of servants, and without him there could be no state.
This centrality was manifested in the sumptuary regulations that exalted
his person, for example, the creation of fabric patterns that only he could
wear or roads that only he could use. But it was also expressed in a new
urban form, the imperial capital, in new cults of which he was privileged
priest and sacrificer, and even in new models of the universe where he
served as the unique link between Heaven and Earth. In this centralized
political system, whoever stood in closest physical proximity to the em-
peror wielded enormous power, for good or ill.

A third critical change brought about by the Qin conquest was the uni-
versal use of a single non-alphabetic script. By standardizing written
communication among groups that did not speak mutually intelligible
tongues, this innovation bound together all the regions of the empire and
allowed the establishment of a state-sanctioned literary canon.! In later
periods even areas that did not become part of modern China—Korea,
Japan, and Vietnam—shared significant elements of culture through their
use of a common written script. The state canon, in turn, provided both a
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sanction for the emperor as the chief exponent and defender of the values
articulated within the state, models for exemplary individuals who en-
acted those values, and the basis of a shared education and intellectual
life. Eventually, a common literary culture linked all those engaged in, or
aspiring to, state service. In later centuries literacy would permeate lower
levels of society, through Chinese theater, popular fiction, and simplified
manuals of instruction.

In the centuries following the Qin conquest, the gradual demilitariza-
tion of both peasant and urban populations and the delegation of mili-
tary service to marginal elements of society reversed an earlier trend
among the competing states which had extended military service through-
out the peasantry. In 31 A.D. universal military service was formally abol-
ished, not to reappear until after the end of the last empire in 1911. In
place of a mobilized peasantry, military service was provided by non-Chi-
nese tribesmen, who were particularly skilled in the forms of warfare
used at the frontier, and by convicts or other violent elements of the pop-
ulation, who were transported from the interior to the major zones of
military action at the outskirts of the empire. This demilitarization of the
interior blocked the establishment of local powers that could challenge
the empire, but also led to a recurrent pattern in which alien peoples con-
quered and ruled China.

Finally, “empire” as it developed in early China depended on the emer-
gence of a new social elite—great families throughout the realm who
combined landlordism and trade with political office-holding. These fam-
ilies dominated local society through their wealth, which they invested
primarily in land, and their ability to mobilize large numbers of kin and
dependents. In the classical period, law and custom divided inherited
property among sons, and therefore landed wealth was subject to con-
stant dispersal. Even large estates (although no estates in this period were
large by Western standards) devolved into a multitude of small plots
within a few generations. In order to reproduce their wealth over time,
families were obliged to find sources of income outside agriculture. Trade
and moneylending were vital occupations among the gentry, but the
greatest source of wealth was imperial office-holding.

Over time, powerful local families became economically dependent on
state service to maintain their position, and the formal education re-
quired to obtain such service steeped their sons and grandsons in the im-
perial literary culture. Combining local power with a commitment to the
state, these great families forged the primary link between the country-
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side and the imperial court. They imposed the emperor’s will through-
out the land in a manner that an understaffed bureaucracy could never
have achieved. In later periods, as the population of the empire grew
and the ratio of officials to population declined, these powerful families,
dispersed throughout the empire, became even more important to the
state—and could make even greater demands upon its largesse.

Over the centuries, as China’s empire waxed and waned, the five fea-
tures of state and society introduced during the classical period them-
selves underwent constant change. The attributes and functions of an em-
peror, as well as his religious nature, evolved under the pressures of
politics. The contents of the canon, its relation to other elements of liter-
ary culture, and the way it was disseminated and used to recruit people
for imperial offices also varied with the shifting political scene. Whenever
alien peoples conquered China and formed new dynasties, they reorga-
nized the state’s military institutions and reconceived the relation of ar-
mies to the court. Meanwhile, over time and from region to region, the
great families modified the ways they reproduced wealth and exerted lo-
cal influence, as well as the means by which they were drawn into state
service. But in one form or another, these features endured across the two
millennia of imperial Chinese history, in service to an idea of state and so-
ciety that continues to inform Chinese culture and influence the contem-
porary world.



1

THE GEOGRAPHY OF EMPIRE

GEOGRAPHY is a human science, not just the study of land forms,
riverways, and soil types. It investigates the manner in which human be-
ings shape, and are shaped by, their physical environment, and the way
they interact with one another in space. Since the Neolithic period, peo-
ple throughout the world have extracted their subsistence from the soil.
But Chinese civilization in particular is noted for its ties to a landscape
that has formed many of its basic characteristics and which has itself
been transformed since the paleolithic through the toil of hundreds of
generations of peasants. Mastering nature in this way entails asserting
power over others, through control of natural resources and the methods
for extracting a livelihood from them. The control of land and water was
fundamental to the structure of the Qin and Han empires and to the
course of their history.!

The Regions of Early Imperial China

Like all of Chinese history, the geography of the early empires is a tale of
the country’s many distinct regions. The state created by the Qin dynasty
was not the modern China familiar from our maps. The western third of
contemporary China (modern Xinjiang and Tibet) was an alien world
unknown to the Qin and the early Han (Map 1). Modern Inner Mongolia
and Manchuria also lay outside their frontiers, as did the southwestern
regions of modern Yunnan and Guizhou. While the modern southeast
quadrant (Fujian, Guangdong, and Guangxi) was militarily occupied, it
also remained outside the Chinese cultural sphere. The China of the early
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imperial period, and of much of its later history, consisted of the drainage
basins of the Yellow River and the Yangzi. This area comprised all of the
land that was flat enough and wet enough to be suitable for agriculture,
and thus defined the historical limits of the Chinese heartland.

This area has several distinctive geographic features. First, it is very
hilly. Consequently, until the introduction of American food crops, much
of the land was not amenable to cultivation. This scarcity resulted in
highly concentrated populations, isolated from one another for the most
part before the advent of the railroad and airplane. The limited ara-
ble land was further compartmentalized into a series of core areas—allu-
vial plains, coastlands, and interior basins—separated by high mountain
chains or elevated plateaus that divided the Chinese heartland into dis-
tinct regions.?

In the Roman Empire, it was cheaper to ship grain or wine all the
way from one end of the Mediterranean Sea to the other than to trans-
port it just a hundred miles overland by wagon. Regions without water
links were not integrated into the Mediterranean economy. The same
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was true of China. Prior to the construction of railroads in the nineteenth
century, carrying grain more than a hundred miles by pack animal cost
more than producing the grain itself. Except for luxury goods such as
spices, silks, or gems, where small amounts produced large profits, haul-
ing goods overland was prohibitively expensive. And a lack of good natu-
ral harbors in north China made trade up and down the coast uneconom-
ical. Consequently, almost all bulk trade relied on inland waterways. But
even this mode of transportation had its limitations. Both of the major
rivers—the Yellow River and the Yangzi—flowed from west to east, with
no navigable water links between them. No natural intersecting lines of
transport moved north and south.

Rivers erode rock and soil in the western highlands and carry it down
into the plains, where it is deposited as silt. Moving swiftly in narrow
channels through the mountains, the Yellow River carries off a great deal
of soil. In most rivers in the world, a silt content of 5 percent is consid-
ered high, but the Yellow River has been known to carry as much as 46
percent, and one of its tributaries carries 63 percent. This huge concen-
tration of silt makes the water murky and explains the origin of the
river’s name. For the last 500 miles of its course, there are no major tribu-
taries, so the river slows down and deposits its silt as sediment.

Over time, as the bottom of the channel gradually rose, the river over-
flowed its banks. Dikes were built ever higher to prevent flooding, and in
some places the river started to flow above the surrounding countryside.
Today, in a stretch of about 1,100 miles, the Yellow River moves along
11 yards above the plain. But dikes do not control silting, and floods
continued to occur on an ever larger scale. On more than 1,500 occa-
sions during the history of imperial China the Yellow River burst its
dikes, destroying farmland, killing villagers, and earning its description
as “China’s sorrow.”

Under the Qin and Han empires, the Yellow River was the core of Chi-
nese civilization, home to around 9o percent of the population (Map 2).
It was separated by mountains and hills into a northwestern region (mod-
ern Gansu and northern Shaanxi), the central loess highlands (modern
Shaanxi, Shanxi, and Western Henan), and the alluvial floodplain (mod-
ern Henan, southern Hebei, Shandong, northern Anhui, and northern
Jiangsu). The Yangzi drainage basin, still a frontier region in this period,
was also naturally divided into three regions: the mountain-ringed Min
River basin (modern Sichuan), the middle Yangzi (Hubei, Hunan, and
Jiangxi), and the lower Yangzi (Zhejiang, southern Anhui, and Jiangsu).
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In the Yellow River valley, the wind-deposited (aeolian) loess of the
central highlands offered little resistance to wooden digging sticks. Capil-
lary action in this uniform, friable (easily crumbled), and porous soil pro-
vided sufficient moisture to grow the standard crops of millet and wheat
in a region where annual rainfall now averages only 10 to 20 inches
(though it may have been slightly wetter at the time of the Qin conquest).
Because of the dry climate, the soil was not leached by rainfall and re-
mained highly fertile and alkaline. The piling up of the loess into mounds
across the landscape had the further advantage of providing relative secu-
rity from flooding.

In the great plain to the east, by contrast, the soil was deposited by the
river. Though more fertile than the loess, this sedimentary soil was also
more vulnerable to flooding and salinization. Rainfall followed a modi-
fied monsoon pattern, with about 70 percent falling in August, and very
little in spring and early summer. Just at the peak of the growing season,
when water was needed most, and despite the runoff from melted snow
in the western mountains, the Yellow River fell to a quite low level,
and irrigation with river water was impossible. Farmers depended on
wells that were owned by wealthy families and dug by small groups of
peasants. The enormous system of dikes, on the other hand, was main-
tained by the imperial state. This combination of a large-scale government-
financed flood control system with a small-scale, family-owned irrigation
system shaped the political economy of north China, as we will see.

In contrast to the rolling loess mounds and flat alluvial plain of the Yel-
low River basin, high mountains and rugged hills dominate the land-
scape from the Yangzi southward. Agriculture is possible only in the low
river valleys, deltas, and marshlands. The chief environmental threat in
the south was not drought or flood but excessive wetness, which made
the lowlands too swampy for cultivation but provided a fertile breeding
ground for disease. In literature ranging over a millennium, from the Han
through the Tang periods, the south is described as a region of swamps
and jungles, diseases and poisonous plants, savage animals and even
more savage tattooed tribesmen. Even the southern regions that had been
absorbed into the Chinese world by the Zhou state were still treated
as culturally distinct and less than entirely civilized during the Warring
States period and the Qin empire. The south was a place of exile, from
which many a disgraced official never returned.

These major regional divisions provided the geographic underpinning
of the Warring States in the fifth century B.c. The area of the loess high-
lands west of the Hangu Pass (essentially the Wei River valley) formed
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the core of the Qin state, which expanded to include the Min River basin
of Sichuan. At the other end of the Yellow River valley, the alluvial flood
plain was dominated by Qi state. Located between these two powers, the
central loess highlands and western parts of the alluvial plain were di-
vided among the successor states of Jin: Han, Wei, and Zhao. To the
south, the Middle Yangzi was the core of the Chu state, while the lower
Yangzi defined the states of Wu and Yue, which after briefly rising to
dominance had been absorbed by Chu (Map 3).3 Thus, the division of
China into regions and the distinctive character of those regions, al-
though based on the physical structure of the land, were translated into
the cultural realm in the form of states and the perceived characteristics
of their peoples.

According to the first great Han historian, Sima Qian (ca. 145-86
B.C.), the united empire of the Qin-Han period inherited these regions,
each centered on a major city.* Most important was the area surround-
ing the Qin capital city of Xianyang (and later the nearby Han city of
Chang’an). This region, focused on the Wei River, was connected to the
Gansu corridor and Central Asia in the northwest, to Sichuan in the
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south, and to the central plain of the Yellow River valley to the east. The
second great region, centered on the old Qi capital of Linzi, was the flood
plain of the Yellow River (modern Shandong province). The Sichuan re-
gion was centered on Chengdu and defined by the mountain-ringed Min
River valley. In his account Sima Qian divided the middle and lower
Yangzi into three regions centered on Jiangling, Wu, and Shouchun, but
they were relatively undeveloped and in economic terms are probably
best understood as a single region. One might also speak of a Lingnan re-
gion roughly equivalent to modern Guangdong and North Vietnam. But
apart from the great ports of Panyu (Canton) and Lianlou (Hanoi), this
remained wild jungle territory only loosely connected to the imperial
structure.

Region and Custom

The Zhou state, which lasted from ca. 1140 to 236 B.c.—longer than any
other in Chinese history—was dominated by an aristocracy that shared a
largely common culture. Regional variations were, for these aristocrats,
hallmarks of the lower classes. Similarly, the conquering Qin state viewed
regions and their distinctive cultures as antithetical to the project of uni-
fication. However, beneath this largely negative rhetoric from the Zhou
and Qin, one can make out traces of the distinctive regional cultures that
underlay the divisions of the Warring States period.

Throughout this turbulent time, the aspiration toward unification and
the reality of regional division were in tension. Nowhere is this more evi-
dent than in the Tribute of Yu (Yu gong), probably composed in the mid-
dle of the Warring States period (fourth century B.c.). This sketch of the
entire known world divides China into nine regions, each marked by the
distinctive character of its people and products, which are described in
some detail. The overarching theme of the text is how these nine regions
were united into a single state by the travels of the sage Yu and by the
sending of each region’s unique products as tribute to the capital. Thus,
the regional separation produced by mountains and rivers and expressed
in local products and customs was transcended in the person of the ruler,
who moved throughout the realm and drew its varied and bountiful pro-
duction to himself.’

In the late Warring States period, the discourse on regional differences
took several forms. Military texts discussed regional cultures in order to
assess the strengths and weaknesses of each state. Other texts followed
the model of the Tribute of Yu in using distinctive regional products as
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the material equivalents of regional character. Meanwhile, the traditions
of statecraft distinguished the various regions and their customs by their
administrative practices, in order to contrast them with the sweeping le-
gal reforms advocated by the imperial power. In the Han period this tra-
dition would develop into a standard trope that criticized even Qin law
as merely the product of local custom, like fruits and handicrafts.

The key text in the military discourse on regional customs is “Evalu-
ating the Enemy” in the Master Wu (Wuzi), a Warring States military
treatise. In response to a question from Marquis Wu of Wei state about
how to cope with the six hostile powers that surrounded him, Wu Qi dis-
cusses each state under a fixed set of rubrics: their people’s nature or
character, their land or territory, their government policies, the conduct
of their armies, and the way to defeat them. He expounds upon the links
between the terrain, character, and government of each region.

Qin’s nature is strong. Its terrain is difficult. Its government is severe.
Its rewards and punishments are reliable. Its people do not yield;
they are all belligerent. Therefore they scatter and fight as individu-
als. As the way to attack them, one must first entice them with profit
and lead them away. Their officers are greedy for gain and will sepa-
rate from their generals. Take advantage of their separation to attack
them when scattered, set traps and seize the key moment, then their
generals can be captured.

Chu’s nature is weak. Its terrain is broad. Its government is disor-
derly. Its people are weary. Therefore when placed in formations
they cannot maintain them long. As the way to attack them, strike
and cause disorder in their camp. First ruin their morale by nimbly
advancing and then rapidly withdrawing. Cause them fatigue and
toil. Do not join in actual combat, and their army can be destroyed.¢

In this interpretation, the difficulty of Qin’s terrain fosters the unyield-
ing character of its people, which in turn induces severe government,
manifested in extreme rewards and punishments. Chu’s terrain, by con-
trast, is broad, open, and watery. This manifests itself in weak character
and disorderly government, which lead to lassitude among the people.
An army of such men cannot hold together for long. Wu Qi subjects each
of the other states to a similar analysis.

These ideas also figure in a chapter on the military in the Master Xun
(Xunzi), a third-century B.c. Confucian philosophical text. It speaks only
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of the leading military powers Qi, Wei, and Qin. Like the Master Wu, this
text emphasizes how the difficulty of Qin’s terrain produced a tough,
sturdy people who were controllable only through rigorous rewards and
punishments. However, it gives a more elaborate account of the spatial
narrowness and isolation of Qin’s topography, features that would figure
prominently in Han criticisms of that state: “As for the people of Qin,
[the land] from which they are provisioned is narrow and cut off, so the
control of the people is stern and harsh. They are coerced by geographic
conditions and isolated. They are made accustomed [to service] by re-
wards and manipulated by punishments.””

The Master Xun further argues that these Warring States armies could
not match those of the sage founders of the earlier Shang and Zhou dy-
nasties, even though the earlier armies were small and equipped with
primitive weapons. This was because regional armies fighting under the
sway of local customs supposedly were no match for an idealized all-
conquering authority based on ritual and moral perfection. This author-
ity transcends custom because it derives from the textual and ritual pro-
gram of the classicist tradition. The Master Xun follows the Master Wu
in most respects, except that the moral power of the sage, rather than the
strategic skills of the commander, is the force that conquers soldiers act-
ing within the limitations of their local customs.

The derivation of character from physical environment also appears in
texts that explain the differences between the Chinese and their neigh-
bors to the north and south. In these texts, the north is the realm of ex-
treme yin (shady, dark, and cold), while the south is yang (bright, sunny,
and hot). The distinctive physiques and cultures of the peoples in these
regions derive from this difference. A related argument in a first-century
A.D. text describes the south as a zone of disease and death and then ex-
pands this poisonous atmosphere to include human nature and conduct:

The fiery air of the sun regularly produces poison. This air is hot.
The people living in the land of the sun are impetuous. The mouths
and tongues of these impetuous people become venomous. Thus, the
inhabitants of Chu and Yue [middle and lower Yangzi] are impetu-
ous and passionate. When they talk with others, and a drop of their
saliva strikes their interlocutors, the arteries of the latter begin to
swell and ulcerate. The southern commanderies are a very hot re-
gion. When the people there curse a tree, it withers, and when they
spit on a bird it drops down dead.
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This reference to the fiery and impetuous nature of southerners figures in
other texts, and a belief in the “poisonous words” of certain people also
appears in Qin legal documents.?

That so many regional particularities could be transcended only
through tribute paid to a unitary state was a theme of both the Tribute of
Yu and the Master Xun. After describing the products that distinguish
each region, the Master Xun asserts that all local products must converge
in the central state or in the person of the ruler:

The north sea has running horses and barking dogs, but the central
states obtain, raise, and command them. The south sea has feathers,
plumes, elephant tusks, rhinoceros hides, copper, and cinnabar; but
the central states obtain them and turn them into wealth. The east-
ern sea has purple-dye plants, white silks, fish, and salt; but the cen-
tral states obtain them and wear or eat them. The western sea has
skins, hides, and patterned yak tails; but the central states obtain
and employ them.?

This geographic schema was carried forward into the Han. Its clearest
expression is in Sima Qian’s Shi ji (Records of the Historian/Astrologer),
the first great history of China, completed around 9o B.c. In a section fo-
cused on prominent merchants and manufacturers, Sima Qian states that
the Han united the world, opened up trade and communication between
regions, and moved the former ruling houses and regionally powerful
families to the capital. He then divides China into a set of regions identi-
fied with the former Warring States and describes each one in terms of its
location, distinctive products, and the characteristic temperament or be-
havior of its people:

Zou and Lu border on the Zhu and Si rivers. They still have the lin-
gering influence of the Duke of Zhou, so by custom they are fond of
the classicists and do everything by ritual. Consequently their peo-
ple are fussy and punctilious. They have a considerable industry in
sericulture [growing silkworms] and hemp, but no wealth from for-
ests or wetlands. The territory is small and people numerous, so
the people are very frugal. They have an aversion to crimes and
avoid heterodoxy. In their decline, however, they have grown fond of

trade and pursue profit, in this regard being worse than the men
of Zhou.'°
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Sima Qian’s text carries forward the theme that a unified polity encom-
passes and rules regions marked by distinctive products and customs. But
he introduces several significant innovations.

First, local customs and temperament are central to Sima Qian’s pre-
sentation. Goods and their exchange are mentioned, but the focus of his
attention is the characteristic emotions and behavior of the people. Sec-
ond, he identifies the regions with the old Warring States. Here, the Han
dynasty, with its unified empire, plays the role attributed in the Master
Xun to the sage ruler, and the regions are the formerly independent states
that were absorbed into the empire. Local custom is thus identified with a
period of great political and cultural strife—an identification so strong
that the early Western Han scholar Jia Yi (201-169 B.C.) referred to the
states allied against Qin as “the diverse customs,” and when Sima Qian
divided Chu into three distinct regions he referred to them as “the three
customs.”!!

Advocates of unification considered local “customs” to be marks of
intellectual limitation and lack of refinement. In philosophical terms,
customs embodied the errors of conventional wisdom, against which the
intellectual traditions of the Qin and the Han defined themselves. In po-
litical terms, a creature of custom was an inferior and a subject. Regional
customs were partial and limited, as opposed to the text-based, universal
wisdom of the sage.

The sons of craftsmen and carpenters all carry on their fathers’ work,
and the people of cities and countries are all comfortable in and used
to their own customs. Dwelling in Chu one becomes a person of
Chu; dwelling in Yue one becomes a person of Yue; dwelling in Xia
[the central Chinese states] one becomes a person of Xia. This is not
inborn nature, but caused by accumulation and polishing. Thus, if a
man is able to carefully focus on his actions, to be cautious against
growing habituated to customs, and to greatly accumulate and pol-
ish, then he will become a gentleman.!2

In this geography of class, ordinary people are bound by the power
of custom, knowing only the inherited occupations of their natal land.
Commoners are inferior to scholars, and rural villagers are inferior to
courtiers, while only the sage ruler is truly liberated by his universal
wisdom.

Trapped in their immediate physical environment, commoners and vil-
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lagers become obsessed by material objects. In contrast to the superior
man who “makes things serve him,” the petty man is “reduced to the ser-
vice of things.” As summarized in the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii
(Liishichun qiu), an encyclopedic text sponsored by the chief minister of
Qin just before unification, “One who is prince over the people and de-
sires to cause the lands beyond the seas to submit must restrain to the
highest degree his use of things and place no value on petty profit. Having
his senses escape from the sway of custom, he can bring order to the
age.” This exalted claim justified the Qin conquest of the other Warring
States, which, according to stone inscriptions composed for the first em-
peror, led to the “inspection” and then the “cleansing of customs.”!3

Qin and Han writers thus adapted the criticism of custom developed
by their philosophers to formulate a spatial theory of empire in which the
governments of the Warring States were dismissed as products of limited
regional cultures. What had been good government in the age of compet-
ing states now became partiality, ignorance, and greed. In its place the
imperial authors proposed a standard based on the textual wisdom of
sages that negated topography and transcended locality.

Although the Qin and Han states thus claimed to have risen above ge-
ography and custom, the history of this period was defined by a shifting
balance of power between regions and by variations in the imperial gov-
ernment’s relation to the land it claimed to rule. The remaining sections
of this chapter will sketch these shifts and variations, which will be ex-
plored in more detail in the chapters that follow.!4

Qin and the Geographic Limits of Unification (897-202 B.C.)

The core of Chinese civilization—the Yellow River valley—was divided
into the area to the east of the Hangu pass (Guandong) and the area
“within the passes” (Guanzhong) west of the Hangu pass and south of
Tong pass. Qin state controlled Guanzhong and in the middle of the
Warring States period had occupied the Sichuan basin as well. Thus, Qin’s
conquest of the other Warring States, completed in 221 B.C., marked
the triumph of the Guanzhong region over Guandong and the Yangzi
drainage basin. The first century and a half of imperial Chinese history
was shaped by this fact. Long a frontier region consisting of loess high-
lands, mountains, and two river valleys, Guanzhong, under the Qin, had
developed strong military traditions during warfare with hostile peoples
to its north and west and later to the east. These traditions were still rec-



THE GEOGRAPHY OF EMPIRE 17

ognized in the Han popular saying that “Guanzhong produces generals,
while Guandong produces ministers.”

Indeed, the Guandong region was distinguished by its cultivation of
the arts of administration and literature. All the major philosophical
traditions had originated in the east, which remained the center of text-
based learning. The region was also the demographic center of the em-
pire. By the end of the Western Han it possessed half a dozen com-
manderies with populations of more than 1,500,000, while the three
commanderies immediately around the capital had only 1,000,000 apiece.
Of the dozen largest cities, all but the old capital and Chengdu were in
the east. The area was the most agriculturally fertile in the empire, and
also the center of craft production, as indicated by the fact that eight out
ten government craft offices were there.

While less important than Guanzhong or Guandong, the region of the
Yangzi drainage basin possessed a colorful history and culture defined by
the legacy of the earlier Chu state. During the late Zhou and Warring
States periods, Chu had been part of the Chinese cultural sphere but was
marked by its own traditions in art, literature, and religion. The percep-
tion of Chu as a realm apart is indicated by a remark from a frustrated
adviser to Xiang Yu, the Chu commander who would eventually over-
throw the Qin: the adviser had “heard that Chu people were just mon-
keys in clothes.” Other stories, linked to the doctrine of hot climates
producing hot-tempered people, refer to the tendency of Chu people to
resort to violence at the least provocation. Whatever the basis of these
stereotypes, the Han imperial house originated in Chu, and much of the
tastes of the Western Han court in dress, music, and poetry derived from
this southern culture.'s

Originally established in 897 B.cC. as a small dependency to raise horses
for the Zhou royal house, the Qin state expanded for the next two centu-
ries until it reached the edge of the Yellow River. Since it was in the far
west, Qin had no organized foes to the west or the south, and it also en-
joyed good natural defenses. Jia Yi in the early Western Han period noted
this fortunate geographic situation: “The territory of Qin was made se-
cure through being ringed by mountains and bounded by the Yellow
River, thus protected on every side.”1¢

Qin’s first incursion into the central regions occurred in 672 B.C. But
only after it had secured its own position in the west through the con-
quest of neighboring tribesmen in the fourth century B.c. did Qin begin
to figure prominently in the political rivalries among the Warring States.
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Over the course of the next century and a half Qin defeated all its oppo-
nents. Its new empire was organized into thirty-six commanderies, which
in turn were subdivided into more than a thousand districts. In this way,
throughout the Chinese world, Qin imposed direct rule on all its newly
conquered regions.!”

Qin’s ultimate military and political success was grounded in agrarian
reforms instituted by Shang Yang, the chief minister in the middle of the
fourth century B.c. From 350 B.C. onward, the Qin government legally
recognized ownership of land by individual peasant households, along
with the right to buy and sell it. At the same time, families from overpop-
ulated states to the east were encouraged to resettle in sparsely populated
Qin. In exchange for recognition of their land ownership, peasants were
obliged to pay taxes and provide service, especially military service, to
the state. Qin’s heartland in the Wei River valley was gridded by path-
ways and irrigation ditches into uniform plots that could be given away
as rewards or inducements for loyalty to the government. This transfor-
mation of the structure of Qin agricultural lands and the relation of its
people to that structure underlay the state’s rise to power.

The reform of landholding was accompanied by the division of the
state into territories administered by officials appointed by the ruler. The
court’s authority in the countryside increased as a result, and the influ-
ence of holders of hereditary fiefs declined. Administrative districts under
court appointees had been introduced in the successor states of Jin, from
which Shang Yang imported the institution, but the Qin state carried it
through more systematically than its rivals.

Despite these successes, some hereditary fiefs were still being awarded
in Qin in the late third century. When officials complained to the first em-
peror of Qin that he was not awarding enough fiefs, nor giving them to
his own sons or meritorious ministers in the manner of the Zhou kings,
the chancellor Li Si rejected the criticism. He pointed out that the en-
feoffed descendants of the previous Zhou dynasty had eventually turned
against both their king and one another, thereby fragmenting the state.
The new empire would include no kingdoms but would entirely be di-
rectly ruled by appointees of the emperor.

At the same time that it reshaped its own lands, Qin opened new re-
gions to cultivation. It conquered the Shu and Ba peoples in what is now
Sichuan and began the irrigation networks that made the Chengdu plain
a fertile region—networks still in use today. A canal built by Zheng Guo
drew water from the Wei River beginning in 246 B.C. to irrigate the alka-
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line land of central Shanxi. Although the canal was not a major feat of
engineering by later standards, being only about twenty miles long, it
made a major contribution to Qin wealth: “Thereupon the land within
the passes became a fertile plain, and there were no more bad years. Qin
thus became rich and powerful, and ended by conquering the feudal
lords.” This passage exaggerates in its focus on a single cause, but its in-
sistence on the fundamental importance of improved water control to the
rise of Qin is indisputable.!®

The administrative uniformity imposed by Qin masked the fact that it
remained one state ruling others, with a clear division between Qin and
its recently conquered rivals. Qin’s rapid fall to the rebellious Chu in 206
B.C., only fifteen years after it conquered the last Warring State, precipi-
tated a debate about whether a unified empire transcending regional
states was indeed possible. The Qin collapse led to a resurgence of calls
for distribution of political power among the regions. This idea had al-
ready been adopted by the last Qin ruler, who in 207 B.C. declared him-
self to be one king among others, rather than an emperor, in an attempt
to preserve what was left of his crumbling authority. His kingship, how-
ever, was short-lived, and he was put to death a year later by one of the
chief rebels, Xiang Yu.

Yet Xiang Yu pursued a similar vision of restoring a confederacy of
states in the image of the Eastern Zhou. Making himself king of Chu, he
sought to divide the rest of the empire into eighteen states held loosely
under his authority. These kingdoms were distributed to his generals and
to rivals whom he hoped to appease. One of the latter was Liu Bang, who
became king over a state in the valley of the Han River, one of three
carved out of the old Qin state. Now known as the king of Han, Liu Bang
went on to defeat Xiang Yu and found the Han dynasty.

In contrast to Xiang Yu, Liu Bang (later the emperor Han Gaozu,
r. 202-195 B.C.) established an imperial state that largely adopted Qin in-
stitutions, while making concessions to the power of regional loyalties
and the need to reward his allies. After briefly establishing his capital at
Luoyang, he recognized the geographic advantages of the Qin state and
shifted his capital to the new city of Chang’an, just across the Wei River
to the south of the old Qin capital. While preserving simplified versions
of Qin institutions in the western half of the empire, he divided the more
populous east and the Yangzi valley into ten kingdoms that were distrib-
uted as rewards to his leading followers. Laws were instituted to separate
the imperial realm from the states to the east. However, within six years



20 THE EARLY CHINESE EMPIRES: QIN AND HAN

Gaozu had contrived to replace all but one of the kings with his own
brothers or sons, thus affirming the principle that “all under Heaven was
the realm of the Liu clan.”

Nevertheless, the administrative division between Guanzhong and the
rest of the empire remained in place. This was marked by a whole set
of regulations, including a ban on the exportation of horses from
Guanzhong (to reduce the military threat of the kingdoms to the east),
the stipulation that anyone who served in the courts of the kings could
not serve in the central imperial court, and the requirement of travel doc-
uments issued by the state for anyone going through the passes.’® In
short, the structure of the early Han state retained, in modified form, the
domination of the Guanzhong region over the rest of the empire.

The Suppression of Regional Powers (202-87 B.C.)

Granting kingdoms to imperial relatives still posed the dangers that Li Si
had warned against, and in time several of the states began to detach
themselves from the imperial center. Some even threatened to form alli-
ances with nomads to the north of the Han frontier. To counter these
threats, the third and fourth Han emperors, Wen (r. 179-157 B.C.) and
Jing (r. 156—1471 B.C.), weakened the regional kingdoms in four ways.

First, when the ruler of a large kingdom died, his lands were divided
among his children or among other Liu relatives. Thus, the state of Qi
was divided into six states within forty years of its foundation. Second, if
a king left no heirs, then his kingdom reverted to direct imperial control.
Third, part of the territory of several rulers was confiscated as a penalty
for supposed crimes. Finally, the imperial court carved up the kingdoms
of rebels, supposed or real. For example, when the king of Huainan was
convicted of plotting rebellion (on the basis of an accusation made under
torture by a former subordinate), he was sent into exile, where he com-
mitted suicide, and his state was divided. This systematic assault on the
power of the feudatory kingdoms led to a rebellion in 154 B.C., when the
king of Wu led an alliance of seven states against the Han court. The sup-
pression of this rebellion brought on a wave of confiscations and divi-
sions that ended the political threat of the feudatory states.

By the reign of Emperor Wu (r. 140-87 B.C.), the interior of China was
firmly under imperial control, so the emperor turned his attention out-
ward. From 134 to 119 B.C. the main effort was a war against the
Xiongnu, the great nomadic empire that ruled the lands to the north and
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the northwest of the Han. Seeking allies, the dispatched Zhang Qian in
138 B.C. to find the Yuezhi, a nomadic people who had been enemies of
the Xiongnu. Although taken prisoner by the Xiongnu and held for over
a decade, Zhang Qian became familiar with the city-states of Eastern
Central Asia (modern Xinjiang), which were inhabited by Indo-European
peoples who lived off trade and irrigation-based agriculture. In subse-
quent decades these states became linked to the Han by many economic,
political, and cultural ties.

In the same period, as Han forces advanced into the south, the south-
west, Korea, and Eastern Central Asia, the empire attained its great-
est size, with eighty-four commanderies and eighteen kingdoms. North
China was largely free of raids, and the empire’s expansion into Eastern
Central Asia led to the acquisition of new crops such as clover, pome-
granates, and grapes, as well as new styles of music and cosmetics. To cel-
ebrate his triumphs, Emperor Wu introduced a multitude of cultic re-
forms, culminating in the greatest religious rituals known in Han China,
the feng and shan sacrifices at Mount Tai. In these rites the emperor as-
serted his sovereignty over the world, proclaimed his success to the high-
est gods, and like the first emperor sought to cap his worldly triumphs
with the ultimate prize of immortality. Indeed, the acquisition of land
and the pursuit of immortality were closely linked, for immortals lived at
the edges of the earth or on the peaks of mountains, which only a world-
ruling monarch could bring within his realm.

Landlordism and Resurgence of Regionalism
(87 B.C.—88 A.D.)

While the Han state was devoting its wealth and manpower to mili-
tary expansion, the real threat to the sovereign’s territorial control was
the gradual emergence of landlordism. In Emperor Wu’s reign, officials
sought to transform the temporary wealth of a government post into
the permanent security of land. Writers began to call attention to the
widening gap between wealthy landowners and poor peasants. Dong
Zhongshu (ca. 179-104 B.C.), a failed courtier but a leading figure in
Confucian scholasticism, blamed this development on Qin’s introduction
of private ownership of land, allowing those with money to buy up
the holdings of anyone who fell on hard times. As a result, “The rich are
able to join up block after block of land, while the poor lacked even
enough land on which to stand an awl.”2° To counter this concentration
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of landholding, he advocated reviving the mythic “well-field” grid system
of equal blocks of land described in the fourth-century B.c. philosophical
text Mencius.

But contrary to Dong Zhongshu’s assertions, the roots of landlordism
lay not in Qin but in Han agricultural policies. The wars of Emperor Wu
required taxes that drained the meager resources of the peasants. The
burden was exacerbated by the practice of collecting capitation taxes in
cash. When the harvest was good and the value of grain dropped, a peas-
ant had to sell a larger share of his harvest to raise the necessary cash.
When the harvest was bad and grain became expensive, he had little
grain to sell. Forced to borrow money to meet their obligations, peasants
sank deeper into debt and eventually had to sell their sole asset, their
land.

A second destructive aspect of Han policy was also linked to the fi-
nancing of wars. Emperor Wu instituted a property tax based on the total
value of a household’s holdings. Failure to fully report wealth was pun-
ishable by confiscation of all property, and any informer received a share
of what the state took. Mercantile wealth was taxed at twice the rate of
land, so merchants seeking to protect their wealth bought up real estate.
Officials trying to convert the temporary windfall of a high salary into
permanent wealth also bought fields and farms. Thus, large numbers of
peasants ruined by the government had to sell their land to merchants
and officials pushed by the same government into buying them out. The
result was social inequities on a vast scale.

Technological developments also played a role in the concentration of
landholding. A farmer with enough money to buy iron tools and ox-
drawn plows could cultivate more land than those who relied on wooden
implements and their own back-breaking labor. Later innovations that
combined ox-drawn plows with seeders that could be operated by a sin-
gle worker exacerbated the difference in productivity between rich and
poor. Even the brick-lined wells needed for irrigation in the Yellow River
valley required considerable wealth to build. Those with the capital to
adopt the most advanced technology worked larger areas and obtained
higher yields than those who could not, thereby further concentrating
wealth and land in the hands of the few rather than the many.

This shift in land control eventually ended the practice of moving lo-
cally powerful families to the capital region, primarily to towns associ-
ated with imperial tombs. Both the first emperor and Han Gaozu had
done this in order to mitigate regional powers, and the practice was re-
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peated six more times in the Western Han. In 20 B.C. a courtier persuaded
the emperor to attempt a seventh forcible resettlement: “For more than
thirty years nobody in the empire has moved to live in towns associated
with imperial tombs. There is an increasing mass of wealthy people east
of the passes, most of whom have fixed their claim to the best fields
and are causing the poor to serve them. They ought to be moved to the
new tomb, in order to strengthen the imperial capital and weaken the re-
gional nobility. This would also facilitate equalizing the rich and the
poor.”?2!

Although the emperor approved the proposal, it could not be carried
out, for by this time the power of the great families matched that of the
court. This defeat, in which the ruler acknowledged that he could not
command his subjects to leave the graves of their own ancestors in order
to tend those of the emperors, was a striking symbol of the shifting bal-
ance of power between the court and the regions. At roughly the same
time, the shrines of the imperial lineage established in every commandery
of the empire were suppressed in the name of frugality and filial piety:
forcing officials and local worthies to make offerings to men who were
not their ancestors violated a major principle of Confucian thought.

Another sign of a weakening dynastic center was the increasing control
over the court exercised by families of the emperors’ consorts. If an em-
peror died young, the empress dowager (his mother, who was linked to
the imperial family by marriage only) chose not just his successor but also
the regent and sometimes the imperial tutor. These last two were often
members of the dowager’s family. Wang Zhengjun, the mother of Em-
peror Cheng (r. 32—7 B.C.), installed her brothers and nephews in posi-
tions of power in just this way when her son and his two successors, Em-
perors Ai (r. 6-1 B.C.) and Ping (r. 1 B.C.—5 A.D.), died without heirs. She
channeled more and more power to her nephew Wang Mang, who was
twice appointed regent and who finally installed himself as acting em-
peror. In 9 A.D. he declared the Han line finished and accepted the abdica-
tion of the last Western Han ruler.

However, Wang Mang’s Xin dynasty lasted only seventeen years. Hav-
ing lived his entire life at court, nourished on the statist fantasies of the
Rituals of Zhou and other Confucian texts, he sought to carry out the
radical restoration of imagined Zhou institutions, as advocated by so
many earlier scholars. All land was to be confiscated and redistributed in
equal plots, while slavery and tenantry were to be abolished. The reform
met such resistance that it was abandoned after three years. Nevertheless,
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due to the hostility that had been generated among the great families,
when a peasant rebellion challenged Wang Mang’s authority, the leading
families of the east China plain joined the rebellion, overthrew his Xin
dynasty, and helped to establish a distant relative of the Liu lineage as
first emperor of a “restored” Han in a new eastern capital.

Isolation of the Eastern Han (25-168 A.D.)

In many ways the revived Eastern Han dynasty bore little resemblance to
its western predecessor. Although this fact was disguised in the early
reigns, the Han revival marked the triumph of locally powerful families
over the central court and the consequent shift of authority from the cap-
ital toward the regions. Basic institutions, such as universal military ser-
vice, were abandoned, as were all attempts to restrict the concentration
of land ownership. Emperor Guangwu (r. 25-57 A.D.), a ninth-generation
Liu whose nearest imperial relative was the third-generation Emperor
Jing, demoted all the kings and replaced them with closer relations. Fewer
than ten major clans of the Western Han maintained their eminence in
the Eastern Han.

When Emperor Gaozu founded the Western Han, his eighteen chief
followers had received the highest offices, but once they died their fami-
lies rapidly declined. Emperor Guangwu, by contrast, was from a land-
lord family, and other landlords had assisted his rise. When these men
died, their families continued to hold power in their communities and of-
ten to secure offices at court, because they held long-established local
bases and considerable wealth. Much of Eastern Han history is conse-
quently a history of lineages and factions with regional power bases, such
as the Yin clan of Nanyang in modern Henan, or the Ma clan of the Wei
River valley.

Perhaps of even greater significance was the shift of the capital from
the region within the passes to the flood plain of the Yellow River east of
the Hangu pass. The opposition between these two regions, which had
defined much of Warring States and Qin history, had continued to be cru-
cial in the early Han period and in Han law. The transfer of the cap-
ital from Chang’an to Luoyang represented a shift from an area that
had dominated through strategic position and military force to one that
claimed supremacy in the spheres of literary and economic production.
This meant not only the seizure of political pre-eminence by landlords
and merchants who had accumulated estates and wealth during the West-
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ern Han period but also the rejection of the military traditions of the Qin
region and the assertion of the primacy of literary and artistic cultivation.

The shift of the capital was the geographic foundation for the “tri-
umph of Confucianism”—a phrase often used to describe intellectual de-
velopments in Han China. Major works of Eastern Han history and liter-
ature expatiated on the superiority of the new capital, with its associated
ritual reforms, to the former capital, which had been little more than a
continuation of the Qin empire. Similarly, the late first-century A.D. writ-
ings of Ban Gu linked the Western Han with the Qin in an age of violence
and barbarism, while celebrating the triumph of culture and ritual in the
Eastern Han.

Yet the Western Han order was not completely abandoned, for the new
dynasty traced its legitimacy back through the Liu lineage. This was
shown in a dispute over who were considered ancestors of the founding
Emperor Guangwu. Early in his reign he erected shrines in Luoyang to
his own ancestors, men who had never been emperors nor even enfeoffed
as kings. When this led to vociferous protests about corrupting the impe-
rial line, Guangwu moved the shrines from the capital to his old home at
Nanyang, just to the south of Luoyang. In their place he worshipped the
seventh- and eighth-generation emperors Xuan (r. 74—49 B.C.) and Yuan
(r. 49-33 B.C.) as his own father and grandfather. A fictive family was
thus created that grafted the revived dynasty onto the last ruler of the
Western Han who had produced an heir.

Other changes took place in the geography of China during the first
three reigns of the Eastern Han. As Emperor Guangwu abandoned the
earlier offensive strategy on the northern frontier, the Xiongnu engaged
in substantial raids. A large-scale flight to the south ensued, eventually
leaving vast regions depopulated and hundreds of districts abolished.
Eastern Han rulers began to resettle nomads in these abandoned re-
gions within the frontiers and to use them to provide cavalry against the
Xiongnu. While militarily effective, this policy intensified pressures for
southward migration. Between 2 and 140 A.D. the registered population
in the northwest dropped by 70 percent, while the population in the
south rose substantially—in some districts by as much as 1oo percent.
Despite this population shift, the Yangzi valley and regions to the south
remained a frontier region, with most of the registered population there
concentrated in a few urban centers.

By the time the Eastern Han dynasty was coming to an end, scholars
were already looking back on its first three reigns as a golden age. Be-
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ginning with Emperor He (r. 89—106) the court became increasingly iso-
lated, cut off from both its frontier and the interior. At the frontiers, the
Xiongnu federation was destroyed forever at the end of the 8os, only to
be replaced by their former subjects, the Xianbei, as threats. These tribes-
men had received massive payments for killing Xiongnu, but their very
success caused the subsidies to dry up. The Xianbei consequently began
to extract wealth from the Chinese population by force. On the western
border, Qiang nomads had been resettled inside the Han frontiers to pro-
vide labor and replace the population that had fled the region. Brutal
treatment at the hands of Han landlords and officials led to a major
rebellion in 110. The Eastern Han court, no longer greatly concerned
with affairs in the distant “barbarian” west, decided to cut its losses by
abandoning four provinces. Those Chinese who were unwilling to move
saw their homes and crops burned by the local government. Not surpris-
ingly, a large group of disgruntled frontiersmen joined the Qiang against
the Han.

Bursts of interest on the part of the court led to a partial reconquest
and the temporary reestablishment of military colonies, but they did not
last long. By 168 the Ordos region and areas adjoining the former capital
had been lost. Rebellions also rose in the south in 137, but rather than
sending armies it no longer commanded, the court dispatched senior of-
ficials to bribe local chiefs with promises of marquisates. This solution
worked for a few years, but in the 140s rebels arose from the south, kill-
ing governors in interior commanderies and desecrating imperial tombs.

Thus the court lost control not only of frontier populations but of
frontier armies as well. During the Western Han and the first century of
Eastern Han rule, generals had been appointed for the duration of a cam-
paign. In the second century A.D. frontier commanders remained at their
posts for decades. Their armies—made up of convicts, nomad tribes-
men, and professional soldiers who had replaced the peasant levies—had
no ties to the Han state. Instead, they developed strong personal bonds
with their immediate commanders, who paid their wages and represented
their sole link to the court. By the last decades of the Eastern Han, the
court was no more able to command the imperial armies than it was able
to control the nomads resettled inside the frontiers.

The empire did not fare any better in the interior. There, the court
lost control over commanderies through impoverishment and ineptitude.
From the beginning of the second century A.D., as the government’s cof-
fers ran low, the court ordered local officials to deal with floods or other
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disasters, but without providing the means to do so. In 143 official sala-
ries were reduced, and the court began to borrow money from kings and
nobles. Regional inspectors began to act as semi-independent governors
of entire provinces, recruiting soldiers on their own initiative and pursu-
ing policies of their own choosing.

The central government, for its part, was increasingly cut off from
local society by the growing power of the “Inner Court” secretariat com-
posed of eunuchs. The official bureaucracy, staffed by members of pow-
erful lineages with regional bases who had formed the primary link be-
tween the court and local society, lost all its authority. The split became
critical after large numbers of courtiers were banned from holding office
in the Great Proscription of 169, which followed an unsuccessful attempt
to destroy eunuch power by force. The landlord author Cui Shi (d. 170)
quoted a popular saying that summarized the court’s loss of authority in
local society: “Orders from the provincial and commandery governments
arrive like thunderbolts; imperial edicts are merely hung upon the wall
[as decoration].”22

The local reaction to disorder and the inability of the imperial govern-
ment to cope with it was to band together for self-defense. In areas domi-
nated by powerful lineages, landlords formed private armies made up
of their tenants and neighboring free peasants. In areas without land-
lords (usually poorer and more backward regions), whole villages under
the leadership of their elders moved up into the hills and built walled set-
tlements. Such migrations inspired Tao Yuanming’s fourth-century A.D.
story of the hidden, egalitarian utopia of the “Peach Blossom Spring.”

Warlordism and the Breakdown into Regions (A.D. 169—220)

Finally, in certain areas peasants and local scholars began to form reli-
gious associations, organizing themselves into military units and often es-
pousing millenarian doctrines. One of the largest of these associations
was organized by Zhang Jue, who taught that disease resulted from sin
and could be healed by confession. He came to believe that the Han lin-
eage was exhausted and that his fate was to establish a new dynasty un-
der the rising Yellow Heaven. He organized his followers into military
units and gave them titles.

The court discovered followers of Zhang Jue among the palace guards,
but it was still taken by surprise in 184 when news arrived that a rebel-
lion had broken out in sixteen commanderies, sweeping aside the local
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troops, seizing several cities, and kidnapping kings. These rebels, called
Yellow Turbans because of the headdress that showed their allegiance to
the new Heaven, were defeated within a year, but only with the assistance
of the private armies of powerful lineages. Moreover, other rebellions in-
spired by the Yellow Turbans soon broke out. The most significant was
the Five Pecks of Grain movement in Sichuan, which established an inde-
pendent Daoist theocracy for several decades. By 188 most of the Han
empire was divided between independent provincial governors and local
strongmen—categories that had become virtually indistinguishable.

In 189 Dong Zhuo, a frontier general from the northwest, brought his
army to within 7o miles of Luoyang. Invited into the city by officials who
had massacred the eunuchs, Dong Zhuo seized the capital and kidnapped
the boy emperor. Unsure of his position so far from his base, Dong Zhuo
burned the eastern capital to the ground and took the emperor back to
Chang’an. The rebel was killed in the northwest in 192, and the young
emperor was passed from warlord to warlord, as the empire broke up
into eight regions. The leader of one region, Yuan Shu, declared himself
emperor in 197, but his own people deserted him, and he died in misery
two years later. He failed because the Han emperor, powerless though he
was, still embodied the vanished unity to which all the warlords aspired
but which none was able to attain. Until such time as one of the aspirants
was in a position of unchallenged supremacy, the last emperor remained
a vital pawn on the political chessboard.

One of the warlords, Cao Cao, described the hopeless situation as
follows:

My armor has been worn so long that lice breed in it,
Myriad lineages have perished.

White bones exposed in the fields,

For a thousand /i not even a cock is heard.

Only one out of a hundred survives,

Thinking of it rends my entrails.2?

Cao Cao finally took charge of the emperor and held him as a virtual
prisoner for more than twenty years. Although he did not dare to take the
title of emperor for himself, Cao Cao encroached on the privilege of the
imperial line by declaring himself king of Wei in 216, a title previously re-
served for the Liu lineage. However, Cao Cao could not repeat the suc-
cess of the first emperor or Han Gaozu in directly administering the land
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and the peasant population. With most territory controlled by landlords,
he had to be content with establishing military colonies in those areas
that had been depopulated by war and flood. These colonies were allot-
ted to refugees who served in his armies or provided taxes, men who be-
came effectively tenants of the imperial house. The government thus
came to rely on state-owned lands worked by a hereditary soldiery, as-
serting its authority only as the greatest of the landlords with the largest
private army.

Cao Cao conquered the Yellow River valley, thereby reuniting the
north. However, his abortive attempt to impose his authority in the Yangzi
valley ended in disaster at the battle of Red Cliff, where he was defeated
by the youthful warlord Sun Quan. When the last Han emperor finally
abdicated to Cao Cao’s son, Cao Pi, in 220, only three warlords re-
mained: Cao Pi in the north, Sun Quan in the lower Yangzi, and Liu Bei
in Sichuan. Each declared himself emperor—of Wei, Wu, and Shu, re-
spectively—thus initiating the period of the Three Kingdoms. This was
followed by three centuries in which the Chinese state that had been gov-
erned as a unity in the early imperial period was divided into northern
and southern regions defined by the valleys of the Yellow River and the
Yangzi.



2

A STATE ORGANIZED FOR WAR

THE QIN state’s conquests of its neighbors and the unified empire that
emerged were built on a foundation of reforms that Shang Yang, a min-
ister from the state of Wey, carried out in the years following 359 B.c. His
radical, thoroughgoing transformations of Qin military and civil life
grew out of practices that were first pioneered in Qi and in Jin and its suc-
cessors. Internecine wars among the Zhou nobility following the monar-
chy’s loss of power and the eastward shift of the capital in 770 B.C. had
put pressure on Qi and Jin to increase the size of their armies. Gradually
these states extended military service from the nobility and its followers
to the entire population of the capital, and then on to certain segments of
the rural population. Under Shang Yang’s adaptation of these practices,
Qin peasants who served in the army were rewarded with land that their
individual households could hold and work and on which they paid
taxes. But there were severe punishments as well as rewards.

The discovery of over a thousand Qin dynasty bamboo strips at
Shuihudi in 1975 produced an abundance of new materials for the study
of late Warring States Qin. These sources, however, have not changed the
basic outlines of our understanding of Shang Yang’s reforms as described
around the turn of the first century B.c. in Sima Qian’s Shi ji (Records of
the Historian/ Astrologer):

He commanded that the people be divided into tens and fives and
that they supervise each other and be mutually liable. Anyone who
failed to report criminal activity would be chopped in two at the
waist, while those who reported it would receive the same reward as
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that for obtaining the head of an enemy. Anyone who actively hid a
criminal would be treated the same as one who surrendered to an en-
emy [he would be executed and all property confiscated]. Any fam-
ily with more than two adult males who did not divide the house-
hold would pay a double military tax. Those who had achievements
in the army would in proportion receive an increase in rank [in
the twenty-rank hierarchy in which the entire populace was rated].
Those who engaged in private quarrels would be punished with a se-
verity that accorded with the gravity of their quarrel. Those who de-
voted themselves to the fundamental enterprises and through their
farming and weaving contributed much grain and cloth would be re-
mitted [from tax and corvée], while those who worked for periph-
eral profits [in trade and crafts] and those who were idle or poor
would be confiscated as slaves. Those in the royal family who had no
military merit would not be listed in the registers of [royal] relatives
... For the fields he opened up the gian and mo [horizontal and ver-
tical pathways| and set up boundaries. He equalized the military lev-
ies and land tax and standardized the measures of capacity, weight,
and length.!

These reforms, and others, radically altered the nature of both the army
and the state in several ways.

First, they made possible a substantial increase in the size of armies,
which from the middle of the sixth century were increasingly composed
primarily of infantry. In the sixth and fifth centuries B.c., Wu and Yue, lo-
cated in the lower Yangzi valley, had introduced reliance on infantry to
the Yellow River valley through their northward expansion. In the two
centuries between the introduction of infantry and the reforms of Shang
Yang, mass infantry armies composed of peasant levies, supplemented by
cavalry in the fourth century B.C., supplanted the chariot armies of the
aristocracy.

Soldiers on foot required fewer specialized military skills and far less ex-
pensive equipment than the chariot-based nobility. And with new sources
of manpower made available by the extension of levies into the country-
side, states and noble lineages could rapidly create armies of infantry that
dwarfed the old chariot armies. Finally, technological innovations—the
invention of the crossbow, the development of lamellar armor (composed
of rows of leather plates, sometimes lacquered, sewn together), the im-
provement and general propagation of swords (again, introduced by Wu
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and Yue), and the increasing use of iron weapons—made the infantry
army a truly formidable force. In the internecine wars of the period, those
states that developed mass infantry armies, equipped with the new weap-
onry, soon swallowed up rivals who failed to do so.

A seventh-century army would not have exceeded 10,000 men, and
even greatly expanded forces in the late sixth century consisted of no
more than 50,000 soldiers. Warring States armies, on the other hand,
may have numbered in the hundreds of thousands, with the largest force
mentioned numbering 600,000. Even if most armies in the field had only
about 100,000 soldiers, the expansion in size was still considerable. Con-
sequently, any state that hoped to survive was required to recruit soldiers
from an ever-larger base. This was possible only if the state could expand
military service to lower and lower levels of the population, and to wider
ranges of the hinterland.

A second transformation growing out of Shang Yang’s reforms was
that city-states—the dominant political unit prior to the Warring States—
became obsolete in the face of these enormous armies. Defeated city-
states were absorbed by their conquerors, who redistributed the land to
their own population in exchange for military service and taxes. Land
gained through conquest was supplemented with territory cleared from
forests or made farmable through irrigation. As city-states disappeared,
the old city-based nobility lost its central place in the state order, just as it
lost its prominence in the army. In place of the nobility, the state was in-
creasingly dominated by a single autocratic ruler, whose agents registered
the peasants and mobilized them into state service and collected taxes to
support the ruler’s military ambitions.2

Third, Shang Yang’s policies established a uniform administration for
the entire population, based on military service. His five-man squads
were responsible for enforcement of laws within their own units and for
the performance of their units in battle. Identification of the social order
with the army was strengthened through a system of ranks imposed
throughout the population. Other states had tried this, but nowhere as
systematically as the Qin. Anyone who gained merit in battle by slaying
enemies or commanding victorious units was rewarded with promotion
in a twenty-rank hierarchy. Depending on their rank, people would re-
ceive stipulated amounts of land, numbers of dwellings, and quotas of
slaves. These ranks could be used to remit penalties for violations of the
law or to redeem relatives from penal bondage.

Ranks were not hereditary, but if a man died heroically in battle his de-
scendants received the number of ranks he would have gained. The hier-
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archy of military merit fixed by these ranks was intended to be the only
measure of honor and distinction in Qin society. All social status was a
direct reflection of military performance. Even members of the royal fam-
ily depended upon merit earned through military service to maintain
their elite status.

Under Shang Yang the Qin state transformed military districts called
xian into the basis of local civil government. The word xian had first re-
ferred to the land outside a walled city which was inhabited by farm la-
borers and servants of the nobility. However, in the late Spring-and-
Autumn period (770-481 B.C.) these xian became the primary source of
peasant recruits for the military, and lineages or states began to recognize
their strategic importance. Eventually, the entire Qin state was divided
into xian and jun (originally a subunit of the xian), thus making univer-
sal military service the foundation of the state’s entire administrative ap-
paratus.

Shang Yang’s final major reform was the construction of a network of
paths that formed a rectangular grid over agricultural fields and divided
the countryside into equal-sized blocks of land (Fig. 1). According to one
historic source, this grid covered the entire state of Qin. Supporting evi-
dence comes from a modern study using large-scale topographical maps
to examine the layout of fields in China. It has shown that through-
out much of the north, particularly the areas of Qin and Jin, roads and
footpaths form a striking rectilinear pattern, everywhere oriented north-
south and east-west. Regularity on this scale would have been impossible
without state intervention.

Reshaping the countryside into blocks was integral to the Qin’s system
of military service and civil control. Shang Yang argued that agriculture
was the root of all wealth, and his ideal state was a land of small-scale
peasant farmers guided by a detailed code of laws. Each family received
land of a size that a single adult male could work. By distributing land in
this way, the state kept the maximum acreage in cultivation and made the
highest possible number of adult males eligible for military service and
taxes. Since those who earned high rank on the twenty-point scale re-
ceived additional land and servants, the systematic partition of the land
provided a fixed unit for standardized rewards. In Shang Yang’s view,
non-peasants such as merchants and craftsmen were dangerous para-
sites. They were recorded on separate registers and were sometimes sub-
jected to servitude in state workshops or to military service in frontier
garrisons.

In these ways, Shang Yang’s reforms broke down the social and institu-
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Fig. 1 Harvest scene set on a grid of irrigation channels. Mulberry trees have
been planted at the field’s edge.

tional barriers between city and hinterland that had defined the Zhou
state. He divided the entire countryside into a rectangular grid, the entire
population into military units, and the administration into military dis-
tricts; and then he mapped the individual households of the population
onto the grid in accordance with merits earned in battle or through agri-
culture. This identity of military and civil order and the dedication of the
entire society to military conquest were hallmarks of the Warring States
period and the foundation on which the first empire was built. Shang
Yang’s reforms ultimately brought an end to the Zhou nobility and to the
armed lineages in semi-independent city-states that had used their mili-
tary and cultic power to extract sustenance from the rural villages under
their control.

Along with the noble lineages, the peasant village as a unit of fiscal or-
ganization also vanished. All military power and claims to service and
tribute were now concentrated in the hands of the rulers of the territorial
states, while the only significant unit for the definition of kin ties or the
offering of service and taxation was the individual household. Whereas
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political organization and kin structures had previously been merged,
now they were separated into a state order under a single, absolute prince
and a kin realm composed of individual households, each ruled by its
own paterfamilias.’

Reshaped by Shang Yang’s new institutions, the Qin state—hitherto
a peripheral power that had figured only in historical narratives focused
on more central states—made a dramatic entry onto the political stage.
Shang Yang himself commanded the armies that defeated the state of Wei
in the center of the Yellow River valley in 340 B.c. Winning battle after
battle, Qin extended its control beyond the Hangu pass and ultimately
forced Wei to accept a position as a subordinate “ally.”

In 316 B.C. Qin completed its conquest, begun 130 years earlier, of the
southwestern states of Shu and Ba in what is now the Sichuan basin and
imposed its own law, landholding patterns, and military service on these
non-Chinese neighbors. In 314 B.C. it defeated the last hostile Rong tribe
and thus ended all threats to the west. In 312 B.C. Qin forces conquered
the central Yangzi state of Chu at Danyang and secured the Hanzhong re-
gion. This linked the Qin heartland to Ba and Shu as a single territorial
block. Combined with expansion at the expense of Wei into the central
plain, these victories made Qin virtually impervious to attack. One inte-
gral state, ringed by mountains, now controlled the entire Guanzhong re-
gion.

Qin’s expansion to the south opened up a new source of economic
wealth that gradually made the state predominant among its rivals. In
310 B.C. Qin began construction of a new capital for Shu in Chengdu,
a city modeled on the Qin capital of Xianyang. From this base Qin de-
veloped the Sichuan basin as a major agricultural center, most notably
through the famous irrigation project at what is now Dujiangyan. This
entailed dividing the flow of the Min River and routing the reduced flow
in the new channel into a series of irrigation canals (Map 4). This irriga-
tion system, which is still functioning today, turned the Min River basin
into the major source of grain for Qin armies.*

The Rise of the Autocrat

While Shang Yang’s policies transformed the old noble-based city-states
into peasant-based warring macrostates, they did not secure the domi-
nance of the individual ruler. Shang Yang himself was executed in 338
B.C. by a new leader who was angered when his own tutor fell victim to
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Shang Yang’s principle that the law applied even to members of the ruling
house. A succession struggle in 307 B.C. left Qin’s court at the mercy of a
coalition of enfeoffed courtiers, who were all beneficiaries of a new ver-
sion of fiefs that granted not political authority over towns or cities but
the tax income extracted from a specified geographic area.’

Weakened by these setbacks, Qin was defeated by the combined armies
of the other Warring States in 295. After a brief recovery, Qin suffered a
disastrous defeat at the hands of the Zhao state, which used cavalry in
combat. While part of the Qin forces were fighting a losing battle against
Zhao, its other armies were dispatched to Qi in the Shandong peninsula,
where Qin’s chief minister Wei Ran expanded the enclave around his
prize fief of Dingtao.

Here the history of Qin took a significant turn through the introduc-
tion of new policies to strengthen the position of the ruler. The rhetori-
cian Fan Sui traveled to the Qin court, where he attacked the failings of
Wei Ran and propounded the doctrine of “allying oneself with those who
are distant [that is, the Qi state, which Wei Ran was invading] to attack
those nearby [originally Han, ultimately Zhao].” The king of Qin ac-
cepted these arguments and appointed Fan Sui as a minister. Fan Sui then
persuaded the king of the virtues of direct royal rule, targeting the queen
dowager and Wei Ran, who had controlled the court since 307. In 266
the king dismissed the queen dowager (his mother) and banished Wei
Ran and his allies. Fan Sui was then appointed chief minister.

This was a significant event, for Fan Sui was the first politician to artic-
ulate a policy of irrevocable expansionism for Qin. Abandoning the old
practice of making and unmaking alliances to suit the needs of the mo-
ment and seizing territories scattered far and wide (for example, Dingtao
in the east), he asserted that the way to expand was to wage war against
one’s neighbors through alliances with distant powers. This was, in his
view, the only way to expand the state as an integrated territorial unit. To
reinforce this policy of a unitary state, he insisted that “each inch or foot
gained was the king’s foot or inch.”

This was a criticism not only of Wei Ran, enfeoffed as marquis of
Rang, but also of the widespread practice of enfeoffing royal relatives
and high officials. Such holders of fiefs often dominated the governments
of their states, accumulated large personal fortunes, and assembled ar-
mies of personal followers, thereby challenging the monarch’s authority.
Fan Sui halted these practices in order to concentrate power in the person
of the ruler and strengthen Qin state against its enemies.
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The ruler’s power was further enhanced by the introduction of elite
military commands composed of full-time professionals. These men were
granted a variety of legal privileges and were kept at the disposal of the
ruler. The earliest recorded cases of such elite units come from the reign
of King Helii of Wu (1. §10-496 B.C.), who had a personal retinue of 500
men and a corps of 3,000 runners celebrated for their endurance.

The philosophical text Master Xun describes the elite troops of the
king of Wei, who were trained to wear heavy armor, carry a large cross-
bow with fifty arrows, strap halberds to their backs, buckle helmets to
their heads and swords at their sides, pack a three-day supply of food,
and then quick-march 100 i (just over twenty-five miles) in a single day.
Those who met these standards earned an exemption from corvée labor
and taxes for their entire household.¢ Similar troops were adopted by
Shang Yang in Qin, and they provided the early model for the soldiers de-
picted in the famous terracotta army of the first emperor. Because the em-
peror’s personal guard defended his position as unchallenged autocrat in
life, replicas of these soldiers were placed in his tomb to continue to de-
fend him in the afterlife.

A final maxim of Fan Sui was to not only seize territory but also attack
people. The aim was not merely territorial expansion but also the de-
struction of armies on such a scale that rival states could not recover and
fight back. As a result of this new policy, several campaigns and battles in
the third century B.c. produced slaughter on a scale previously unknown
in Chinese history. The greatest bloodshed, according to sources of the
period, occurred when Qin defeated Zhao in the campaign at Changping
in 260 B.C., a battle that supposedly ended with the death of 400,000
Zhao soldiers. Although Qin’s own massive losses in this campaign and a
subsequent defeat at the hands of an allied army postponed for several
decades the final conquests that created the first empire, the crushing de-
feat of Zhao left Qin with no serious rival. All that remained was the de-
struction between 230 and 221 of the remaining six Warring States.”

In summary, the rise of Qin to dominance and its ultimate success in
creating a unified empire depended on two major developments. First,
under Shang Yang it achieved the most systematic version of the reforms
that characterized the Warring States. These reforms entailed the registra-
tion and mobilization of all adult males for military service and the pay-
ment of taxes. While all Warring States were organized for war, Qin was
unique in the extension of this pattern to every level of society, and in the
manner in which every aspect of administration was devoted to mobiliz-
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ing and provisioning its forces for conquest. Second, through the policies
introduced by Fan Sui, Qin alone successfully concentrated power in the
person of the ruler. While other states were still dispersing authority and
prestige among enfeoffed administrators and royal kin, Qin was largely
able to make the ruler the single locus of undivided authority.

Qin Nationality and “All under Heaven”

One major consequence of the reconstruction of the Qin state was the
emergence of a distinctive national character. Qin increasingly defined it-
self, and was defined by others, as a land and a people apart. In the earlier
Zhou state, Qin had been one state among others, linked to the rest by a
shared elite culture of ritual vessels, music, and verse. Qin’s elimination
of the nobility and its incorporation of the lower strata of society into
military and civil service meant that local or regional traditions became
definitive of Qin nationality.?

The clearest evidence of a distinctive Qin national culture is the fairly
rapid emergence of a new discourse that associated Qin with non-Chinese
barbarians and linked barbarian culture to Qin’s political reforms. Prior
to the middle of the Warring States period, texts such as the Transmis-
sion of Master Zuo (Zuo zhuan), the Words of the States (Guo yu), the
Analects (Lun yu), the Master Mo (Mozi), and the Mencius (Mengzi) sel-
dom mention Qin, and when they do they never indicate Qin’s supposed
cultural otherness. The archaeological record also shows that the Qin no-
bility shared a common culture with states of the central plain. In their
graphs and bronze bells, the Qin conservatively clung to the older Zhou
forms even when more popular revised forms of graphs and bells were in-
troduced in other states.” The Qin clearly did not consider themselves to
be cultural outsiders associated with barbarians, as they would be de-
scribed after 300 B.C., and especially under the Han.

In the late Warring States period several texts began to speak of Qin
people as alien or backward in relation to the states of the central plain—
a character derived from their intermingling with barbarians whose cus-
toms they presumably had absorbed. The Gongyang Commentary to the
Spring-and-Autumn Annals (Chun qiu Gongyang zhuan), a Confucian
text compiled sometime between 320 and 233 B.C., was one of the first to
emphasize the opposition between “Chinese” and “barbarian,” and it
clearly identified Qin with the barbarians: “When the ruler of Qin died, the
Anmnals did not record his name. Why is this? Because Qin are barbarians.”1°

)
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Texts from the very end of the Warring States period often refer to
Qin’s having barbarian customs, either as an original condition or through
absorption. The Stratagems of the Warring States (Zhanguo ce), a collec-
tion of model speeches attributed to historical figures from the Warring
States period, asserts: “Qin has the same customs as the [barbarians]
Rong and Di. It has the heart of a tiger or wolf; greedy, loving profit, and
untrustworthy, knowing nothing of ritual, duty or virtuous conduct.” A
speaker in the same text describes Qin as “a state of tigers and wolves”
that greedily desires “to swallow the whole world,” but he goes even fur-
ther in stating that “Qin is the mortal enemy of ‘All under Heaven,’” thus
treating it not merely as barbaric but as the antithesis of civilization or
humanity.!!

In the Han empire, these remarks on Qin’s savage nature were con-
flated with its topography into a general model that accounted for the or-
igins of the coercive laws of Shang Yang, the cruelty of the first emperor,
and the fall of Qin. The early Han philosophical compendium, the Mas-
ter of Huainan (Huainanzi), said:

The customs of Qin consisted of wolf-like greed and violence. The
people lacked a sense of duty and pursued profit. They could be
intimidated through punishments, but could not be transformed
through goodness. They could be encouraged with rewards, but could
not be urged on with reputation. Enveloped in difficult terrain and
belted by the Yellow River, they were cut off on all sides and thus se-
cure. The land was profitable and the topography beneficial, so they
accumulated great wealth. Lord Xiao wanted to use his tiger-like or
wolf-like power to swallow up the feudal lords. The laws of Lord
Shang were produced from this situation.!2

The Han historian Sima Qian made a similar observation in the pref-
ace to his table on the comparative chronology of the Warring States:
“Now Qin state mixed in the customs of the Rong and Di barbarians, so
it placed violence and cruelty first and treated humanity and duty as sec-
ondary. Its position was that of frontier vassal, but it offered suburban
sacrifices [like the Son of Heaven]. This terrified the true gentleman.”
Here, the cruelty of Qin laws and the martial tendencies of its people are
explicitly attributed to Qin’s being a frontier state located in a region in-
habited by non-Chinese people.!?

Sima Qian also echoes the Master of Huainan when he places the fol-
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lowing remarks in Shang Yang’s mouth: “Lord Shang said, ‘Qin had the
teachings of the Rong and Di. There was no distinction between fathers
and sons, who dwelt together in the same room. Now I have reformed
their teachings, and established for them the division between men and
women. I have built the great Jique Palace, and set up a capital like that
of Lu or Wei.”” 14 The theme of Qin barbarism is the same, but here Shang
Yang’s policies are intended to correct them. The remarks about build-
ing a palace and capital like those of the eastern states Lu or Wei indi-
cate Qin’s status as a backward state that sought to imitate its cultural
betters.

The Han criticism of Qin as a creature of savage custom and of Qin
law as an expression of barbaric local practices reached its apogee with
the first great Han critic of Qin, Jia Yi, who wrote under Emperor Wen.
His most celebrated discussion of Qin, “The Discursive Judgment Cen-
suring Qin,” connected Qin’s terrain, its customs, and its rulers to one
another and to its ultimate downfall. Its account of Qin history begins:
“Qin’s territory was enveloped by mountains and belted by the Yel-
low River, so that it was secure. It was a state cut off on all sides.” Qin’s
excellent strategic position was the source of its security and also of its
isolation.

This image of isolation reappears in Jia Yi’s description of Qin’s impe-
rial rulers. “The king of Qin [the first emperor] thought he was sufficient
to himself and never asked others, so he committed errors without being
corrected. The second emperor inherited this, following his father with-
out changing. Through violence and cruelty he doubled the calamity.
Ziying [the third Qin ruler]| was completely alone without intimates, im-
periled and young he had no assistance.” Jia Yi follows this account of
the rulers’ isolation with the explanation that the “customs of Qin”
placed a taboo on all criticism, so that when the rulers committed errors,
no officials remonstrated with them. In contrast with the Zhou dynasty,
which had established feudal lords who allowed it to survive even after it
lost real power, the Qin relied entirely on “numerous laws and stern pun-
ishments” and thus had no supporters at the end. The geographically in-
duced isolation of Qin shaped its customs, which in turn led to the isola-
tion of the rulers and their exclusive reliance on punishments. These alien
customs were specifically contrasted with the Zhou practices that had de-
fined the civilization of the Chinese heartland.

Other writings by Jia Yi made the link between custom, law, and the
fate of Qin even more explicit. The chapter “The Changing of the Times”
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in his Xin shu explains the decline of Qin customs in the following

manner:

Lord Shang turned against ritual and duty, abandoned proper hu-
man relations, and put his whole heart and mind into expansion. Af-
ter practicing this for two years, Qin’s customs grew worse by the
day. Whenever Qin people had sons who grew to adulthood, if the
family was rich they sent them out as separate households, and if
they were poor they sent them out as indentured laborers. If some-
one lent his father a rake, hoe, staff, or broom, then he put on airs of
great generosity. If a mother took a gourd dipper, bowl, dustpan, or
broom, then her offspring would immediately upbraid her. Women
suckled their infants in the presence of their fathers-in-law, and if the
wife and mother-in-law were not on good terms then they snarled
and glared at one another. Loving their young children and material
gain while holding their parents in contempt and having no proper
relations, they were scarcely different from animals.!6

Here Shang Yang’s reforms cause families to break up into individual
nuclear households, which leads to devaluation of kin ties. The greed and
the animal-like nature of the Qin people, which figured in earlier texts as
inborn character, appear here as a consequence of culture, specifically
Shang Yang’s reforms. Jia Yi laments that his own Han dynasty carried
on these corrupted Qin customs.!”

A version of many of these ideas occurs in the Guliang Commentary
to the Spring-and-Autumn Annals (Chun qiu Guliang zhuan), a work
probably written in the Han period and closely related to the Gongyang.
This text treats Qin’s barbarism as something that developed in the span
of recorded history, but it does not link barbarism to the reforms of
Shang Yang. Instead, it traces it to an unprincipled campaign waged by
Lord Mu in 627 B.c. However, it also incorporates Jia Yi’s idea that the
failure of Qin government manifested itself in the breakdown of proper
family relations, particularly the instruction of children and the separa-
tion of men and women. '8

These remarks on the barbaric, backward, and alien culture of Qin
could be interpreted as simply the emergence of anti-Qin polemics after it
became the dominant power in the region. However, scattered evidence
from traditional texts, along with newly discovered materials, suggests
that, in the same period, the Qin state itself adopted this persona of a
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state distinct from and hostile to the culture of the central plain. Thus,
the accusation of the Stratagems that Qin was the enemy of “All under
Heaven” figures also in the opening chapter of the late Warring States
philosophical text Master Han Fei (Han Feizi), but since this is presented
as a speech from Han Fei to the king of Qin (later the first emperor), it is
clear that the authors felt that Qin accepted and perhaps even prided it-
self on this adversarial relation.'

A better-known example of Qin’s sense of its own otherness is Li Si’s
account of the music of Qin. Himself an alien statesman who became
chief minister in Qin, Li Si, in arguing against a proposal to expel foreign-
ers, offered as precedent a supposed Qin adoption of foreign music: “The
true sounds of Qin are to delight the ear by singing woo-woo while strik-
ing a water jar and banging a pot, strumming the zither and slapping the
thigh. The music of Zheng and Wei, the Sangjian, Zhao, Yu, Wu, and
Xiang are the music of alien states. But now you have abandoned striking
water jars and banging pots to adopt the music of Zheng and Wei; set
aside strumming zithers and slapping thighs to take up the Zhao and
Yu.” Since the comment quoted here was part of a persuasion addressed
to the Qin court, this reference to “the music of alien states” was clearly
not intended as an insult, as it is depicted in an anecdote from an earlier
century. That Li Si and the Qin courtiers both accept the false argument
that the music of the central states is a recent importation suggests that
Qin had come to pride itself on its presumed cultural distinctiveness.
The vulgar nature of the “true” Qin music might also suggest some pride
in popular, regional practice, as opposed to the refined music of the
court.20

The perceived separation between Qin culture and that of the other
states is demonstrated in several Qin documents, both official and pri-
vate, discovered in tombs. A text found at Shuihudi in the tomb of a local
official serving in an area of Chu that had only recently been conquered
states:

In ancient times the people each had their local custom, so what they
regarded as profitable, liked, or hated were different. This was not
beneficial to the people, and it was harmful to the state. Therefore
the sage kings made laws and measures in order to correct and rec-
tify the people, to eliminate their deviant boorishness, and to purge
their wicked customs . . . Now the legal codes and decrees are com-
plete, but the people do not use them. Dissipated people controlled
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by local custom do not cease, which means abandoning the ruler’s
enlightened laws.2!

This contrast between the enlightened laws of the ruler and the benighted
rule of custom indicates the difficulties faced by Qin’s central government
in imposing its will both on powerful local families and conquered terri-
tories.?2 The argument presupposes a cultural gulf between the people of
Qin and those of Chu (which was, admittedly, not one of the central
states).

Further evidence comes from letters written by Qin conscripts found in
another tomb from the same time and place. The author of one of the let-
ters complains that the natives in this recently conquered territory do not
obey the occupying forces. He warns the recipient of the letter not to
travel to these “new territories” which are inhabited by “bandits.” This
reciprocal hostility is also indicated in the received literary sources, as in
the prophetic saying that “even if only three households remain in Chu, it
will be Chu that destroys Qin.” Such feelings would be found in any case
of military occupation, but they doubtless did much to increase the sense
that the two sides represented foreign and hostile cultures.??

This split between Qin and the central states was written into Qin law,
as shown in legal documents found at Yunmeng.2* Thus, by the end of the
Warring States period, the idea that Qin was culturally distinct from the
other parts of the old Zhou realm, as well as from the southern state of
Chu, was not merely conventionally accepted both outside and inside
Qin but was even a formal principle in Qin government practice.

Such a development fits well with our current models of pre-imperial
Chinese history. Under the Zhou a vast area—including most of the Yel-
low River valley, the central and lower Yangzi, and to a degree the area of
present-day Sichuan—had been linked by a shared elite culture. During
the Warring States period the gradual disappearance of the hereditary no-
bility eliminated the exponents and embodiments of this culture. At the
same time, the incorporation of commoners into the state, primarily
through universal military service, meant that local or regional traits
became definitive of those who were active in state service. Since Qin in-
troduced the most comprehensive forms of the new institutions, it may
well have achieved the highest degree of regional integration and self-
consciousness.

One important element in this model was an increase in social mobility
in the period. With the disappearance of hereditary offices, people from
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the lower aristocracy and even commoners were able to rise through the
ranks in the army and government, carrying with them their indigenous
ideas about music, food, literature, religion, and other aspects of life.
This new social mobility is reflected in texts found in tombs, notably the
Almanacs (Ri shu, literally Books of Days). Examples from Shuihudi and
Fangmatan indicate that the life possibilities for a typical newborn child
in Qin covered a wide range, from servant or concubine, to local bravo,
to official, to a high minister or noble. Additional evidence from tombs is
a fourth-century change in Qin mortuary practices which introduced, or
re-introduced, catacomb burials (these had been a local feature many
centuries before) and the flexing of the corpse rather than extending it in
the Zhou manner. This suggests the incorporation of regional practices
into elite culture.?

Shared military service and exposure to non-Qin people as enemies or
hostile subjects would have facilitated the development of an “us-them”
mentality in Qin. This took tangible form in the widespread practice in
the period of building walls along the frontiers between states. Likewise a
departure from Qin, according to the Almanacs, required a ritual of ex-
orcism, similar to the ritual performed before departing from one’s native
town.2¢

This increasingly clear divide between states seems to have reached a
crescendo in the decades immediately prior to unification. The chapter
“Bringing People In [lai min]|” of the late Warring States political text
Book of Lord Shang (Shang Jun shu), probably written around 250 B.C.,
insists that only natives of Qin should be recruited into the army, while
new immigrants should engage in agriculture. Somewhat later, Qin min-
isters proposed the expulsion of foreign officials and advisers, arguing
that they were all spies in the service of their states of origin. The minister
Li Si disputed and defeated this anti-foreigner policy, but when the phi-
losopher Han Fei was brought to the Qin court at the behest of the first
emperor, Li Si argued the opposite side: “Han Fei is a member of the Han
royal lineage,” he said. “Now Your Majesty desires to unite all the states,
but Fei to the end will work for Han, and not for Qin. This is basic hu-
man nature . . . It would be best to use some violation of the laws as a
pretext to execute him.” Li Si’s argument, based on the assumption that
loyalty to one’s own state was a natural human sentiment, led to Han
Fei’s execution.?”

This evidence, though admittedly sparse, challenges the claims of mod-
ern scholars in China that unification was a natural and inevitable result
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of increasing trade and cultural exchange among the Warring States. To
the contrary, nationalist or regionalist sentiments seem to have been on
an up-swing throughout the Warring States period and to have grown
even stronger at the very end. These tendencies were mitigated in part by
the mobility of intellectuals, who moved from state to state in search of
education, patronage, or office and thereby developed a commitment to a
broader realm of “All under Heaven.”?8 Indeed, the anti-foreign senti-
ment at the Qin court might have been in part a reaction to the increasing
prominence of foreign “guest-ministers” who supplanted other parties at
court.

The clear self-definition of Qin as a realm apart was also blurred by the
constant shifting of its boundaries during the period. Even the solid inter-
state walls had to be rebuilt along new lines as the borders shifted.?
However, on balance I would argue that the predominant tendency of the
late Warring States was toward sharper divisions between nations, and
that countervailing tendencies were limited to a small segment of the in-
tellectual elite.

The Book of Lord Shang and the Dilemma of Qin

We have thus far encountered Shang Yang as the creator of reforms that
led to Qin dominance and as a semi-mythic figure who figured in later
thought as the source or emblem of a distinctive Qin culture that blurred
into barbarism. He also served as the eponym for a manual of political
thought and methods known as the Book of Lord Shang (Shang Jun shu).
This text was largely compiled after his death, some of it perhaps as late
as the Han. However, the title is not arbitrary, for its key chapters present
a theoretical systematization of the principles underlying the institutions
of Shang Yang and hence of late Warring States Qin. Some of the chap-
ters claim to present actual policies or laws of Qin state, but the most sig-
nificant are those that elaborate the basic principles by which an ideal
warring state should operate.3°

The overarching principle is the identity of the army with the peasant
populace, which enables the entire state to be mobilized for war: “The
means by which a ruler encourages his people are offices and rank; the
means by which a state arises are agriculture and war.”3! This vision fig-
ures throughout the book, which constantly discusses how to encourage
people to devote themselves to agriculture and warfare—the rewards that
will result from doing so and the disasters that would flow from failure to
do so.
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People’s desires being myriad and profit coming from a single
[source], if the people are not united there is no way to attain their
desires. Therefore you unite them, and then their energy will be con-
centrated. Their energy being concentrated, you will be strong. If
they are strong and you use their energy, you will be doubly strong.
Therefore the state that can both create energy and destroy it is
called “a state that attacks the enemy,” and it is inevitably strong.
Block up all private means by which they can gratify their ambitions,
open up a single gate for them to attain their desires, make it so that
the people must first do what they hate and only then attain their de-
sires, and then their energy will be great.3?

When agriculture is the sole source of energy (the “single gate”), and
warfare its only outlet, the people will risk mutilation and death (“what
they hate”) to serve the state. By concentrating all the people’s efforts on
these two activities, the state produces the energy and manpower it needs
to fight. The effective ruler gets the people to “forget their lives for the
sake of their superiors” and makes them “delight in war” so that they
“act like hungry wolves on seeing meat.”3? All other human values or ac-
tivities become threats to the state order.

These threats are variously described as “lice” or “evils”: the “six lice”
(longevity, good food, beauty, love, ambition, and virtuous conduct); the
“ten evils” (rites, music, odes, history, virtue, moral culture, filial piety,
brotherly love, integrity, and sophistry); or the “twelve lice” (rites, music,
odes, history, moral culture, filial piety, brotherly love, sincerity, benevo-
lence, duty, criticism of the army, and being ashamed of fighting).3* Most
of these vices were virtues in philosophical texts, especially those studied
by Confucian scholars. A repeated target in the Book of Lord Shang is
the practice of granting office or patronage to scholars, which seduces
people away from agriculture and war.

Although the Book of Lord Shang is sometimes described as a program
for a totalitarian bureaucracy, officialdom itself is an object of suspicion
and critique—yet another mode of escaping from agriculture and war.
The second chapter of the book lists “deviant officials” being “idle in of-
fice,” as well as generosity in their salaries, as a threat to the state, worse
than granting office for literary attainments, or allowing merchants to
profit through sale of grain, or making luxuries available to those with
money. A substantial bureaucracy threatens the ruler because it sepa-
rates him from the facts about his realm: “In the institutions of a well-
governed state, the people cannot escape punishment just as the eyes can-
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not hide what they see from the mind. But chaotic states of the present
day are not like this. They rely on a multitude of officials and a host of
clerks. Even though these clerks are numerous they have the same tasks
and form a single body. Consequently they cannot supervise one an-
other.”3s

The Qin laws found at Shuihudi show this same suspicion of officials,
as does the late Warring States political treatise the Master Han Fei.
Rather than relying on officials, who try to enhance their positions by de-
ceiving the ruler and avoiding agriculture and war, the Book of Lord
Shang advocates employing the five-man units of mutual surveillance es-
tablished by Shang Yang. If the people can be made to supervise and re-
port on one another, then the bureaucracy can be set aside and the state
reduced to the ruler and his people:

In regulating the state, if legal judgments are made in the house-
holds then it attains the kingship; if they are made among the of-
ficials then it will be merely strong; if they are made by the ruler it
will be weak . . . If a criminal is invariably denounced, then the peo-
ple pass judgments in their minds. If when the prince gives a com-
mand the people respond, so that the method of enforcing the law
takes shape in the households and is simply carried out by officials,
then the judgments over affairs are made in the households. There-
fore, with a true king rewards and punishments are decided in the
people’s minds, and the means of enforcing the law are decided in
the households.3¢

In the well-governed state the people are the ruler’s eyes and ears, and the
instrument of his judgments. Merchants, scholars, and officials are at
best a necessary evil, to be reduced to a bare minimum and kept rigor-
ously in check.

However, if judgments are to be made in the households, then the ruler
himself plays no active role in the administration of the state. Apart from
the insistence that the ruler must make sure that the state is devoted to
agriculture and war and must ward off assorted parasites, there is in fact
no discussion of the techniques or character of the ruler. This is in strik-
ing contrast to the Master Han Fei and works of political philosophy in
most cultures. The only active role assigned to the ruler is as the source
of law.

This is the theme of the first chapter of the text, in which Shang Yang
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persuades the lord of Qin that the changing state of the world requires
new laws and institutions: “Ordinary people are at ease in their hab-
its, and scholars are immersed in what they have learned. These two
types are the sort to fill offices and preserve the law, but you cannot dis-
cuss with them that which lies beyond the law. The Three Dynasties be-
came kings through different rites, and the Five Hegemons dominated the
world with different laws. So the wise man creates laws, while the stupid
man is controlled by them. The worthy change the rites, while the unwor-
thy are constrained by them.”37 The ruler acts only as the creator of laws,
which are then distributed among the people who are to enforce them
through mutual surveillance.

But this leads to a paradox. On the one hand, a complete set of laws is
to be stored in a special sealed chamber in the ruler’s palace, and anyone
who without permission enters this chamber or tampers with one graph
of the written law is to be put to death with no possibility of pardon. On
the other hand, the ruler’s charge is to promulgate the law to special of-
ficials who must answer any questions about the meaning of the laws put
to them by other officials or by the common people. Failure to provide
this information results in punishment. “Therefore all the clerks and
commoners in the world without exception will know the laws. The
clerks clearly knowing that the people know the laws, they will not dare
to treat the people contrary to the law, nor will the people dare to violate
the law . . . Therefore all the clerks and commoners of the world, no mat-
ter how worthy or clever in speech will be unable to speak a single word
that would distort the law.” This emphasis on officials and the people
asking questions about the law is reflected in Qin legal documents, a sub-
stantial section of which consists of such questions and answers.38

The law in the Book of Lord Shang was thus both hidden away in the
palace with the ruler and distributed in its entirety to every person in the
world. In both cases it was immune to the altering or twisting of a single
graph or word. This reinforced the identification of the ruler with the
law, for both were simultaneously to be hidden in the palace and distrib-
uted throughout the empire in the bodies of the self-policing subjects.

Perhaps the most striking and significant idea in the Book of Lord
Shang emerged directly from the notion that any surplus within the state
would turn functioning elements into self-indulgent parasites. The “six
lice” derive directly from the “three constant functions”: farming, trade,
and government office. If farmers have a surplus, they become concerned
about living a long life and eating well; if merchants have a surplus, they
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become concerned about obtaining female beauty and affection; if of-
ficials have time to spare, they become concerned about personal ambi-
tions and a reputation for virtue. Not only are functions outside agricul-
ture and war to be discouraged, but any surplus available to the people
becomes a threat or danger. War serves not only to conquer enemies and
seize their resources but also to consume any internal surplus that would
otherwise destroy the state. A truly strong state must know not only how
to create energy but how to destroy it.

This argument recurs throughout the text, usually describing any accu-
mulation of energy and resources as a form of “poison”: “One who uses
a strong people to attack the strong will perish; one who uses a weak peo-
ple to attack the strong will become king. If a state is strong and does not
engage in war, then the poison is shipped into the interior. Rituals, music,
and parasitic officials arise, and the state will inevitably be whittled away.
But if the country is strong and carries out war, then the poison is shipped
to the enemy. The state will have no rituals, music, or parasitic officials,
and it will inevitably be strong.” Other versions of this doctrine state that
one must destroy the people’s energy by attacking the enemy, and that
failure to do so will lead to villainy and the growth of parasites. For the
state to be orderly, the people must be weak, and they can be kept weak
only by the constant dispersal of their wealth and energies in war.3’

Thus, the state organized for war, as analyzed in the Book of Lord
Shang, requires not only that all the energies of the people be devoted to
agriculture and war but that there must always be another war to fight,
another enemy to defeat. Ultimately, war was fought not for gain but for
loss, to expend energies and wealth that would otherwise accumulate in
the hands of those who, by virtue of their growing prosperity, would
come to serve their own interests rather than those of the state.

Such a state sucks in more and more resources to be consumed in wars
that no longer serve any purpose save to keep the machine running.
Sooner or later the energy and resources expended in the wars become
too great for the state to bear, at which point it implodes. It is a “suicide
state,” “destined to self-destruct.”#® As we shall see, this fate, which is
implicit in the Book of Lord Shang, would work itself out explicitly in
the fall of the Qin empire.
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THE PARADOXES OF EMPIRE

wHEN THE fall of his last rival left the king of Qin master of the civilized
world, he and his court were fully aware of the unprecedented nature of
their achievement. As one courtier remarked, they had surpassed the
greatest feats of the legendary sages of antiquity. And now they would set
about enacting visionary programs designed to institutionalize a new era
in human history, the era of total unity.!

Yet as Jia Yi would later observe, the Qin dynasty collapsed within two
decades because it did not change enough. Despite its proclamations of
making a new start in a world utterly transformed, the Qin carried for-
ward the fundamental institutions of the Warring State era, seeking to
rule a unified realm with the techniques they had used to conquer it. The
Qin’s grandiose visions of transformation failed to confront the extensive
changes that the end of permanent warfare had brought about. It fell to
the Han, who took over the realm after the Qin dynasty’s defeat, to carry
out the major institutional programs and cultural innovations that gave
form to the vision of world empire.

The scale of the problems that confronted the Qin in creating an impe-
rial order can be seen in the changes they attempted to make during their
brief rule.

Centralization under the First Emperor

The first change carried out by the Qin was to create a new title and
model for the ruler. Unification required institutions and values that could
transcend regional ties, and the ultimate authority for these institutions
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and values would be a semi-divinized monarch who ruled as the agent of
celestial powers. Imposed from on high, the dynasty of such a ruler must
be detached from the regions that made up his realm. To become ser-
vants of this celestial monarch, agents of the state would be required to
forswear loyalties to family and home. The emperor’s officials, though
raised above local society, would be servants of the monarch, drawing
their authority from him.

The king of Qin claimed for himself the title of huangdi, which we in-
adequately translate as “emperor.” Di had been the high god of the
Shang, the first historical state in China that ruled the central Yellow
River valley in the second half of the first millennium B.c. However, by
the Warring States period its meaning had changed. The mythic culture-
hero sages who had supposedly created human civilization were called di,
indicating their superhuman power. And the four high gods of Qin reli-
gion were known as di, corresponding to the points of the compass and
thus embodying the cosmos.

In claiming the title di for himself, the king of Qin asserted his godlike
power, strengthened by the addition of huang, which meant “shining” or
“splendid” and was most frequently used as an epithet of Heaven. De-
claring himself the first huangdi, the First Emperor claimed to be the initi-
ator of a new era and, the progenitor of a second, third, and fourth
huangdi, a dynasty that would reach to the end of time, just as his realm
reached to the limits of space. To transcend his human state and become
an immortal, the First Emperor initiated the feng and shan sacrifices in
which he ascended Mount Tai to communicate with the highest god.

To ground the cosmic claims of his title, the First Emperor toured his
new realm and inscribed his achievements in verse on the peaks of moun-
tains. The texts of six of these inscriptions have been preserved, and in
them the emperor spoke of how his blessings had been bestowed upon all
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within the four seas, “wherever sun and moon shine,” “wherever human
tracks reach,” descending even to the beasts and the plants. The range of
his power and beneficence was universal.2

This new vision of the ruler was also articulated in a philosophical
work sponsored by the king of Qin’s first chief minister, Lii Buwei. This
text, the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii (Lii shi chun qiu), was struc-
tured according to the calendar, and it argued that the ruler followed
the pattern of Heaven. In a closely associated move, the First Emperor
claimed that a cosmic cycle, the so-called Five Phases cycle, brought

about his rise to power and made it an inevitable part of the divine plan.
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A major building program was undertaken to transform the capital
city into a microcosm of the universe. The emperor’s new palace was pat-
terned on the North Star and the Big Dipper, the fixed center of the sky.
Great statues cast from the confiscated weapons of defeated states repre-
sented constellations, and replicas of all the palaces of the conquered
states served as a microcosm of the Earth.

These ceremonial and architectural assertions of the emperor’s god-
head were accompanied by institutional programs that aimed to central-
ize and unify all aspects of Chinese life. The most important of these lay
in the intellectual sphere. Whereas each of the Warring States had its
own writing system, the Qin government created a new, simplified non-
alphabetic script to be used throughout the empire. It reduced the com-
plex and variable Large Seal script with its curving lines—the kind of
writing used on Zhou ritual vessels—into simpler, more rectilinear forms.
The Qin writing system may have suppressed as much as twenty-five per-
cent of the pre-Qin graphs.

The new standardized script allowed swifter writing with brush and
ink—essential for imperial record keeping. It was propagated across the
empire through public displays of graphs on stone inscriptions, on ob-
jects manufactured in government workshops, and in official documents.
The result was a graphic koine—a language shared by diverse peoples
without being the first language of any of them. This artificial written
language existed only in texts and was distinct from the mutually unintel-
ligible languages spoken in different parts of the empire. It allowed writ-
ten communication between people who would not have been able to
communicate orally because they would have pronounced the graphs dif-
ferently. Still in use through most of the Western Han period, this script
was eventually replaced by an even simpler variant known as “secre-
tarial” script, which could be written even more quickly.

The development of a pan-imperial writing system led to the founding
of an imperial academy intended to control the dissemination of texts
and the interpretation of their meanings. In Han and later accounts this
event was described as the “burning of the books,” but it was actually a
policy of unification rather than destruction. When a scholar argued that
the First Emperor should imitate the Zhou founders by enfeoffing his rel-
atives, the chief minister, Li Si, retorted that what the state should do was
put an end to such criticism of current institutions through reference to
an idealized antiquity.

Acting on this principle, he removed all copies of the Canon of Odes
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(Shi jing), Canon of Documents (Shang shu), and the texts of the philo-
sophical traditions from private hands, stored them in the imperial li-
brary, and made them available for study only under government-
appointed scholars. Books on utilitarian matters such as medicine, divi-
nation, agriculture, and forestry were not confiscated. Persuaded that a
unitary empire required a unitary doctrine, the Qin government tried to
control political thought by limiting access to written texts, but there was
no systematic destruction of them. That damage was done in 206 B.C.
when Xiang Yu sacked the Qin capital and burned the imperial library to
the ground.

Essential to state control of political discourse was the appointment of
scholars who would study the relevant texts and transmit their knowl-
edge to students. While Han accounts depict the Qin as hostile to schol-
arship, particularly classical studies based in the Confucian tradition, this
was clearly not the case. The First Emperor consulted classicist scholars
regarding his performance of the feng and shan sacrifices, and his stone
inscriptions are replete with classical citations, composed entirely in verse
using the same rhyme groups as the Canon of Odes. The aforementioned
Springs and Autumns of Master Lii comprised all of the intellectual tradi-
tions, including the classicists. Contrary to the Han’s claims, their own
intellectual policies in the early Han period followed the Qin precedent,
and early Han scholastics were either former Qin scholars or their intel-
lectual heirs. The Han’s establishment of the classical Confucian canon as
the state orthodoxy represented not a radical reversal of the Qin practice
but simply a narrowing of scope.

Standardization was extended into administration and business by es-
tablishing a single scale of weights and measures throughout the realm.
Even the widths of axles were supposed to be equalized, so that carts and
chariots could all run in the same ruts in the roads. Cast bronze models
for units of length, weight, and volume were distributed to local govern-
ment offices and imposed on all merchants, thus facilitating trade. Exam-
ples of these official bronze measures have been found in excavations as
distant as Manchuria. Government workshops were ordered to annually
check and correct their weights, measures, and balances, and all vessels
of a given type were to have identical lengths and widths. The mark of
the office or shop and the responsible official were engraved or affixed to
the bottom of all objects as a guarantee that they met regulations. Failure
to meet these standards was punishable by law.3

To create uniform measures of value, the Qin minted bronze coins that
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bore the characters “half of a liang” (equal to about eight grams), which
was the actual weight of the coin. Warring States coins had inscribed val-
ues that were not related to their weight. The Book of Han reports that
with the advent of bronze coins, “such things as pearls, jade, tortoise
shells, cowry shells, silver and tin became objects only used for decora-
tion or as precious treasures, and were no longer used as money.”*

The standardization of script, the textual canon, measures, coinage,
and law (as we will see in Chapter 10) seems conventional today, and it
requires a leap of imagination to realize what innovations they were in
the third century B.c. Many of these advances did not appear in Europe
until the French Revolution, over two millennia later. A unified empire
was an entirely new political form in China, and standardization was
crucial to its efficient administration across vast distances, and to the
daily lives of the realm’s inhabitants. Many of these innovations also gave
a tangible form to the new office of emperor, and conveyed a sense that
the ruler and his government must be obeyed.

To physically bind his domain together, and exclude those who lay out-
side it, the First Emperor initiated a network of roads that radiated out
like a fan from the capital in Xianyang. It would be used to dispatch
troops, officials, and messengers, as well as to facilitate commerce. One
road, called the “Straight Road,” ran 6oo miles from the capital to Inner
Mongolia.’ Remnants of this road, over which materials for building the
first Great Wall were transported, still survive today (Map 5). Qin’s impe-
rial highways extended about 4,2 50 miles, and the Han enlarged the net-
work even farther. These roads were not simply dirt paths. China’s varied
terrain required stone bridges, trestles, reinforcements over or through
mountains, and roadways suspended from wooden posts to run along
cliffs. Tllustrations of these appear on the walls of Han tombs (Fig. 2).
Similarly, Han funerary inscriptions for local officials or worthies cite
their efforts in creating road networks. The transportation system in-
cluded rest houses where travelers could eat and sleep, as well as relay
buildings and post stations where messengers exchanged exhausted horses
for fresh ones.

From the Shuihudi legal documents we know that the Qin set up check-
points along the roads where travelers had to pay a tax and show pass-
ports in order to continue. This institution lasted into the Han dynasty.
Records show that passports were sometimes forged, and in times of
famine passport restrictions for those transporting grain were waived.
Several texts speak of passports for going into or out of the capital re-
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Fig. 2 Official chariot crossing a bridge. The canopy and outrider are markers
of status.

gion, prohibitions against traveling in winter, bans on households mov-
ing away from the frontiers, and the detention of strangers traveling on
the roads. Stations for inspecting passports also served as jails when nec-
essary. Roads allowed movement throughout China, but it was a highly
controlled movement to serve the purposes of the state.

The network of roads facilitated a major ritual of unification known as
the imperial progress, during which the emperor personally inspected the
programs under way throughout his domain. The First Emperor made no
fewer than five tours of his new eastern provinces in ten years (Map 6).
Many Han emperors, particularly during the Western Han period, did
likewise. At a lower level, an official’s status was measured by the size of
the retinue that accompanied him when he traveled on government busi-
ness throughout the empire. Han tomb murals depict scenes of such car-
riage processions.

In addition to roadways, the Qin used rivers for transport in the north,
and built several canals in the Guanzhong region. Travel by water was
even more common in the south, where topography made road construc-
tion difficult and travel by boat more suitable.
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While the Qin engaged in major building projects to link together the

regions of their new realm, they also worked to restrict movement be-

tween their own territory and the lands that lay beyond. In the first half

of the first millennium B.C. many peoples to the north of what became

China gradually developed a new mode of living based on transhumant

nomadism—the transfer of livestock from one grazing ground to another
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depending on the season. During the Warring States period, northern
Chinese states had expanded into the grasslands being used by these
northern peoples, and had built walls to secure their expansion. As they
became increasingly aware of these people to the north and their distinc-
tive mode of life, the Chinese people began to define their own state as
“central,” in contrast with an “outer” world defined not merely in terms
of geography but also of culture. Just as the Greeks defined themselves
through a set of contrasts with their Persian enemies (free vs. slave, stern
and hardy vs. effete and sensual), so an emerging sense of contrasts with
the “barbarians” played a crucial role in the invention of the Chinese
empire.

This sense of contrast was marked by wall building. It culminated in
the Qin’s attempt to secure their realm by connecting the earlier walls at
the northern frontier into a single defense system. After having driven the
northern tribesmen completely out of the great bend in the Yellow River,
the Qin put the road builder Meng Tian in charge of building a system of
rammed-earth walls and watchtowers to protect this newly conquered
territory, as well as the rest of the northern frontier. The wall’s purpose
was to hold back the northern tribesmen, particularly the Xiongnu, so
that they “no longer dared to come south to pasture their horses and
their men dared not take up their bows to avenge their grudges.”” Sima
Qian’s Shi ji states that Meng Tian commanded 300,000 workers on this
project, which was carried out in harsh terrain that was difficult to reach.
For every man working at the actual sites of construction, dozens must
have been needed to build service roads and transport supplies. Although
this structure is often described as the Qin-Han Great Wall, there is no
evidence that it ran continuously from Central Asia to the sea, in the
manner of the later Ming wall.

The final aspect of centralization was to systematize the extraction of
labor and service from the peasants. Taxes took two main forms: a har-
vest tax and a poll tax. The harvest tax in the early Han amounted to
one-fifteenth of the harvest, later lowered to one-thirtieth. While this tax
was officially levied on crops, the state lacked the capacity to measure in-
dividual harvests, so it was actually levied on the basis of the amount of
land owned, multiplied by the expected yield per plot. Even though the
tax represented a small percentage of an average harvest, in bad years
when the yield was seriously reduced it could have proved a considerable
burden.

The capitation (head) tax was usually paid in cash every year. Children
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were taxed at half the figure for adults. The Qin used this tax on individ-
uals to modify behavior. For example, since fathers and adult sons living
together were liable to a double tax, they had an incentive to set up sepa-
rate households, thereby cultivating the maximum possible amount of
land. Doubling the number of households, in turn, increased the number
of men available for military service.

In addition to paying taxes, the peasants’ second obligation to the state
was to provide annual labor service on public projects. Although the ages
at which men were liable for such service varied over time, the basic prin-
ciple was that all adult males had to work without pay for a stipulated
period of time (one month per year under the Han) on construction proj-
ects and miscellaneous duties in the commanderies and counties. They
transported goods such as grain or hemp cloth, built palaces and official
quarters, mined or carried the salt and iron that was produced in state-
sponsored monopolies, and repaired roads, bridges, and waterways. By
the Eastern Han period, this obligation was routinely commuted into a
cash payment which was used to hire full-time laborers, who could de-
velop a higher level of skill than peasants serving on rota.

The Han as Qin’s Heir and Negation

When the Qin dynasty collapsed after only two decades, it was suc-
ceeded, after several years of civil war, by the Han dynasty. Since the Qin
had been the first state to impose its rule on the whole Chinese world, it
remained the unique model of how an empire should be administered.
The Han dynasty thus inherited many Qin practices. However, the long-
term survival of the Han depended on the alteration, usually groping and
gradual, of these Qin practices, and the adoption, often unwilling, of new
modes of control.

One generation of imperial Qin was not sufficient to eradicate local
loyalties and secure universal acceptance of an absolute autocrat. The
First Emperor’s Qin was in reality one regional state ruling others; and
Qin’s insistence on its unique status blocked the creation of a unitary em-
pire. The ruling houses and leading families of the old Warring States fig-
ured both as actors and as foci in the rebellion that toppled the dynasty,
and the Han’s subsequent policy of enfeoffment acknowledged the en-
during reality of the old Warring States. The emergence of a true empe-
rorship would require considerable changes.

The humble background of the Han founder, Liu Bang, which at first
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appeared as a weakness, ultimately proved to be an asset. The Liu family
originated in Chu, but Liu Bang (later known as Emperor Han Gaozu)
set up his first capital in Luoyang and then moved, for strategic consider-
ations, to Guanzhong. Thus, from the very beginning the Han dynasty
was defined by the absence of ties to any locality. Its claims to rule were
based entirely on the merit and potency of the founder and the transmis-
sion of these traits down through the generations of the Liu clan.

The beginnings of the re-invention of the ruler appear in a discussion in
the Shi ji of how he triumphed over his chief rival, Xiang Yu:

Gaozu held a banquet in the Southern Palace of Luoyang. He said,
“My lords and commanders, speak frankly to me and dare to hide
nothing. Why did I gain the empire? Why did Xiang Yu lose it?”
Gao Qi and Wang Ling replied, “Your majesty is careless and insults
others, while Xiang Yu was kind and loving. But when you sent
someone to attack a city or occupy territory, you gave them what
they conquered, sharing your gains with the whole world. Xiang Yu
was jealous of worth and ability. He harmed those who achieved
merit and was suspicious of the worthy. When victorious in battle he
gave others no credit, and when he obtained land he gave others no
benefit. This is why he lost the empire.”

.. . Gaozu said, “You have recognized one point, but failed to
recognize a second. As for calculating strategies within the com-
mander’s tent and thereby assuring victory a thousand miles away, 1
am not as good as Zhang Liang. As for ordering a state, making the
people content, providing rations for troops and assuring that sup-
ply lines are not cut, I am not as good as Xiao He. As for assembling
a million-man army, winning every battle fought, and taking every
city attacked, I am not as good as Han Xin. These three are great
men, and I was able to employ them. That is why I gained the em-
pire. Xiang Yu had only Fan Zeng and he could not use him. That is
why he was slain by me.”8

The hallmarks of the dynastic founder, and by extension the ruler, were
his defeat of the Qin and his willingness to share success with his follow-
ers. The ruler brought peace to the world, and gathered the most talented
men of the realm. These ideas had been elaborated by Warring States po-
litical theorists, and some had already figured in Qin stone inscriptions.
They justified rule through the monarch’s claims to the highest excel-
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lence, as demonstrated by his achievement of universal order and by his
generosity in sharing its fruits.

As with the First Emperor, appeals to worldly success were supple-
mented with claims to divine sanction, although in the Han dynasty these
took the form of supernatural assistance more than cosmic process. Writ-
ing a century after the Han founding, Sima Qian related that Emperor
Gaozu’s mother had been impregnated by a dragon, the Red God (di).
Consequently Gaozu had a remarkable physiognomy that presaged his
rise to world rulership, and multi-colored clouds or dragons hovered
above him. On his deathbed Gaozu attributed his miraculous rise to the
support of Heaven.? Finally, the Han court followed Qin’s adoption of
the Five Phases theory, claiming that their rise to power signaled the as-
cent of a new cosmic phase. This theory was prefigured in the story that
when Gaozu, son of the Red God, first rebelled against Qin he slew a
great serpent that turned out to be the son of the White God. The succes-
sion of the god of one color by another marked the conquest of one phase
by its inheritor.

Over the course of the dynasty the justifications of imperial authority
grew more grandiose. Emperor Wu introduced many new cults to exalt
imperial authority, most notably sacrifices to the Grand Unity and the
Empress Earth, and he followed the First Emperor in performing the feng
and shan sacrifices to the high god. The rise to intellectual dominance of
Confucian classicism was marked in the religious sphere by the establish-
ment of the cult of Heaven. The Eastern Han also witnessed the revival of
the old Zhou doctrine that the emperor ruled as the “Son of Heaven” on
the basis of a “mandate” received from this highest celestial power. This
became the classic form for the claim that imperial authority was be-
stowed by celestial powers, and that the emperor ruled as the agent of
Heaven on Earth.

This unique status of the emperor was enacted in many practices and
institutions. The emperor was the embodiment of the government, even
being called “guo jia (state)” in some Eastern Han writings. All offices
and salaries were his gift, although he delegated the authority to make
lower-level appointments, and all officials were his “servants” (chen).
Moreover, the ranks of merit awarded to peasants were also gifts from
the emperor, as were special staffs awarded to people over seventy. He
was the supreme judge, the last court of appeal, and could order execu-
tions at will. He also had the power to grant amnesty to those sentenced
to death, a power that he exercised with great frequency. The dynasty’s
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legal code was based on the decrees of the founder, with imperial procla-
mations automatically having the force of law. All lands not under culti-
vation were considered his personal property, a claim that justified the
creation of the great imperial hunting parks celebrated in Han poetry, as
well as the state monopolies of iron and salt.1°

In addition to these administrative, legal, and economic powers, a
range of ritual practices and sumptuary regulations also distinguished the
emperor. The palaces of the imperial family and buildings pertaining to
the court occupied half the capital. These buildings were the scenes of
elaborate rituals in which all members of the court prostrated themselves
before the emperor. In addition, the imperial tombs gradually formed a
line of artificial mountains that visibly towered over Chang’an, and they
were the scenes of repeated sacrifices, accompanied by song and dance.
These tombs were maintained by the populations of satellite cities cre-
ated solely for their upkeep. During the Western Han, temples for the
first two emperors were established in every commandery. The emperor
had a unique term for self-reference (zhen) and a unique word to refer to
his death (beng). Certain colors and patterns of ornament were reserved
for him, as were types of banners and chariots. Each gate in the capital’s
wall flanked a three-lane road, with the central lane reserved for the em-
peror’s use. Any entry into a palace compound required his permission.
Any threat to the emperor or destruction of objects associated with the
imperial line was punishable by death.

In all these ways the emperor was defined as the center of the realm
and the source of political authority. Some Western scholars, attacking
the cliché of “oriental despotism,” have argued that the bureaucracy de-
veloped methods to check the emperor’s power by appeals to Heaven as
marked by omens, thus achieving a semblance of “division of powers.”
Others have gone so far as to argue that true power resided in the bureau-
cracy, while the emperor, like the present-day monarch of Great Britain,
“reigned but did not rule.” However laudable the intent behind these ar-
guments, they are wrong.

The clearest demonstration of this is a pattern in which policy-making
power shifted from the formal bureaucracy to whatever group of peo-
ple—largely eunuchs or imperial affines (relatives by marriage)—sur-
rounded the emperor’s person. This shift of power from “outer” court to
“inner” court was institutionalized by the reign of Emperor Wu, and was
repeated throughout early imperial and medieval China, when emperors
were less autocratic than in late imperial China. The formal bureaucracy
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had no effective base of independent power. Far from developing the
power to check the emperor or significantly affect policy, the bureaucrats
of early imperial China sank into impotence, serving only to execute poli-
cies formulated by others.

As chief administrator, high judge, and chief priest, the emperor knew
no limits to his authority except the not-inconsiderable ones imposed
by biology. Since he was the descendant of earlier emperors, his propos-
als for major changes in law or cult could be criticized as unfilial. Yet,
throughout the Han dynasty, whenever an emperor chose to alter the
practices of his ancestors, he was able to do so. Nevertheless, emperors
relied on other people to provide them with information, and they were
thus constrained by their ignorance of the world outside the court. They
also depended upon officials to carry out their commands in distant prov-
inces. Similarly, many emperors, like other people, preferred leisure to
work, and were happy to leave the governing to others.

And perhaps most importantly, as long as an emperor was young,
power devolved to whoever could speak in his name. Since it was in the
interest of the court to have a weak emperor in power, Han history is
marked by an increasing tendency toward young emperors. Several early
deaths of emperors or heirs even suggest the possibility of murder as a
means of securing a pliable ruler. This reached a climax in the last century
of the dynasty, when no adult ever acceded to the throne. But, even when
the emperor was incapable of ruling in his own right, he remained the
sole source of authority at court, so it was the eunuchs or affines control-
ling his person who dominated government policy. The emperor continued
to be the sole locus of authority even at the very end of the Han, when
competing warlords struggled to gain possession of the last boy emperor.

In addition to strengthening the institution of the emperor, the Han
government carried forward virtually all the policies by which the Qin
had sought to impose unity on its newly conquered realm. The unified
Qin script was used for writing, though simplification continued. The
Qin imperial academy, designed to make the capital the center of intel-
lectual life, also endured, although its intellectual range and its links to
office holding were modified. Similarly, the empire-wide legal code re-
mained a central tool of imperial unification. Although the Han initially
attempted to simplify Qin laws and make them less brutal, it soon re-
verted to largely following the Qin pattern.

The Han also pursued the Qin policies of standard measures and coin-
age. Models used to fix the state-sanctioned units of measure employed in
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the market have been found in several Han tombs. The Qin ban liang
gave way to the smaller wu zhu coin in the Han. This coin weighed five
zhu (hence its name), about three grams, and it continued in use until the
Tang dynasty (618-906 A.D.). The government monopolized coin pro-
duction, and the quality of the coins was so good that forgeries eventu-
ally became unprofitable. Coins were also edged with a hard lip to pre-
vent forgers from clipping bits off of coins, which could then be used to
cast new ones.

In the last century of the Western Han, according to one report, twenty-
eight billion coins were made. Such large-scale minting is surprising, al-
though the mandatory payment in coins of capitation and other taxes
may help explain it. Still, this vast amount of currency suggests a consid-
erable monetization of the economy, which was only possible through the
government’s ability to impose a uniform, abstracted measure of value in
the form of denominated pieces of metal. In the Eastern Han, gifts from
the emperor and personal wealth were routinely measured in cash, and
disaster relief—such as burying flood victims—was awarded in terms of
so many coins per head. Coinage also facilitated the commutation of the
one-month period of labor service and military duty into a cash payment
that the government used to hire full-time professionals.

As in so many other things, the Han carried forward the Qin calendar.
However, in 104 B.c. Emperor Wu declared a “Grand Beginning” for a
new phase in the Five Phase cycle, and he had the calendar modified ac-
cordingly. He also initiated the use of reign periods named for a great
event or achievement that the emperor wanted to immortalize. In addi-
tion to the “Grand Beginning” (tai chu) for his calendar reform, he de-
clared an “Original Feng” (yuan feng) for his first performance of the
feng and shan sacrifices, and so on. This inscribing of the emperor and his
achievements into the structure of time was a significant element in the
creation of a common imperial culture. Two further refinements to the
calendar were made in the Xin and Eastern Han dynasties, as the mea-
surement of time and the observation of natural cycles in the heavens be-
came more and more precise.

We take accurate calendars for granted today, but they required millen-
nia of careful astronomical observation and correction. Precise calendars
were needed in the Han to control payment of salaries, timing of trans-
fers or promotions, and granting of leaves from office. They were also
necessary at the frontiers to track military duty and to co-ordinate ac-
tions across the northern border. Chinese calendars were based on the lu-
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nar month, but since the lunar month varies between twenty-nine and
thirty days, a formal calendar ensured that everyone in the empire knew
which months were twenty-nine days and which ones were thirty. And
since the solar year of approximately three hundred and sixty-five days,
which controls the seasons, is not precisely twelve lunar months, every
few years an extra “intercalary” month was added to synchronize the
two. Failure to synchronize with what we today call a “leap year” would
have meant, for example, that the first month of the year, which marked
the beginning of spring, would arrive a few days earlier every year until
eventually it would fall in mid-winter.

The Han inherited the Qin practice of levying a cash capitation tax,
and of setting tax rates to influence people’s behavior. To encourage mar-
riage, the early Western Han imposed a poll tax on unmarried women be-
tween the ages of fifteen and thirty that was five times the normal tax. In
the Eastern Han, women who had given birth received a three-year tax
exemption and their husbands a one-year exemption—measures aimed at
increasing the population. Double taxes on merchants sought to discour-
age that career, and tax exemptions for the elderly expressed filial piety.
However, such taxes could modify behavior in unforeseen ways. When
some parents started killing their babies in order to avoid paying taxes,
the government eventually exempted children under six years of age from
the capitation tax.!!

The government probably collected taxes in cash because it was easier
to transport than large amounts of grain. However, coming up with
enough cash for taxes required that peasants either perform extra work
for wages or sell their grain. Wage labor was sometimes available, but
selling produce was the most common way to earn tax money. In good
years, prices for grain went down, and peasants had to sell a larger pro-
portion of their harvest to pay the tax. In bad years they risked starvation
when they sold their meager harvest to meet their obligations. The cash
tax eventually ruined the peasantry and was a major factor in the rise of
landlordism. One unresolved question is how or where peasants sold
their crop. Those living near a city or large town could have taken their
produce to market, but those farther away probably sold their grain to
wealthy local families or to mobile merchants, who exploited the poor
farmers’ need for cash to impose a low price.

Living in the shadow of Qin’s fall and dependent on his own allies, the
Han founder had enfeoffed his major followers as kings, reserving for
himself only the key strategic area of Guanzhong. Although he devised
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pretexts to destroy his former allies and replace them with his own kin,
for the first half-century of the Han dynasty semi-independent kings ruled
more than half the empire. Only after the defeat of the feudatories in 154
B.C. did the Han recreate a truly unitary empire. Over the two and a half
centuries that followed, the consequences of political unification forced
them gradually to shift away from the Qin model in several basic ways.

The first shift was the abandonment of universal military service and
the associated direct rule of the peasant population. The mass mobili-
zation of peasants for military service—the organizing principle of the
Warring States polity and the Qin state—remained useful until the defeat
of the feudatories in 154 B.C. Subsequently, general war inside China
ceased to be a real possibility. For the war that the Han did have to
fight—against the nomadic Xiongnu at the northern frontiers—an army
of infantry was useless and impossible to provision. Moreover, short
terms of duty could not maintain standing garrisons, and horsemanship
and expertise with the crossbow—necessary military skills by this time—
could not be gained under the old system of one or two years of active
service followed by brief, annual training sessions. To man garrisons and
mount long expeditions into the grasslands required a new form of army
(Fig. 3).

Gradually the Han ceased mobilizing and training peasants, instead
levying a tax to hire long-term professionals and to recruit non-Chinese
cavalry. When rebellions against Wang Mang demonstrated that armed
peasant levies within the interior of China could threaten the imperial
court, the routine mobilization and training of peasants was abolished al-
together, along with the offices associated with this practice. From then
until the end of imperial China, no government restored the practice of
imposing military service on the peasantry.'2

A second major shift after 154 B.C. was in state-sponsored patronage
of the arts and literature. The Warring States polity had been an engine of
war, and the maxim that guided policies and justified authority was “en-
rich the state and make the army strong.” With the disappearance of the
feudatory states in 154 B.C., the old justification through military power
faded. Instead, the state increasingly claimed to rule as the patron of a
Chinese civilization embodied in the canon, the imperial academy, and
the classical virtues. Thus the devotion of the state and its agents to the
defense and extension of the cultural patrimony became central to the
imperial project. In the reign of Emperor Wu, the office of academi-
cian was restricted to students of the Zhou classics—in practice, largely
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Confucians. By the end of the Western Han more than 30,000 students
attended the imperial academy, and it had become one of the primary
routes to court office. The canon was even more highly honored under
Wang Mang, who claimed to rule as a Confucian sage and established the
cult of Heaven. Under the Eastern Han, the texts inherited from Zhou be-
came the crown of the imperial edifice.!?

The final major shift in the Han order was the rise of a new form of
elite that combined a commitment to imperial service with local power
based on land and social networks. Unlike the end of the peasant levy
and the development of the imperial academy, this change had no basis in
imperial policies and indeed was actively opposed by the Western Han
court. However, in the long run it proved to be the most crucial change,
the one that allowed the imperial system to survive the downfall of indi-
vidual dynasties.

Qin had attempted to break the power of the Warring States elites by
moving them to the capital region. Powerful local families had revived
during the civil war and the early Han, but Emperor Wu appointed spe-
cial legal agents charged with their destruction. However, at the same
time that he was eliminating the vestiges of earlier elites, his policies were
creating a new form of local power. His anti-merchant policies persuaded
people to use wealth from trade to buy land. Likewise, any individual
who was earning large sums of money from a high office at court or the
command of a local prefecture or commandery had an incentive to turn
this fleeting plenitude into lasting wealth through investment in real es-
tate. Increased taxes pushed marginal peasants into the arms of money-
lenders and ultimately into bankruptcy. Forced to sell their land cheaply
to those with cash, they now had to work for these landlords as tenants.

In the last century B.C. the government made a series of laws to limit
the concentration of landholding and prevent small-scale freeholders from
becoming tenants. This was less out of compassion for the peasantry—
whom the state squeezed mercilessly—than out of a desire to maintain its
source of taxes and service. Wang Mang tried to nationalize all land and
abolish slavery in an attempt to halt the development of landed estates
and the rise of locally powerful families. His failure ended the govern-
ment’s resistance to the rise of landlordism.

Several developments help to explain why landlordism triumphed. Per-
haps most important is the fact that the Eastern Han had been estab-
lished by a coalition of large landowners that included the founding em-
peror. The eastern-dominated court rejected the military traditions of
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Guanzhong, which were closely linked to the state’s reliance on free
smallholders. With the abolition of universal military service, control of
the individual peasant household ceased to be the basis of state power,
and the court’s concern for the free peasantry largely vanished.

Whereas earlier local elites had been detached from and often hos-
tile to the imperial state, many of the new landlords had risen to wealth
and eminence through state service. Their newfound family traditions of
study and conspicuous morality gave them every hope of maintaining ac-
cess to office. Entry to the imperial academy or other avenues to office
came through periodic recommendations solicited from eminent local
families known to the central court or local officials, so powerful land-
lord families assured themselves of continued access to office through
their control of these recommendations. The income from imperial of-
fices allowed them to restore their estates after the partition that followed
the death of the head of the family. Since the disappearance of the nobil-
ity, only the ruling house practiced primogeniture, while commoner fami-
lies used partible inheritance, that is, the division of the father’s property
among the sons.

Merchants who had shifted their wealth into land followed the same
course of action. Consequently, often the same family would run an es-
tate, market the products of that estate or engage in money lending, and
educate its sons in the classical texts, with the expectation of securing
government offices. No longer based on the extraction of service from the
peasantry, the state now secured its foundations through the loyalty of
the powerful families who looked to it as their armed protector and a
source of profitable appointments. This remained the pattern for imperial
control throughout later dynasties.

The Failure of Qin and Its Later Mythology

Qin’s twin role as both the model of empire and a target of criticism was
reflected in the historical mythology that grew up around it. Its rapid rise
and fall left a mark on all later Chinese thought about Qin and the nature
of empire.

Within four years of the First Emperor’s death in 210 B.C., the newly
established empire collapsed in general rebellion. Its once invincible ar-
mies suffered defeat after defeat, its newly built capital was burned to the
ground, and the last Qin ruler was slain. The reasons for this catastrophe
were a constant topic of discussion in the early decades of the Han. While
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these musings often focused on supposed moral or intellectual deficien-
cies, such as overly cruel laws and the rejection of the wisdom of the an-
cients, the archaeological and textual evidence exposes these criticisms as
self-serving Han propaganda with little relation to Qin policy or its fail-
ures. In fact, the Han incorporated Qin practice virtually intact at first,
and the few modifications such as simplification of the laws and estab-
lishment of fiefs were soon abandoned.

So why did the Qin dynasty fail? The most insightful discussion of this
catastrophe is also the earliest. Writing only a couple of decades after the
Qin collapse, the early Han scholar Jia Yi argued: “One who conquers
the lands of others places priority on deceit and force, but one who brings
peace and stability honors obedience to authority. This means that seiz-
ing, and guarding what you have seized, do not use the same techniques.
Qin separated from the Warring States period and became ruler of the
whole world, but it did not change its ways or alter its government. Thus,
there was no difference in the means by which they conquered and the
means by which they tried to hold it.” 14

For all the ambition of the Qin reforms, with their vision of a new
world where measures, laws, and truths flowed from a single source, the
implementers of these reforms carried the basic institutions and practices
of the Warring States unchanged into the empire. The direct administra-
tion of peasant households who were mobilized for military service con-
tinued as the organizing principle of the state, with a large servile labor
pool formed from those who violated any of the numerous laws. No
longer necessary for inter-state warfare, this giant machine for extracting
service had become a tool in search of a use.

To occupy these conscripts, the Qin state engaged in an orgy of expan-
sion and building that had little logic except employing Warring States
institutions that had been rendered obsolete by their own success. Armies
were launched on massive, pointless expeditions to the south, north, and
northeast. Colossal projects to construct roads, a new capital, and the
First Emperor’s tomb were initiated. Laborers were dispatched to the
northern frontier to link old defenses into the first Great Wall. A state cre-
ated for warfare and expansion, Qin wasted its strength—and alienated
its newly conquered people—by fighting and expanding when there were
no useful worlds left to conquer. Mutinies by labor gangs led to a general
rebellion of Qin officers and people against their rulers, and the first Chi-
nese empire went down in flames only fifteen years after it was created.

The Han, though the heirs of the Qin, needed to dissociate themselves
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from the disaster of the first imperial dynasty’s collapse. However, adopt-
ing Qin’s practices even while condemning them produced a fundamental
contradiction. The Han finally resolved it by dropping their critique of
Qin’s institutions and instead demonizing the First Emperor. The failures
of Qin were explained by the brutality and megalomania of its founder
and the barbarism of the Qin dynasty’s political tradition. The result was
a myth about cruel Qin laws that savagely attacked China’s intellectual
and political heritage. The Han portrayed themselves as patrons of the
classical intellectual traditions and moral government that the First Em-
peror had tried to destroy.

This myth, however, simply masked the contradictions in the Han po-
sition. In painting the First Emperor as a monster, Han writers, along
with those of later dynasties, developed literary tropes in which policies
that provided the model for imperial practice and ideology figured as evi-
dence of megalomania and villainy. As a result, throughout the history of
imperial China the actual characteristics of the political system defined
by the First Emperor were condemned as criminal. In their place was
erected a moralizing facade, which some have described as the “hypo-
critization” of Chinese political culture. The remaining history of impe-
rial China thus fell under the sway of a false consciousness of denuncia-
tion, focused on making a monster of the man who had provided the very
model of imperial rule.

To take one example, the earliest accounts describe the Qin conquest
as an attempt to impose the First Emperor’s will upon Heaven and Earth,
in a war against nature. Jia Yi describes how the First Emperor “cracked
his long whip to drive the universe before him,” “flogged the entire
world,” and “shook the four seas”: “He toppled famous walls, killed lo-
cal leaders, gathered the weapons of the world into Xianyang where he
melted them down into bells and to cast twelve statues of giant men, in
order to weaken the common people. Then he trod upon Mount Hua as
his city wall and used the Yellow River as his moat. Based on this tower-
ing wall he gazed down into the fathomless depths and thought that he
was secure.” !

Sima Qian extended this pattern by describing how the First Emperor
denuded Mount Xiang of trees because a storm caused by the goddess of
a local shrine blocked his river passage. He cut through mountains and
filled up valleys in order to run a road straight from Jiuyuan in the north-
west to Yunyang, near the old Qin capital. When seeking the isles of
the immortals, he dreamt that he was wrestling with a sea god, who
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blocked him. He armed himself and the boats he dispatched with repeat-
ing crossbows to kill the whales that threatened his search, and at one
point shot and killed one. His practice of ascending numerous peaks and
placing stone inscriptions there to recount his merits is yet another form
of attempting to impose, or literally inscribe, his will upon the natural
world. ¢

Several of these inscriptions contain lines on the theme of commanding
nature. One inscription states that the First Emperor’s laws and stan-

2

dards “extend wherever sun and moon shine,” as though these astral
bodies were his agents, and that “his blessings reach the oxen and horses.”
Another inscription describes how the emperor’s power “shakes the four
extremities of the Earth” and “regulates the universe.” A third inscrip-
tion narrates how the emperor destroyed walls, cut through embank-
ments to open up the courses of rivers, and leveled steep and danger-
ous defiles to eliminate obstructions. This whole process is described as
“fixing the shape of the land.”?”

The idea that the First Emperor in his hubris sought to control the uni-
verse became a standard theme in later Chinese literature. When Nanjing
became a capital in the fourth century A.D., accounts told how in his trav-
els the First Emperor had passed through the Nanjing region and learned
that it had the topography of a future capital. In order to thwart this
prophecy, which entailed the fall of his dynasty, the emperor commanded
that the top of a mountain be lopped off. Other accounts describe his at-
tempts to construct a bridge across the eastern sea in order to reach the
isles of the immortals. Jiang Yan’s sixth-century A.D. “Rhapsody on Re-
sentment” repeats much of Jia Yi and Sima Qian’s criticism, and then
tells how the First Emperor constructed a bridge from sea turtles. A cen-
tury later the poet Li Bo (Li Bai) employed a version in which a sorcerer
brought stones to life, and the First Emperor whipped them in order to
make them march into the sea to form his bridge. In this account he also
tried to shoot a whale that blocked his passage to the isles.!

The early stories treat the First Emperor as a megalomaniac. The later
poems employ him as an Ozymandias figure, ending with reflections on
his death and the collapse of his works. Nevertheless, they highlight un-
acknowledged aspects of emperorship. First, the idea that the emperor’s
rule included the entire natural world, including trees and rocks, was
generally accepted in imperial China. Second, the vision of the emperor
commanding powerful spirits and making war on deities was not limited
to the First Emperor. For example, the greatest poet of the Western Han,
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Sima Xiangru, wrote a “Great Man Rhapsody” in which he depicted Em-
peror Wu commanding a retinue of gods to storm the gates of Heaven
and carry off a jade maiden. Emperor Wu’s own poem on sealing up the
breach in the Yellow River’s dike portrays him commanding the god of
the river.? Finally, the building of a canonical imperial capital—with its
rectangular walls, grids, and towers—entails the imposition of imperial
will upon the landscape. The practices of the First Emperor in imperial
city design, such as the building of palaces on celestial patterns and the
incorporation of replica palaces or their stylistic elements from around
the empire, were carried forward in the Han and later dynasties.

While the First Emperor’s actions were a topic for censure, they also
provided an unacknowledged pattern for later imperial power, a pure
case or ideal type at the origin which later rulers emulated in muted, dis-
guised versions. This role of the First Emperor as unacknowledged model
embodies in a single mythic figure the hidden role of Qin as prototype for
a permanent Chinese empire.



-

IMPERIAL CITIES

THE CITY is one of the largest structures on earth and the realm of
artifice par excellence, the place where people can model their visions of
the ideal society and the cosmos. With its walls designed to separate peo-
ple from their surroundings, the city represents a uniquely human space,
filled with the products and practices that make up a civilization. Major
loci of political power, urban centers provide both the gathering place for
rulers and administrators and the stage on which they display their au-
thority. And in the realm of trade, cities are focal points of circulation
and exchange, drawing in people and precious objects and in turn pro-
ducing new goods that will flow outward to other cities or to lesser clus-
ters of human habitation.

Prior to the Warring States period, Chinese cities were cultic and politi-
cal entities inhabited by the nobility and their followers. They were, for
the most part, lineage centers, with a population of at most a few tens of
thousands and a single city wall. With the collapse of Zhou royal power,
most of these cultic centers became independent city-states ruled by a du-
cal house and its noble followers who controlled the subject populations
of their immediate hinterlands. Only gradually were these city-states in-
corporated into the large territories of the fifth-century B.c. Warring
States.

Warring States and Early Imperial Cities

Recent archaeological excavations show that the number and complexity
of cities increased during the Warring States period, as urban population,
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craft production, and trade grew. Defensive city walls became longer, and
secondary walls inside the city were built to separate political and cere-
monial districts from commercial and residential ones.! This physical
separation of political activity from daily life captures a crucial moment
in Chinese urban history, when the Warring States incorporated cities
into their larger administrative network and replaced the local nobility
with their own agents. From this point forward, cities in China were both
physically and politically divided against themselves, with one part of the
city devoted to crafts and commerce while the other was tied to politi-
cal authority. These two urban realms coexisted in a degree of mutual
suspicion.

This suspicion was articulated in laws that placed merchants on special
registers and banned them and their descendants from holding office,
wearing silk, riding horses, or owning land.2 In practice only smaller
traders were registered, while wealthy merchants who engaged in long-
distance trade in luxuries escaped the bans. Nevertheless, the growing di-
vision between merchants and officials, both of whom were necessarily
urban inhabitants, replaced the ancient division between city dwellers
and rural populace as the central legal divide of the imperial period.

This legal and physical division corresponded to the new social model
propounded by the philosophers of the period, in which the ruler’s agents
were an occupational category distinguished from all other forms of
work through their cultivation of mind and their freedom from slavery to
the objects built and exchanged by the rest.? Thus, even as the boundaries
between town and country dissolved in the administrative models of the
territorial state, new and sharper lines were imposed within the city itself.

Evidence for the division of the city and the pre-eminence of its politi-
cal district comes from the Eastern Han tomb of the Colonel Protecting
the Wuhuan (a nomadic people living to the northeast of the Han). Wall
paintings tracing the career of the occupant depict five cities in which he
served as an official. They are all portrayed as dual cities with two walled
compounds, one for the general populace and the other for government
buildings. While little information about the residential areas, other than
the walls and gate towers, is provided, the layout, buildings, inhabitants,
and activities of the government district are painted in great detail (Fig.
4). Many buildings are labeled to explain their identity or function. In
one city, the market where the Colonel Protector supervised trade to buy
horses from the Wuhuan—a trade that made this region one of the richest
in the empire in the late second century A.pD.—is also painted. This for-



IMPERIAL CITIES 77

AN, - e e T A Ve | i

Fig. 4 City walls and government buildings of Fanyang district capital, Hebei.

mulaic portrayal of cities confirms what is suggested in texts, that impe-
rial cities were divided in two, and the essential element was the palace
compound, with its state functions and political elite.

In the Warring States cities, new architectural elements appeared that
emphasized the ruler’s power through height and verticality. Towers, pil-
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lar gates, terraces, and raised buildings demonstrated both the visibility
and the vision that marked the emperor’s power, and suggested his ties to
celestial spirits and divine forces rather than to ancestral ghosts. The im-
portance of height and range of vision is demonstrated in a parable by the
Eastern Han scholar Wang Chong (27—ca. 100 A.D.): “To mount a high
tower and glimpse as far as the four neighboring states is what people de-
sire. To sit hidden in a closed room, turning inward into the darkness,
boring into a grave and sleeping in a cave, reaching to the edge of the Yel-
low Springs [realm of the dead] is what people hate. Someone with a
closed mind and sealed-off thoughts who does not gaze from the heights
is a companion of the dead.”*

Anecdotes about towers exaggerated their great height, in one case
boasting that the tower was 160 meters high and reached the clouds.
Such height allowed a ruler to survey his own domain and possibly spy
into neighboring states. In one passage, the loftiness of the tower is said
to demonstrate the profundity of its builder’s stratagems, and it elicits a
collective toast and vow of loyalty from a group of visiting lords.*

In the Warring States period, pillar gates or gate towers (que) in the city
wall were elaborated into lofty displays of the ruler’s authority. In the
middle of the fourth century B.c., when Shang Yang began constructing
the new Qin capital at Xianyang, the first items built were the Ji gate tow-
ers. Similarly, at the end of the third century B.C. in the new Han capital
of Chang’an, the gate towers received primary attention. Han ritual texts
and poetry asserted that only the Son of Heaven was entitled to a gate
flanked by two towers, that the height of the towers must correspond to
the rank of the palace’s occupant, and that towers flanking a gate were
necessary because they “distinguished the superior from the inferior.”
Thus, beginning in the Warring States and well into the Han empire, the
gateway with its towers became a more prominent symbol of authority
than the surrounding wall. In the tomb art of the Eastern Han, gate tow-
ers to the city or to a great family’s defensive compound are the most
commonly depicted architectural structures (Fig. §).6

Terraces with platforms were also built to intimidate foreign visitors by
demonstrating the wealth of the owner and the extent of his gaze. Ar-
chaeological excavations have revealed the massive, packed-earth foun-
dation mounds for these terraces, dating back to the Warring States.
Pictorial bronzes from that period depict mounds flanked by steps and
topped with large wooden platforms where ceremonies are being per-
formed. Sometimes a series of ascending terraces was employed. Archi-



IMPERIAL CITIES 79

M i

Fig. 5 Towers of a city gate, flanking an official.

tectural remains around these terraces indicate that they were the most
visible elements of large palace complexes during the Warring States
period.

Terraces could also form the core of an architectural structure com-
posed of a series of rooms and corridors built around the earthen mound
s0 as to give the impression of multiple stories. In an age that still lacked
the ability to construct true multistoried buildings, this design allowed
for structures that seemed to rise above the city. The most important ex-
ample, and the one whose reconstructed image has been most frequently
reproduced, was the Palace of the Ji Gate Towers in the Qin capital.”

Such palace buildings towering above the flat, horizontal plane of the
residential and business district displayed the ruler’s powers of observa-
tion—he was able to fix all within his gaze and at the same time to show
people that they were observed. But equally important, these lofty new
structures served as tools of invisibility. They made the ruler’s presence
known while concealing his person. They demonstrated his ability to
study the activities of his people and his foes without himself being ob-
served. The image of the ruler as an all-seeing, invisible eye (anticipating
by two millennia Foucault’s meditations on Bentham’s panopticon) gave
tangible form to the idea, expressed in such philosophical texts as the
Canon of the Way and Its Power (Dao de jing) and the Master Han Fei,
that the sage or ruler must remain hidden and unknowable.?
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One of the masters of esoteric arts who advised the First Emperor ar-
gued that the ruler should move in secret to avoid evil spirits and should
never let others know where he was. Moreover, since aerial or celestial
spirits could be approached through physical ascent, the ruler should live
in towers and move on elevated walkways to meet them and achieve im-
mortality. In response to this advice, the First Emperor built elevated
walks and walled roads to connect all 270 of his palaces and towers.
Anyone who revealed where, in this vast complex, the emperor was visit-
ing would be put to death. The emperor communicated orders only from
his main palace in Xianyang, and at all other times remained in hid-
ing. Fittingly, when the emperor died while journeying along the eastern
sea, his body was transported in a sealed carriage to the capital, and the
carriage was filled with fish to cover the smell of decay and conceal its
contents.’

Raised walkways to mask the emperor’s movements continued into
the Han, and eventually withdrawal of the emperor from the gaze of the
populace and even of the court became a principle of imperial political
power. Throughout the imperial era, the Chinese ruler was sequestered
behind a series of walls (a mythicizing version of which appears in the
Kafka parable) in the “forbidden city.”? To be allowed to see him was a
privilege even for his officials, and to actually come into his presence was
the highest of honors. Unlike ancient Rome, medieval Europe, or India,
where the ruler showed himself to his people, received petitions, and pub-
licly dispensed justice as a ritual of royalty, the ruler in China derived sta-
tus from being hidden or invisible.

We know less about the other part of dual cities, the area for residence,
commerce, and manufacture. The further one moves from the govern-
ment sphere, the sparser the written records and archaeological finds be-
come. The residential areas of the Han capitals were divided by a grid of
major thoroughfares and then subdivided into walled wards under a low-
level government administrator and a group of influential residents. It
is unclear whether this system existed in other cities of early imperial
China, but since this grid was a method for controlling the population, it
is likely that major cities of the period were structured in this manner.

The chief thoroughfares were lined with houses of the noble and
wealthy, while the alleys were inhabited by poorer people such as the phi-
losopher Zhuang Zhou, who “lived in a poverty-stricken alley of a poor
neighborhood, impecunious and weaving sandals.” Alleys were too nar-
row to accommodate the large carriages that moved up and down the
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major boulevards, and the houses there were crumbling or miserable.
Their inhabitants were often described as penniless writers, low-class
wastrels who indulged in song and cheap liquor, or criminals. By con-
trast, the major boulevards were filled with high officials wearing their
court hats and robes.!!

One center of the residential district was the market. Tomb art indi-
cates that the main features of the imperial capital’s market also appeared
in major provincial cities, with local variations. The markets and their
surrounding neighborhoods were the chief site for the activities of mer-
chants and craftsmen, but they were also the locus of government power
within the outer city. They replicated on a reduced scale the division be-
tween the government and the populace that defined the dual city. The
market’s multistory tower served as a vertical symbol and site of author-
ity, like the palaces, while its grid echoed the government order imposed
on the outer city. Yet in spite of these physical manifestations of author-
ity, the market remained a place of popular assemblies and a setting for
many activities that challenged the prescribed order.

The most visible expression of government control was a multistory
tower that housed the officials in charge of the market. In the Eastern
Han capital of Luoyang, the market chief and his deputy had a staff of
thirty-six men. They were responsible for guaranteeing that goods sold in
the market were of sufficient quality and that all prices were in accord
with the standards imposed after a monthly review of authorized agree-
ments between buyers and sellers. According to Qin law, objects for sale
in the market had to have price tags hung on them stating the exact cost.
Records of all transactions and the moneys involved were to be placed in
special boxes that officials could inspect at the end of the day to collect
the government’s tax share.!?

Officials also sold government surplus commodities or the products of
government workshops and may have charged a fee to notarize contracts
recording purchases. The tower had a flag on top and a drum in the up-
per chamber to signal the opening and closing of the market. The towers
in the Chang’an markets are described in an Eastern Han poem as being
five stories high, while a Han tomb tile depicting the market in Chengdu
shows one that is only two stories.!? In either case, the tower would have
been the highest structure in the market, visible to everyone.

The second manifestation of government power in the markets was the
imposition of a grid, like that of the residential districts. The tomb tile de-
picting Chengdu’s market shows a perfect square with a gate on each side
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Fig. 6 Grid of the Chengdu market, with the tower in the center.

and two major roads running between the gates in a simple cross pattern.
The two-story tower is exactly at the center. The image shows the market
as a reduced version of the canonical ideal of a capital city, as described in
the Records for the Scrutiny of Crafts (Kao gong ji), a late Warring States
text about construction that was appended to the Rituals of Zhou (Zhou
li) (Fig. 6).

Each of the market’s four quarters is in turn divided by rows of one-
story buildings. These presumably housed shops, which were grouped by
product. Human figures move about on the four main streets. The most
important shops may have lined the major thoroughfares, while lesser
shops and stalls lined the alleyways. Such a pattern existed in the Tang
capital markets, and it probably existed in the Han. This grid of shops in
the market figures in the poetry and other texts of the period, which em-
phasize the regularity of the lines of shops as evidence of imperial great-
ness and social order. Several tomb images also depict the arrayed stalls
in lines or as a grid, and Qin legal documents insist on the regularity of
stalls.

Archaeological excavations and newly discovered texts have provided
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additional evidence regarding the Han capital markets. Chang’an had
two markets, an eastern market of 500,000 square meters (25 percent
larger than the largest shopping mall in the United States) and a western
one of 250,000 square meters. Both were surrounded by walls 5 to 6 me-
ters thick, against which merchants built warehouse facilities. The east-
ern market was largely devoted to merchandise stalls, but the western
market was also a major manufacturing center, with a kiln that produced
terracotta human figures for imperial burials, a mint, a state iron-casting
site, and a privately run workshop making funerary figurines of people,
horses, and birds.

Whereas the Chengdu tile market was divided into four sectors, the
capital markets were divided into nine. These were in turn divided by the
regular lines of stalls, as stipulated by Qin law (Fig. 7). All merchants sell-
ing a particular category of goods were placed together, and each line of
stalls was under the supervision of a senior merchant who had to vouch
for the integrity of all merchants on his row. Like the population at large,
these merchants were divided into five-man groups of mutual legal liabil-
ity who had to observe one another and denounce any misbehavior.'

The market was also used for public punishments, both beatings and
executions. The heads or whole corpses of major criminals were fre-

Fig. 7 Scenes of market stalls, with the market tower and signal drum on the

right.
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quently on display. Passages in the Records of Ritual (Li ji), a Han com-
pendium of essays on rites, and the Methods of the Commandant (Sima
fa), a Warring States military treatise, pair the market with the court as
respective sites of punishment and reward, the “two handles” of the
ruler’s power in legalist political theory.!s

The market hosted less violent displays of authority as well as political
performances seeking a wider audience. When Lii Buwei, chief minister
of Qin during the youth of the First Emperor, desired to mark the com-
pletion of the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii, the philosophical com-
pendium of which he was the patron, and to assert that it contained all
significant knowledge, he placed the text at the entrance to the market of
Xianyang, suspended one thousand pieces of gold above the text, and of-
fered the gold to whoever could remove or add a single character. A simi-
lar anecdote tells how Shang Yang demonstrated to the people of Qin
that his rewards were trustworthy by announcing in the market that he
would give cash to whoever performed a specified simple task, and in fact
gave such a reward.!6

As the one place where the people could legally gather in large num-
bers, the market was the privileged site for the communication of mes-
sages from the rulers to the people, whether those messages took the
form of words, texts, money, or dismembered bodies. As a site of crowds,
merchant wealth, and public spectacles, however, the market was not
completely under the government’s control. Unsanctioned activities took
several forms, associated with merchants, “wandering swordsmen” with
gangs of youthful idlers, and masters of esoteric arts related to shamanic
cults, particularly diviners and doctors. Each of these groups challenged
the state in its own way.

While merchants posed no direct political challenge to the state, their
wealth allowed a life of luxury surpassing that of their political superiors.
The merchants’ ostentatious wealth tempted officials to corruption and
poor peasants away from a life of toil, taxes, and service to the state. This
tension between a merchant order, defined by wealth, and an official or-
der, defined by rank, was built into the structure of the dual cities and ex-
acerbated by laws banning registered merchants and their descendants
from holding office. The merchants’ violation of the state’s sumptuary or-
der and their ability to purchase land and services from free peasants per-
vade the writings of the period.

In addition to flouting the sumptuary order, mercantile wealth also
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challenged the efficacy of the laws. While in theory no one was exempt
from punishments, it was a common saying that the sons of rich families
would never die in the market place, that is, be publicly executed. Of-
ficials responsible for coinage sometimes collaborated with merchants in
schemes to forge cash and manipulate currency. Thus, the market was
feared by supporters of the state as a site where men gained power and
status not awarded by the government, where this power and wealth
were routinely displayed in violation of sumptuary regulations, and where
wealth itself was manipulated to the detriment of criminal law and gov-
ernment administration.!”

Crowds regularly gathered in the marketplace to entertain themselves
with spectacles and amusements or to listen to men of political ambition.
The most common spectacle was the departure or arrival of eminent peo-
ple in their fine carriages and elaborate costumes. Less frequent were the
performances of political pretenders seeking to gain attention or support.
The costumes of the urban elite, as in so many societies, became the stan-
dard for others to emulate.

In the city, if they love to have their hair dressed up high,

Then everywhere else they dress their hair an inch higher.

In the city, if they love to enlarge their eyebrows,

Then everywhere else they will make their eyebrows cover half
their foreheads.

In the city, if they love large sleeves,

Then everywhere else they will use up whole bolts of silk.

Urban dwellers’ authority in fashion challenged the state, for in the polit-
ical texts of the period it was the tastes in attire of the ruler that were sup-
posed to set the model for others to follow.!8

The market’s violence and criminality were generally associated with
butchers and “wicked youths” but most importantly with “wandering
swordsmen” or gangsters (you xia)—men who devoted themselves to an
ethic of vengeance, faithfulness to oaths, and devotion to the death. The
poems on Han capitals place these men and their gangs of sworn follow-
ers in the markets. The histories situate them in the “alleys” and “wards”
of the major cities. Like other denizens of the market, they are described
as acting for profit, in this case as bandits, kidnappers, grave robbers, and
hired assassins rather than merchants. Gangsters formed associations of
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professional killers who intimidated or bribed officials. Memorials writ-
ten in the Eastern Han described them as the creators of a “private law”
based on vengeance that threatened to supplant the state’s legal codes.!?

Butchers, who were accustomed to hacking flesh and shedding blood,
made up another category of violent men in the marketplace. They were
located in one area, distinguished from other trades not just by their
products but by the prestige and wealth of clients who came in search of
men willing to cut more than fresh meat.

“Wicked youths” were a broader social category closely tied to the
other two through their violent tendencies. Most of the leading criminals
described in Sima Qian’s Records of the Historian/Astrologer were ad-
mired by gangs of youths, who emulated them or assisted in their illegal
activities. The “youths of the wards and alleys” often became gangsters
or swordsmen in order to earn money, and one band of youths acted
as accomplices for a wayward imperial prince who engaged in robbery
and murder for sport. The “cruel clerks” employed by the state to de-
stroy powerful local families were sometimes recruited from among these
gangs or worked with them. Many “wicked youths” were sent on expedi-
tions to Central Asia to get them out of the city.

In peacetime, “wicked youths” were portrayed as wastrels with no
proper occupations, who passed their time in the market gambling, cock
fighting, and coursing hounds. These activities were so common that they
were depicted on tomb tiles. In times of disorder, however, these ur-
ban gangs formed a reservoir of recruits for those engaged in large-scale
vendettas or rebellion. The biographies of many leaders in the uprising
against Qin show that their first followers were recruited from among the
youths.

The Han founder himself is depicted as a classic wastrel who refused to
work on his family’s property, spent his time in bars drinking and eat-
ing with his friends, and was regarded by his father as “worthless and un-
reliable.” His earliest followers (Xiao He, Cao Can, and Fan Kuai) are
described as “youths and bold clerks”—wild young men or aspirant
swordsmen who had low-level government posts. Reliance on idle youths
to initiate a rebellion also figures in the fall of Wang Mang. The early his-
tories suggest that the gangsters and youths who gathered in the markets
were simple criminals in times of order but played an important role in
the toppling of dynasties in times of chaos.2°

The final social element that gathered in the market and challenged the
authority of the state comprised the masters of esoteric techniques, par-
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ticularly diviners and “shaman doctors.” This group was accused of
claiming supernatural powers in order to swindle peasants. And because
divination, medicine, and related religious practices were a source of
wealth, the group was denounced for luring idle young people away from
proper occupations and into their own disreputable pursuits.

A standard example of such a polemic appears in the first-century B.C.
Discourse on Salt and Tron (Yan tie lun), supposedly a record of a debate
about the state monopolies: “Following the customs of the age, hypo-
crites practice deceit and become shamans and invocators for the com-
mon people in order to extract payments from them. With brazen effron-
tery and powerful tongues, some of them establish enterprises and attain
wealth. Therefore those who dread work abandon agriculture to study
with them.” The Discourses of a Hidden Man (Qian fu lun), the collected
essays of the late Eastern Han writer Wang Fu (ca. 9o—165 A.D.), makes
similar accusations, except that it focuses on the role of women as both
followers of the shamans and their victims, and it argues that curing dis-
ease through appeals to spirits is the method by which shamans swindle
people and attract followers.

The market was often the scene of the kind of pushing and shoving
that risked turning a crowd into a mob or a riot. Prostitutes plied their
trade in the market and its nearby drinking establishments, an added at-
traction for a certain clientele. And of course there were beggars—at best
a pitiful nuisance, at worst celebrated avengers like Wu Zixu and Yu
Rang, who kept themselves and their violent schemes alive by begging for
food.2!

In summary, the physical partitioning of cities in the Warring States led
to a permanent legal and social division that left the imperial Chinese city
forever divided against itself. In the early imperial period the state was
formed from a hierarchical network of palace cities, with their surround-
ing agricultural lands. The outer cities made up of residences, workshops,
and markets were necessary to the production and exchange of goods,
but in both ideology and fiscal practice they were marginal and poten-
tially threatening to the state. Despite attempts to impose order through
grids in streets and markets, the populations of the outer cities remained
alien to the government’s ideal patterns of service and hierarchy. Even
their licit population, the merchants and craftsmen, threatened the state
by creating alternative hierarchies based on wealth that lured miserable
rural people to abandon their work and seek wealth in the city.

In addition, markets attracted marginal people into the cities to seek
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their fortunes in illicit occupations. Condemned as “lazy” or “wicked”
by most writers, these people survived through non-registered businesses,
criminality, the mantic arts, and prostitution. Sharing a common space in
the market and a common status as unsanctioned or unregistered enter-
prises, they helped to create a distinctive urban culture that lay outside
the force-field of the state. They also interacted across the empire in webs
of trade and criminality that paralleled the network of official cities, but
remained permanently apart from it.

Invention of the Imperial Capital

Shang Yang, the minister who laid the foundations for Qin’s rise to power,
initiated construction of the Qin capital Xianyang in the middle of the
fourth century B.c. This city followed the pattern of Warring States cap-
itals but was expanded beyond its walls under subsequent rulers. This ex-
pansion reached a peak under the First Emperor, who launched a major
rebuilding program to create a new type of capital that would mark the
creation of the first state to rule all of China. In 220 B.cC. he built the Xin
Palace south of the Wei River (the capital proper was to the north of the
river) and then renamed the palace the Apex Temple, as the earthly image
of the Heavenly Apex Star. This star was the center of Heaven and the
palace of the High God, or in some texts his celestial essence. Sima Qian
would begin his account of the organization of the sky with this star.22
The First Emperor patterned elements of his capital on the sky to mark
his role as the earthly agent of celestial power, thereby creating a new
style of capital to mark his unprecedented achievements.

In 212 B.C. he constructed a great palace in the Shanglin park south of
the Wei River. The two peaks of the Southern Mountains served as the
gates of this palace, which was to boast an upper hall that could hold
10,000 people. From this hall the emperor planned to build a covered
walk to South Mountain, on the summit of which he had placed a plaque
declaring the mountain to be the gate tower of the palace. Another ele-
vated walk for secret movement was built to connect this new palace to
the old one north of the river “in imitation of the way in which in the
Heavens a corridor leads from the Heavenly Apex Star across the Milky
Way to the Royal Chamber Star.” In a flurry of construction, the First
Emperor built “300 palaces within the passes,” according to the Shi ji,
with elevated walks and walled roads linking them and ensuring that he
could move from palaces to villas to towers like a spirit, without being
observed.??
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It was not enough for the capital to represent the Heavens; it must also
become a microcosm of the Chinese empire on Earth. Each time Qin con-
quered a Warring State, a replica of that state’s palace was built on the
northern bank of the Wei River, facing the new palace to the south. These
replica palaces were also connected by covered walkways with walled-in
towers, and they were filled with musical instruments and singing girls
from the vanquished states. Because palaces were seen as the embodi-
ment of states, the Qin could symbolically annex a state by destroying its
original palace and rebuilding a “captive” replica in its own capital.2*

Continuing in this vein, the First Emperor resettled 120,000 of the
most powerful families of the conquered states in Xianyang. Later he also
resettled families to tend his future tomb, his summer palace at Sweet
Springs, and even one of the stone inscriptions that he placed on the
mountains in the east.2 This policy of drawing the empire’s people into
the center reduced the possibility of resistance in what were now prov-
inces, placed dangerous elements within the immediate purview of the
emperor and his court, and through the capital’s new inhabitants and
buildings demonstrated that Xianyang was the center and epitome of em-
pire. It gave literal form to the early Chinese idea that the power of a
ruler was revealed in his ability to cause people from far away to come to
his court.

The First Emperor also collected captured weapons from across the
empire, melted them down, and cast them into twelve statues of giants.
These probably depicted immortals whose appearance signaled approval
of the First Emperor’s achievements and his future attainment of immor-
tality.26

The replication of the newly conquered world figured in another build-
ing project of the First Emperor, his tomb mound at Mount Li. The
Springs and Autumns of Master Lii notes that late Warring States rulers
had built great tomb complexes that imitated their palace cities. This is
confirmed by a model of the fourth century B.c. tomb complex of the
king of Zhongshan that was found in his tomb. The culmination of this
practice was the artificial mountain erected by the First Emperor, the
tomb now best known for its terracotta army. This carried on the Qin
tradition of erecting an earthen grave mound (tumulus) and then building
wood-framed architectural complexes beside it. It also adopted the east-
ern tradition of ringing this complex with a double wall, lending it the
status of a palace city.

But the First Emperor adapted this Warring States idea of replication to
his new claim as ruler not of a state but of the entire world. His central
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tomb was filled with models of palaces and towers, sculptures of officials,
and numerous rare objects. All those concubines who had not given birth
to children were also to be slain and buried in this replica of the court.
This was then surrounded by a model of the earth, with seas and rivers
made from liquid mercury and representations of the Heavens on the
ceiling.?” From recent excavations, which have reached only the outskirts
of the tomb, we know that the area between the inner and outer walls
contained sculptures of even more officials, entertainers, and the terra-
cotta army of more than 6,000 soldiers and horses. These in turn were
ringed by the actual tombs of high officials, members of the royal family,
and an underground replica of a stable. Thus the tomb complex copied
both the Qin state and the world.

Despite all this building, several features of the capital reveal the limits
of Qin’s transition from a state organized for war into a universal empire.
First, Xianyang was ritually empty. All the major altars of state were else-
where in Qin. The most important were the Fu Altar and the Four Altars
of Mount Wu, which were in the hills around the old capital of Yong.
These included the altars for the four directional deities (the highest Qin
gods), for the Treasures of Chen, and for most celestial and meteorologi-
cal phenomena. The earlier capital in Longxi had several dozen shrines,
and numerous shrines to minor gods and spirits were scattered across
Qin.?8

As the First Emperor went through his newly conquered lands, ascend-
ing mountains and leaving inscriptions to celebrate his achievements, he
also conducted sacrifices or made offerings to major regional gods, nota-
bly the Eight Spirits in Qi. He performed the feng and shan sacrifices on
Mount Tai and Mount Liangfu, once again attributing the highest spiri-
tual potency to sacrifices far away from Qin’s capital. Finally, he stan-
dardized the cults of major mountains and rivers, deciding which major
natural features would receive sacrifices—natural features that were nec-
essarily dispersed throughout the realm.

Mount Hua was the sole piece of sacred landscape that was anywhere
close to the capital. The emperor’s only attempt to attribute ritual impor-
tance to the city was to assign to seven lesser rivers near Xianyang—the
Ba, Chan, Changshui, Feng, Lao, Jing, and Wei—the same ritual status
that he accorded to the major rivers. But in practice they did not receive
all the offerings granted to the truly great rivers.?’

Thus, in both Qin and the conquered territories, the religious policy
consisted of recognizing and rationalizing existing regional cults. These
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reflected not the centralization of power in the new empire but the fea-
tures of natural geography and the dispersed cultic practices that had
evolved in past centuries. Whether this indicates a general lack of interest
in religious ritual on the part of the First Emperor or a devotion to re-
ceived practice, it is quite different from the understanding that emerged
in the Han empire of the capital as the center for the highest religious
rituals.

The second limit to the imperial transformation of Xianyang lies in the
very features by which the First Emperor made it a new style of capital:
the replica palaces, the statues cast from confiscated weapons, and the re-
settled population. The primary purpose of these projects was to fashion
a monument to Qin’s victory over the other Warring States. The replica
palaces and the giant statues eternalized this victory and in so doing guar-
anteed that the war would never truly end in the minds of the vanquished
or the victors. In the same way, the First Emperor’s inscriptions pro-
claimed his creation of a new world, but they also froze in stone the cele-
bration of Qin’s triumph over its rivals. Thus the First Emperor’s capital
dramatically embodied the failure of Qin to rule its conquered peoples
with different methods than it had used to defeat them.

The Qin empire’s ambitious building program had not been completed
in 206 B.C. when most of the capital was destroyed by Xiang Yu’s army.
When the Han founder, Liu Bang, decided that for security he should
also make his capital in the Qin heartland, he had to build a new city
largely from scratch. One of the Qin emperor’s surviving summer re-
treats, the Xingle Palace, located south of the river, was renamed Changle
and adopted as the Han founder’s primary palace. As a result, the Han
capital, Chang’an, was established on the south side of the Wei River.
Here, Shusun Tong, a classicist scholar who had served the Qin, staged
the first great imperial ritual for the Han, one in which all the courtiers
prostrated themselves to the Han founder and saluted his triumph.3°
Thus began the creation of a Han imperial capital centered around ritual
performance.

The Han founder was a man of Chu state in the south, and the decision
to place his capital in the Wei River valley uprooted his dynasty from its
place of origin. This deliberate breaking of geographical and cultural ties
was a first step in the creation of an artificial imperial culture marked by
the absence of local attachments.3! The Records of the Historian/Astrolo-
ger portrays the founder, Emperor Gaozu (as Liu Bang became known),
as a man who lacked loyalty to family and home, and it attributes his tri-
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umph to this very characteristic. This facet of Gaozu’s character was
shown in many ways.

First, he adopted the myth that his true father was a dragon. This di-
vine paternity was not only a standard element in the mythology of sages
and dynastic founders, but it also justified a lack of loyalty to his earthly
father and to his ancestral home. As a youth, Gaozu refused to work in
his family’s business and instead spent his time drinking and carousing
with similarly inclined friends. During his rise to power, Gaozu even tried
to throw his own children out of a carriage to aid his escape. When his fa-
ther was taken prisoner by Xiang Yu and threatened with being boiled
and eaten, Gaozu asked to share the soup. After becoming emperor, he
richly rewarded a follower who persuaded Gaozu’s father to serve as a
subject in Gaozu’s empire, since there could be only one sun in the sky.32

Gaozu’s lack of connection to his family and place of origin stands in
stark contrast with that of his chief rival, Xiang Yu, in a story told by
Sima Qian. Advised that, having occupied and sacked the Qin capital, he
should make his own capital there, Xiang Yu instead chose to return to
Chu, rule in his home, and enfeoff his allies across the north of China:
“To become rich and famous and then not go back to your old home is
like putting on an embroidered coat and going out walking in the night.
Who would know about it?”33 He could not leave his old home for the
sake of an empire. Gaozu could, and so he triumphed. This parable,
within the larger pattern of Gaozu’s conduct, shows the importance that
Sima Qian attributed to the renunciation of local ties as the key to found-
ing an empire.

Although Gaozu spent most of his time away from Chang’an, much
work was done to establish the new city as a capital. The Han govern-
ment constructed an armory, a granary, and an official market, but there
is no record of an ancestral temple, probably since as a commoner Gaozu
could trace his genealogy back no further than his grandfather. The chief
minister, Xiao He, supervised the construction of a larger palace, the
Weiyang, just to the southwest of the Changle Palace, on the Dragon
Head Hills—appropriately named, since the dragon was the emperor’s
symbol. A series of ascending terraces were built into the hillside, and a
lofty palace towered over the city.

After Gaozu criticized Xiao He for wasting money on the capital when
the empire itself was not yet secure, Xiao He explained his logic this way:
“It is precisely because the fate of the empire is still uncertain that we
must build such palaces and halls. A true Son of Heaven takes all within
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the four seas to be his family. If he does not dwell in magnificence and
beauty, he will have no way to manifest his authority, nor will he leave
anything for his heirs to build upon.” The construction of a palace rising
above his capital demonstrated Gaozu’s authority and the dynasty’s im-
mortality. The palace was the “foundation” of the empire, with the em-
peror as the center of the new state. Whereas the fourth-century B.c.
Transmissions of Master Zuo (Zuo zhuan) had defined a capital as a “city
with an ancestral temple,” the Han dictionary Explaining Words (Shi
ming) said that the “capital is the seat of the emperor.”3*

The second Han ruler, Emperor Hui, a child who was guided by his tu-
tor Shusun Tong, began to shape the city according to the precepts for the
ideal capital described in the Record for the Scrutiny of Crafts (Kao gong
7i): “When the chief carpenter constructs the capital, it is a square of nine
li per side. Each side has three gates. In the capital there are nine north-
south boulevards and nine east-west. The north-south ones are nine car-
riage tracks wide. On the left is the ancestral temple, on the right the altar
of the soil, in front the court, and in the rear the market.”3* Emperor Hui
followed parts of this program.

First, he built an ancestral temple for Gaozu, to the east of the Weiyang
Palace. Then he built a new market, the West Market, to the north of his
palace. He erected an icehouse in the Weiyang Palace, and finally he built
an outer wall to contain the palaces, temples, and markets. Under Gaozu,
the imperial palaces were ringed with walls, but no outer walls had de-
fined the entire city. Because the outer wall built by Emperor Hui incor-
porated the walls of existing structures, it was highly irregular rather
than square, as stipulated by the Record for the Scrutiny of Crafts. How-
ever, the outer wall followed the text in having twelve gates, although
four of them were blocked by the Weiyang and Changle Palaces and thus
existed only to conform to orthodoxy.

Emperor Hui’s orthodoxy was not obsessive. Due to the scale and loca-
tions of the palace complexes, major streets did not form a grid. How-
ever, they had a special lane reserved for the emperor’s use, a feature
without textual foundation. When it was noted that the procession car-
rying Gaozu’s crown and robes from his mausoleum to his temple had
to pass under an elevated walkway used by Emperor Hui—which was
judged to be unfilial—the ancestral temple was moved from the capital
city to the mausoleum north of the river. This major ritual reform would
affect the later practice of the Han ancestral cult.3¢

The last great builder in Chang’an was the fifth ruler, Emperor Wu. His
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two immediate predecessors had been abstemious rulers who accumu-
lated wealth in the imperial treasury, suppressed the major feudatories,
and concentrated power at the imperial court. Emperor Wu renovated
the two existing palaces and filled out the space within the city walls by
building three new palaces. He also constructed a massive sacrificial cen-
ter to the northwest of the capital, where a Qin summer palace had been
located. However, his most ambitious work was the restoration of the
Shanglin hunting park to the southwest of Chang’an (Map 7).

Once the site of Qin palaces and pavilions, the Shanglin park had
largely fallen into disuse. Emperor Wu filled it with dozens of new struc-
tures, carved out a large artificial lake, and erected statues of the Weaving
Maid and Cowherd stars in order to create a replica of the Milky Way.
He placed a statue of a whale in the middle of the lake to make it a micro-
cosm of the ocean, which was the earthly equivalent of the Milky Way.
All three statues have been found in recent excavations. In the park he
built the massive Jianzhang Palace complex, whose main gate was named
Changhe after the gate of Heaven and whose primary building was the
Jade Hall, the name of the Heavenly Emperor’s palace. This building was
surrounded by a labyrinth of corridors and topped with a gilded phoenix
weather vane. It rose above even the Weiyang Palace, to which it was to
be a celestial equivalent. The hunting park in many ways supplanted the
capital itself as both primary imperial residence and the major center for
rituals.

Throughout the park, Emperor Wu installed rare plants, animals, and
rocks that he had received as tribute from distant peoples, as booty from
expeditions to Central Asia, or as confiscations from private collectors.
The emperor’s exotica included a black rhinoceros, a white elephant,
talking birds, and tropical forests. It not only proved the ruler’s charis-
matic power to attract tribute from distant places but also transformed
the park into an equivalent of the Isles of the Immortals, which were de-
picted in Han art as covered with strange animals and birds.

In building up this great park next to the capital, Emperor Wu dis-
played his own vision of cosmic lordship and his dream of personal im-
mortality. The dream was in vain, of course; and like his predecessors,
Emperor Wu was buried beneath an artificial mountain north of the Wei
River. These imperial grave mounds, beginning with that of Gaozu at
Changling and continuing for each of the Western Han emperors who
followed, gradually formed a line of artificial “mountains” rising to the
north of the capital (Map 8).
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Each tumulus had wooden buildings for the performance of rituals,
and these were maintained by the populations of towns created for the
upkeep of the imperial tombs. Gaozu had initiated this policy by populat-
ing a town attached to his father’s tomb with leading families of the em-
pire, who were resettled in the capital region in imitation of Qin practice.
His successors continued the practice. The populations of these towns
may have reached 300,000 people each. According to a census of 2 A.D.,
more people lived in the tomb towns of the Emperors Wu and Xuan than
within the walls of Chang’an. Many leading officials and scholars of the
Han dynasty came from these towns or lived there while serving at the
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court. The growth and maintenance of the ancestral cult thus served to
draw population and wealth into the capital area.

Two centuries of resettlement greatly expanded the population of
Guanzhong, making it increasingly reliant on imported grain. These new-
comers formed the single greatest pool for the recruitment of imperial
officials; and like the imperial family itself, they originally found the re-
gional customs of Guanzhong alien. However, as the policy of resettle-
ment weakened the ability of regions to challenge the center, it also cre-
ated a distinctive capital culture based on imperial service performed by
these people with few local attachments. Chang’an established the pat-
tern in which the capital became the unique physical embodiment of the
empire, and its population the true exponents of an imperial culture.

Nevertheless, certain features of Chang’an limited its success as an
imperial capital. For the first century of the Han, power was partially
dispersed among feudatory states. The courts of Huainan, Hejian, and
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Liang all were major centers for the patronage of intellectual and reli-
gious activities, and many leading scholars and writers chose the feuda-
tory courts over the imperial one. Only the eclipse of the feudatories in
the second century of Han rule eliminated these rivals to the imperial
capital.

A more important limitation, signaled by the importance of the mauso-
leum towns, was that the first Han capital, like its predecessor, repre-
sented largely a ritual void. The ancestral temple within the walls played
a lesser role than the tomb-side temples at the mausoleums. More impor-
tant, temples to Gaozu and later emperors were established in every pre-
fecture in the empire, reducing the centrality of the capital in ancestral
cults and associated rituals.

The major cults to cosmic and natural deities followed the Qin pattern
and were scattered across the realm. Sacrifices to mountains and rivers
were carried on in their traditional sites. Those to the directional di,
which were among the chief deities in the Han, were located in the tem-
ples around Yong. The addition of a fifth di by Gaozu simply increased
the importance of the old Yong site. He set up sacrifices to Hou Ji in every
prefecture, feudal kingdom, and district, rather than centralizing this rit-
ual. In Chang’an itself, Gaozu imported shamans from throughout the
empire to perform cults in the palace, and he established a short-lived al-
tar to the war god Chi You.3’

Emperor Wen, the third Han ruler, had established the cult of the five
di north of the capital, but the jizo (suburban) sacrifice continued to be
performed at Yong, and the cult to the di remained there as well. Em-
peror Wu introduced numerous cults, some near Chang’an and some
more distant. The cult of the Grand Unity was first installed to the south-
east of the capital. The altar to the Empress Earth was set up at Fenyin, a
considerable distance away. Emperor Wu also turned the old Qin sum-
mer palace at Sweet Springs into a major ritual center, where he moved
the chief altar to the Grand Unity. The greatest sacrifices of the Western
Han, the feng and shan, were performed at Mount Tai in Shandong, and
the Hall of Light, which many scholars suggested should be built in the
capital, was erected instead near Mount Tai.

When the classicists began to gain influence at the court in the last de-
cades of the Western Han, they complained that the massive expense of
maintaining ancestral temples dispersed throughout the empire was un-
warranted, and that these sacrifices required unfilial offerings from non-
kin. The fact that the emperor had to travel to Yong, Sweet Springs,
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Fenyin, and Mount Tai for all the major state sacrifices displeased them
as well. Even the concentration of temples and palaces in Shanglin Park
undercut the ritual status of the capital proper, they claimed.38

After the death of Emperor Wu, little construction was carried out in
Chang’an. The Jianzhang Palace and many buildings in Shanglin Park
were torn down by Wang Mang at the end of the Western Han to provide
material for his Hall of Light and related ritual structures prescribed in
the classics. These in turn were largely destroyed in the civil war that top-
pled Wang Mang and led to the transfer of the capital to the Eastern Han
city of Luoyang.

This capital was smaller in area than Chang’an but more densely popu-
lated. Tts wall was nearly a perfect rectangle with proper directional ori-
entation, and it had the requisite twelve gates, although not at regular in-
tervals. It had two palace compounds, like Chang’an, properly aligned on
a north-south axis. The palaces and government buildings occupied a
much smaller proportion of the city’s surface area, which allowed the cre-
ation of a more regular grid of major boulevards. Luoyang’s architecture
was also much more austere than Chang’an’s. Luoyang was intended to
demonstrate in its austerity and regular spatial arrangements the estab-
lishment of the classical canon as the state orthodoxy (Map 9).3°

This point is made most clearly in the “Rhapsody on the Two Capi-
tals” by Ban Gu (32-92 A.D.), a leading historian and poet. Presented to
the Han court in 65 A.D., it follows the model set by the leading Western
Han poet Sima Xiangru of a series of rhetorical set pieces in which fictive
speakers celebrate their respective courts. By the end, the earlier speakers
are reduced to submission, stammering apologies for their ignorance and
folly. Sima Xiangru had used the form to celebrate the imperial hunting
park and thereby glorify the triumph of imperial power over the feudato-
ries. His focus on the hunting park rather than the city proper confirms,
however, that the Western Han capital was not the true center of the
empire.

Ban Gu adapted the genre of the rhapsody to glorify the Eastern Han
court through a poetic triumph over the Western Han, as well as a per-
sonal triumph over Sima Xiangru. He sought to demonstrate the su-
periority of morally serious literature to the baroque fancies of Sima
Xiangru, and the superiority of the ritually proper Luoyang to the cor-
rupt ornamentations of Chang’an. The poem concluded with songs in
praise of the textually sanctioned capital ritual complex, consisting of the
Hall of Light, the Circular Moat, and the Numinous Tower.
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This poetry dramatizes the transformation of the capital into a great

ritual center in the last decades of the Western Han, as classicism’s influ-

ence began to rise. The elimination of ancestral temples in the prefectures

around 30 B.C., at the same time that the cult of Heaven first received

Han imperial sponsorship, was dictated not simply by questions of econ-
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omy, as is often claimed, but by the rising influence of the classicist belief
that only descendants could make sacrifices to ancestors and that there-
fore these sacrifices by local officials to Han ancestors were illicit. This
led to the concentration of imperial ancestral cult in the environs of the
capital. But it also marked a general downgrading of ancestor worship as
an official cult and increased emphasis on more public or cosmic cults.

The greatest cosmic cult that emerged under Wang Mang was the altar
sacrifice to Heaven. While this is often presented as harking back to
Zhou, it in fact marked a ritual realization of the nature of the imperial
state. By being placed in the southern suburbs of Luoyang (or any subse-
quent capital), it asserted the ritual centrality of the capital. As the altar
could be shifted wherever the capital was moved, it also detached the
highest state cult from any fixed locality and established the unbreakable
linkage of this cult to the Han and all future imperial dynasties. The cult
was movable because it was offered to an omnipresent sky rather than to
any fixed feature of the landscape such as a mountain or river. Far from
being an archaic revival, the Han cult of Heaven was a ritual innovation
that gave cultic form to the detachment from locality and custom that de-
fined the imperial state and its capital.

This new style of capital had several distinctive features. First, as de-
scribed in Han poetry, it was the creation of the dynasty or its founder.
This separated the capital from other cities that developed naturally from
trade or limited regional powers.*® The creation of the capital city thus
became yet another element in the institutional establishment of a dy-
nasty—along with the legal code, standard measures and weights, graphic
forms, court costumes, and above all the ritual program to which it was
tied. And in the era of an imperial canon, all of these aspects were tied to
the authority of the sanctioned textual heritage.

A second, direct consequence of this emphasis on the capital as a politi-
cal creation is an insistence on its artificiality. The walls, the gates, and
the grid of streets all marked the imposition of human design upon the
natural world. They represented hierarchy and control over a potentially
unruly populace. This artifice was also expressed in the realms of fashion
and taste, for which the ruler and his court were to be the ultimate
sources and exemplars.

A final characteristic of the new capital is the buried theme of tran-
sience. While no one could speak of the death of an emperor or the fall of
a dynasty, everyone knew that such events were inevitable. The capital, as
a creation of the dynasty, collapsed with the ruling house that created it.
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Artificial and evanescent, created by decree out of nothing, it returned to
nothing when those decrees lost their hold. Reliance on wood construc-
tion underscored this temporality. Whereas the stone ruins of ancient
Rome and Greece survived as sources for study and meditation in the
West, the ancient capitals of China were burned to the ground whenever
a new dynasty took control. Thus Xianyang was destroyed by Xiang Yu;
Chang’an was devastated by civil war at the end of the Western Han; and
Luoyang was destroyed by Dong Zhuo at the end of the Eastern Han.*!

The Eastern Han capital of Luoyang survived only in literature, as
exemplified by Cao Zhi’s celebrated poem of the third century. Cao Zhi
had never visited the city, but he assumed the poetic voice of a former in-
habitant to lament its demise:

Climbing to the ridge of Beimang Mountain
From afar I look down on Luoyang.
Luoyang, how lonesome and still!

Palaces and houses all burnt to ashes.

Walls and fences all broken and gaping,
Thorns and brambles rising to the sky.

I do not see the old men;

I only see the new youths.

I turn aside, no straight road to walk.
Waste fields, no longer ploughed.

I have been away so long

That I do not recognize the paths.

Amidst the fields, how sad and desolate.

A thousand miles without chimney smoke.
Thinking of the house I lived in all those years.
My emotions twisted, I cannot speak.*?



5

RURAL SOCIETY

ALTHOUGH more than nine-tenths of the population worked on the
land during the Qin and Han empires, little was written about peasants.
Elites preferred the color and excitement of cities and the allure of power
at court. Bound to the soil, rural life smacked of the brutish and vulgar.
However, Shen Nong, the so-called Divine Farmer, figured in the Han
pantheon. Credited with the invention of agriculture, he was the patron
sage of a Warring States tradition that insisted all men should grow their
own food. An early Han philosophical compendium Master of Huainan
(Huainanzi) quotes him as a law-giver: “Therefore the law of Shen Nong
says, ‘If in the prime of life a man does not plow, someone in the world
will go hungry. If in the prime of life a woman does not weave, someone
in the world will be cold.” Therefore he himself plowed with his own
hands, and his wife herself wove, to set an example to the world.”!

Some writers adapted this doctrine to support the Qin regime, which
was dependent on rural households’ productivity and suspicious of mer-
chants’ wealth, and it was carried forward into the Han. Farming was
even incorporated into a rarely performed ritual in which Han emperors
initiated the agricultural season with three pushes of a plow in a special
field. Major officials then took a turn, in order to show through simu-
lated labor the court’s interest in agriculture. The empress did her part by
engaging in ceremonial weaving for the feast of the First Sericulturist.?
Although neither ritual was performed regularly, the state did pursue a
number of policies intended to maintain a rural system of small, free-
holding peasants.
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Iron, Irrigation, and Economies of Scale

Several major technological advances were introduced in the centuries
preceding the Qin empire, including irrigation systems, fertilizers, and
iron implements such as animal-drawn plows. Organic fertilizers in par-
ticular played an important role, increasing yield and “turning bad land
into good,” according to the third-century B.C. compendium Springs and
Autumns of Master Lii. But the introduction of a technology does not
lead automatically to its widespread use. Iron plowshares could plow
deeper, especially when pulled by two oxen, and pottery bricks assisted
the construction of wells for irrigation, but the Han period saw great re-
gional variations in the adoption of new technology. The historical
records tell of areas where the most advanced techniques were not yet in
use and where officials attempted to develop and encourage new prac-
tices.’

For example, at the beginning of the Western Han, farmers broke up
the soil with a rake and then used a spade to dig narrow furrows or
trenches (about 8 inches wide) in the field, with wide ridges (about 65
inches) between them. They then sowed crops of millet, wheat, or barley
on this ridge and later weeded the crop or thinned it out while standing in
the furrow. Water was also run through the furrows to reach the roots of
the crops. Except for the initial breaking up of the soil, oxen and plows
were of little use in this system, and most farmers did not own them.

In Emperor Wu’s reign, Zhao Guo advocated a new “alternating fields
method” of agriculture. Wider furrows were plowed and seeds were
planted in the furrows, not on the ridges. In the course of weeding, the
earth fell from the ridges into the furrows, resulting in deeper root sys-
tems that were better protected from summer droughts. By midsummer
the field would be level. The following year the positions of the furrows
and ridges were reversed (hence the name “alternating”), thus suppos-
edly preserving soil nutrients and reducing the need for fertilizer or fal-
lowing (leaving fields uncultivated for a period of time). Wind no longer
blew the seeds away from the tops of the ridges, and water was more eas-
ily conserved. The use of oxen allowed a larger area to be cultivated with
the same amount of human labor.

This productive innovation—introduced on state-owned lands worked
by convicts before being disseminated by officials in districts around the
capital—entailed a larger capital investment, however. Only a farmer
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who could afford two oxen and a metal plow could use it (Fig. 8). While
in theory a group of poor peasants might have collectively purchased
oxen and a plow, questions of actual ownership and responsibility for
feeding and maintenance would have made it largely unworkable in prac-
tice. Wealthy peasants or landlords thus enjoyed a major advantage in
productivity over their poorer neighbors, and each year poor peasants us-
ing wooden tools and working by hand fell further behind and were
much less likely to survive the inevitable bad years.

The introduction of brick linings meant that wells could be sunk much
deeper and yield more water. Irrigation in the North China Plain, particu-
larly the flood plain of the Yellow River, relied on water from such wells.
This improvement in irrigation had the same effect on productivity as
plowing. Wealthier farmers sank deeper wells and obtained more water,
which allowed them to enjoy higher yields and endure lower rainfall.
Small farmers, burdened with increasing taxes to pay for foreign wars
and lacking capital to build wells, soon fell into debt. High interest rates
guaranteed that once money had been borrowed it could seldom be re-
paid. Consequently, many peasants were forced to sell their land or for-
feit it to a local magnate, who kept them on as sharecropping tenants.
But because the new techniques allowed land to be worked with less hu-
man labor, demand for agricultural workers gradually declined and many
peasants were eventually forced off the land altogether.

While the plow used in Zhao Guo’s system required a pair of oxen and
three men, Eastern Han farmers developed a nose ring that allowed a sin-
gle man to control both the oxen and the plow. When farmers developed
a combined plow and seeder, an individual could both plow and plant in
one operation.* But once again, these advances were available only to
wealthy families and their tenants. As the comparative advantage of the
former grew, more farmers were forced off the land.

Only a few steps in the agricultural process were mechanized. Soil
preparation, weeding, application of fertilizer, irrigation, and harvesting
were still done by hand in the old-fashioned labor-intensive way. The
economies of scale obtained through large capital investments were pos-
sible only for plowing and seeding.

In the Yangzi valley, agriculture and its associated social history were
quite different. The wetter south was far less susceptible to droughts. The
primary problem there was excess water, for much land was too marshy
to be used until new drainage techniques were developed after the fall of
the Eastern Han. Most farmers burned off weeds and vegetation, leaving
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a fertilizing ash, planted rice in the soil, and then flooded the field. After
the plants had grown a bit, weeds were removed and more water was
added. There was no transplantation of rice seedlings grown in special
beds, as practiced in later China and Japan. Relying on burned mate-
rial for fertilization required that the field be left fallow every other year
so that vegetation could grow back. The result was considerably lower
yields than in the north.

Nevertheless, the total acreage devoted to rice cultivation in the south
gradually increased, as peasants fleeing flood or invasion in the north re-
settled in the central and lower Yangzi. Because most of these refugees
were poor farmers and the technology of rice production did not allow
for major capital investments, landlordism was less prevalent than in the
north. Some powerful families pioneered a new irrigation method of
damming one end of a small valley to create a lake from which water for
the fields could be drawn by a sluice. However, since the chief problem
was not irrigation but drainage, this innovation did not transform agri-
culture in the south. Great families established themselves there in sig-
nificant numbers only after the massive immigration in the early fourth
century A.D. The introduction of new drainage techniques shortly there-
after opened up vast amounts of land and encouraged widespread land-
lordism.

Almost everyone in Qin and Han China whose writings survive agreed
that the government’s economic priorities were to stimulate agriculture
and protect the peasants. Like the physiocrats of early modern Europe,
they believed that agriculture was the only true source of wealth. Manu-
facture and commerce, if not carefully controlled, threatened to lure
peasants away from their farms or reduce them to tenants who no longer
provided tax and service to the state. Although some thinkers noted the
benefits of a division of labor, these benefits were invoked mainly to jus-
tify the activities of scholars and officials rather than those of merchants.’

In the Warring States and early empires, the taxes and service of peas-
ants provided the material and labor required by the imperial house and
their officials. Taxing merchants was much more difficult (as it is in all so-
cieties), because their wealth was easier to hide. A peasant’s land was visi-
ble, easy to measure, impossible to move, and its expected annual yield
could be readily calculated. A merchant could store his wealth in goods
or cash and move it from one place to another. A tax on declared prop-
erty temporarily allowed the state to extract taxes from merchants, but
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only at the cost of pushing them to invest in land and become land-
lords. Landlordism, in turn, reduced the number of registered peasants
and weakened the state’s permanent base. Enforcing the tax on declared
property also risked igniting a virtual war between the government and
the most powerful families. After the reign of Emperor Wu, enforcement
of this tax was abandoned.

Thus, an accurate perception of the fiscal foundations of the imperial
state combined with a mistaken idea of the bases of productivity (the per-
ception of agriculture as the sole source of wealth) encouraged poli-
cies aimed at discouraging trade, inhibiting landlordism, and protecting
the small-scale peasants, but the policies aimed at the first goal worked
against the second two.

Under the Qin and the first Han emperor, taxes and services took sev-
eral forms. Every adult male was registered by the state between the ages
of fifteen and seventeen. Anyone shorter than a specified height would be
registered as “small” and given only light duties, or registered as handi-
capped and excused from service altogether.® After 186 B.C. men were
registered between the ages of twenty and twenty-four, depending on the
rank of their father in the twenty-rank hierarchy, and they were ex-
empted from service at some point between the ages of fifty-eight and
sixty-five, again depending on their rank. Women were not legally re-
quired to provide corvée labor, but in exceptional circumstances they
were recruited for state work projects.

Registered males had to give two full years of military service, one in
the capital or at the frontier and one as regular soldiers in their own
commanderies. Selected individuals were trained as “skilled soldiers”
(expert in using the crossbow), “cavalrymen,” or sailors on a “towered
warship.” All of these received higher ranks and salaries than ordinary in-
fantrymen. After leaving active service, each man performed one month’s
labor service every year. Only one adult per household was actually con-
scripted for service, and those above rank nine (that is, officials and aris-
tocrats), those who paid a certain sum of money, and those who were
granted exemptions by the emperor were all relieved of service. This
corvée was not considered distinct from the two years of service in the
army; both were part of a single system of obligation to the state.

While all free adult males provided military service, campaign armies
were drawn from the three elite groups: skilled soldiers, cavalrymen, and
sailors. Other soldiers served as porters, guards, and spear carriers, but
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the burden of combat was born by the specially trained elite troops. This
division of armed forces into crack units responsible for significant com-
bat and conscripts providing support and the weight of massed bodies
was inherited from Warring States practice and continued under the Qin
empire.

In addition to providing military forces at the frontier, the army was re-
sponsible for defense on the home front. Each year, in the eighth month,
every commandery held an inspection in which troops, under the direc-
tion of the commandant (the local military official), demonstrated their
skills to the grand administrator (head of the local government). This an-
nual training session and inspection guaranteed a substantial pool of
peasants who were sufficiently familiar with weapons to function as a lo-
cal constabulary against large-scale banditry or low-level incursions.”

The only state officials with whom a peasant normally came into con-
tact were those at the district level. A district generally included one
walled town, and district populations varied from as much as 200,000 to
less than 10,000. Even with a low population, it was impossible for of-
ficials to meet face-to-face with a significant percentage of the people in
their charge, so they relied on locally eminent families to assist them.?
Nevertheless, to mitigate peasant suffering and slow down, if only tem-
porarily, the drift into debt and sharecropping, in times of scarcity some
local officials issued grain, and in times of disaster they distributed cash
provided by the central court.

Such activities figure prominently in several stone inscriptions dedi-
cated to virtuous local officials, such as the one for the Eastern Han of-
ficial Cao Quan: “He took pity on the people’s needs, comforted the
aged, and cared for widows and widowers. He used his own money to
buy grain to give to the infirm and the blind . . . His generous rule spread
faster than [messages on]| the courier network. The common people, car-
rying their children on their backs, converged like clouds. He had the
walls and houses put in order and laid out stalls in the market. The
weather was seasonable and there was an abundant harvest. The farming
men, weaving women, and artisans were respectful and grateful.”®

Although such inscriptions were sponsored by relatives or subordi-
nates of the deceased and hence were not reliable indicators of popular
feeling, it is possible that some local officials had more success than their
superiors at court in protecting the well-being and livelihood of the peas-
ants in their charge.
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Villages and Farms

The district was subdivided into townships (xiang), the townships into
communes (ting, whose chief acted as the local police official), and the
communes into villages or hamlets (/i, which also meant “ward” in a
city). All these units had their own, locally appointed, quasi-official lead-
ers, the lowest being the village headman (likui).

Government documents, especially those recovered from Shuihudi, pro-
vide our most detailed glimpse of village life from the Qin period. Typical
is this extract from the “Statute on Stables and Parks”:

In the fourth, seventh, tenth, and first months the oxen used in agri-
culture are measured. When the year ends, in the first month they are
subject to a great evaluation. For good results the Overseer of Agri-
culture is granted a bottle of wine and a bundle of dried meat; the
corral keepers are relieved one turn of duty and the chief of the
cattlemen is granted thirty days [exemption from service|. For bad
results the Overseer of Agriculture is berated, the corral keepers are
fined two months [extra service]. If the oxen used in agricultural
work have decreased in girth, the person in charge is bastinadoed
with ten strokes for each inch. The oxen are also evaluated per vil-
lage. For good results the Village Headman is granted ten days. For
bad results he is bastinadoed thirty strokes.!0

The degree of surveillance and control imposed on local governments
and peasants is evident from the following: “How many rat holes in a
granary warrant sentencing or berating? It is the practice of the court that
for three or more rat holes the fine is [the purchase of] one shield and for
two or fewer [the responsible official] is berated. Three mouse holes are
equal to one rat hole.”!! Although the Han carried on many Qin prac-
tices, we cannot be certain how accurate these statutes are as a picture of
Han village life.

We do know that Han peasants encountered officials when they regis-
tered for the census, when they paid taxes in coin or in kind (which had
to be brought to designated collection points), when they fulfilled their
service obligations, and when they borrowed seed grain for the season.
Peasants could also encounter officials through their mutual responsibil-
ity units of five or ten people and through the misfortune of running afoul
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of the law. The single known example of a Han will indicates that of-
ficials witnessed the signing of wills involving the distribution of land.

A typical village consisted of about a hundred families, all of whom
owned small amounts of land. Neighbors were usually not kin, unless
a powerful lineage had developed in the town. Individual status was
graded in a system of titles that established a state-imposed order among
the villagers. The Han had twenty ranks; the eight lowest were bestowed
on male commoners apart from slaves, while the higher ranks were re-
served for officials. These titles had originated in the Qin, where they re-
warded military service or the contribution of grain to the army. In the
Han empire, they were awarded to all adult males on particular occa-
sions, such as the establishment of an imperial heir-apparent, so that rank
often correlated with age. Records of about two hundred such bestow-
als during the Han period have survived. In addition, certain localities,
groups, or individuals earned ranks for meritorious service. Rewards for
individual merit were generally reserved for officials or army officers.
When the state needed cash, titles were also sold outright.

Rank entailed several privileges. First, those holding higher ranks were
exempt from some statutory service. Ranks also could be surrendered to
the state for stipulated benefits—for example, reduced punishments for
certain crimes, or redemption of a parent from bond service. Finally,
ranks determined status in the village, reflected in the seating and distri-
bution of meat and wine at banquets sponsored by the state to mark
happy occasions. A question in a Han mathematical text reads: “There
are five men each holding different ranks from the first to the fifth. They
caught five deer. How should they share the meat in proportion to their
ranks?”'2 Through the fixing of rank and its associated privileges, the
state sought to eliminate any “natural” local hierarchy and impose its
own authority and standards.

Farms in Han China varied widely depending on time, place, and so-
cial class. Most common was the small free-holding farm worked by a
family of four or five members. An account by the imperial counselor
Chao Cuo (d. 154 B.C.) portrayed farmers living constantly on the brink
of ruin:

Now in a farming family of five members, at least two are required
to render labor service. Their arable land is no more than one hun-
dred mu [11.3 acres], the yield from which does not exceed one hun-
dred dan [about 2,000 quarts]. Farmers plow in spring, weed in
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summer, reap in autumn, and store in winter. They cut undergrowth
and wood for fuel and render labor services to the government. They
cannot avoid wind and dust in spring, sultry heat in summer, damp-
ness and rain in autumn, and cold and ice in winter. Thus all year
round they cannot afford to take even a day’s rest. . .

Furthermore they have to welcome guests on their arrival and see
them off on their departure. They have to mourn the dead and in-
quire after the sick. In addition they have to bring up infants. Al-
though they work as hard as this they still have to bear calamities of
flood and drought. Sometimes [extra] taxes are collected quite unex-
pectedly. If the orders are issued in the morning they must be pre-
pared to pay by the evening. To meet this demand farmers have to
sell their possessions at half price, and those who are destitute have
to borrow money at two-hundred percent interest. Eventually they
have to sell fields and dwellings, or sometimes even sell children and
grandchildren into slavery in order to pay back the loan.!3

Eastern Han statistics indicate that the average farm was even smaller
than Chao Cuo estimated for his day, usually about seven to eight acres.

By contrast, the life of a landlord in the late Eastern Han was quite
comfortable: “May I live in a place with good fields and an ample house,
with hills to the back and facing a stream, surrounded by waterways, en-
circled by bamboo and trees. Let a threshing ground and vegetable gar-
dens be in front and an orchard behind. May there be sufficient carriages
and boats to relieve the tedium of walking and wading and enough ser-
vants to ease my four limbs from hard work. For nourishing my relatives,
there should be fine foods. My wife and children should not have to suf-
fer any hard labor.”'* Of course neither of these images—one brutally an-
alytic and the other lyrical—depicts an actual farm; the first describes a
schematic type, the second an ambitious ideal.

If a newly landless peasant was lucky enough to remain a tenant share-
cropper, he would have the use of land, tools, oxen, and a house in ex-
change for one-half to two-thirds of his crop. If, as often happened, he
was removed from the local registers by his master and thereby escaped
tax and corvée, his life probably improved. With his rent set as a fixed
percentage of his harvest, he could escape misery in all but the worst
years, while avoiding the need to convert crops into cash to pay poll tax
to the state (Fig. 9). He also had access to oxen and tools that he could
never have afforded on his own (Fig. 10).



Fig. 9 Share-cropping tenant farmer transferring grain rent from his cart to a
receptacle. He is witnessed by a landlord with counting sticks seated in front of
his raised granary.

Fig. o Peasants husking grain with a treadle-worked grain pounder in front of

a raised granary.
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Millet, barley, wheat, and soybeans were not the only products of Han
farms, since women manufactured textiles there. This pairing of agricul-
ture with cloth production, each activity linked to a gender, was articu-
lated in the “law of Shen Nong” and had become a cliché long before the
Han. Most fabrics were woven from hemp or nettle, and cloth was used
as a medium of exchange. Qin statutes stipulate the shape and condition
of a bolt of cloth that could circulate as currency, and the exchange rate
for cash was also determined. When Emperor Wu established an “equal-
supply system” intended to stabilize prices by buying up products when
they were abundant and cheap and then releasing them onto the market
in times of scarcity, he collected several million bolts of cloth, showing
that great quantities of privately manufactured textiles were in circula-
tion.!’

Of all textiles, silk was the most precious. As early as the Canon of
Odes (Shi jing, 1000—-600 B.C.), poems describe the process of cloth pro-
duction, from gathering mulberry leaves for the silkworms to weaving
and dyeing. While large-scale production of cloth in workshops owned
by the state or great families used some male labor, many workers in such
enterprises were women. Han records refer to great families that em-
ployed as many as seven hundred women to weave silk cloth both for use
by the mistress of the house and for sale. Wives in wealthy households, as
depicted in Han poetry and tomb art, also produced cloth (Fig. r1). That
weaving was women’s work was even built into the pattern of the sky,
where the Weaver Girl asterism (a small constellation) played a promi-
nent role.!6

Cultivated silk is made by reeling the cocoon’s long filaments—which
reach several hundred meters—in continuous lengths. This can be
achieved only by keeping a rigorous watch over the life cycle of the
worms and then reeling the silk before it is spoiled or broken by natural
processes. At key moments the women of the household had to live
among the silkworms. These worms supported a major sector of the Han
economy and society. As the philosophical text Master Xun described it
in a chapter of rhyming riddles:

How naked its external form,

Yet it continually transforms like a spirit.

Its achievement covers the world,

For it has created ornament for a myriad generations.



Women spinning and weaving, with rolls of cloth hung above them on a rack.

Fig. 11



RURAL SOCIETY 115

Ritual ceremonies and musical performances are completed
through it;

Noble and humble are distinguished with it.

Young and old rely on it;

For with it alone can one survive.!”

Silk supplemented metal currency as a medium of exchange, and the
government sometimes used silk to pay its armies. It was the primary
item in Chinese payments to nomadic confederacies, whether tribute to
the Xiongnu (30,000 bales in one year) or bounties to allied tribes. Silk
was also the major product traded by the Chinese in frontier markets
such as Ningcheng. This cloth was resold in Central Asia and then in In-
dia, gradually finding its way to Rome. Pliny the Elder complained that
all Rome’s gold and silver was flowing to the East to pay for the diapha-
nous fabrics in which Roman women displayed their charms. Roman
gold, wool, amber, ivory, and glass were traded for silk in the Near East,
and through the same chain of intermediaries along this ancient “Silk
Road” these goods gradually worked their way back to Han China. Such
trade in luxuries had little impact on the life of peasants.

The Great Families

As they purchased peasant land, the great families of landlords and mer-
chants, two groups that merged over the course of the Han, did not build
up huge estates to be worked by hired labor. The largest family estates de-
scribed in Han records are less than a tenth the size of a major Roman es-
tate or that of a major medieval monastery. Instead of expanding unitary
estates, the great families divided and subdivided their land among their
sons in the practice of partible inheritance. These smaller farms were
worked either by kin or tenant sharecroppers. The ambition of the great
families was not simply to amass land and wealth, but rather to use this
land and wealth to build up extensive networks of kin, clients, and neigh-
bors whose loyalties they could command.

The typical household in Han China, as noted by Chao Cuo, consisted
of a nuclear family of four to six people. During the last years of aged
parents’ lives this could turn into a household of up to eight. Some schol-
ars have argued that wealthy families, with their greater resources, kept
more generations together in a single compound, as happened in later im-
perial China. However, the limited surviving evidence shows that families
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of three generations or more were extremely rare, and nothing indicates
that wealthy families were committed to larger households where broth-
ers lived together and cared for parents. Quite the contrary: it was poorer
families that could not survive on their small plots if they divided the
family farm between brothers. Division of property among kinsmen was
characteristic of wealthier families who could afford such distribution.
To the extent that the households of great families were larger, it was
through the inclusion of retainers or servants.!8

Most locally powerful lineages divided themselves into many—in some
cases hundreds—of nuclear households. They then dominated their dis-
tricts, commanderies, or regions through alliances of these households
and marriage ties with other great surnames. A family that was not in-
cluded in these networks or cliques was described as a “lone family,”

» o«

orphan gate,” “lone and cold,” “lone and obscure,” “or-

» o«

“lone gate,
phaned and obscure,” or “orphaned and provincial.” These terms of iso-
lation were applied even to wealthy families that lacked high status or in-
fluence.

The Discourse on Salt and Iron (Yan tie lun) argues that to be cut off
from human relations is the highest form of punishment: “In the Spring-
and-Autumn Annals criminals have no names, and when it refers to them
it just says, ‘Bandits.” By this means it humbles criminals and cuts them
off from human relations. Therefore a ruler will not take them as minis-
ter, a scholar will not take them as a friend, and they will not be allowed
in the wards and villages.”!® Defining lower status and even criminality
through isolation suggests that status in imperial China was marked by
the extent of a family’s network.

This emphasis on social ties underlies the literary sources’ obsession
with forming links and establishing contacts. This is marked by the recur-

2

rence of such terms as “to connect (jie),” “to contact (jiao),” or “to com-

2

municate (tong),” which often appear as compounds and have a large
range of meanings. They can indicate a formal relation of friendship en-
tered into by people through an explicit compact. Thus, in the biography
of a certain Wang Dan, two individuals ask to enter into a relation with
him (jie jiao), but both are rejected because he disapproves of them. Al-
most any deliberate association to work toward a common purpose, such
as forming an army in times of civil war or conspiring to rebel, was also
identified by these terms, as were the relations between patron and re-
tainer, the associations of gangsters (xia), and bands of violent youths.20

So fundamental were personal links and social networks that an East-
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ern Han scholar named Zhu Mu wrote an essay “Cutting Connections”
in which he argued that in antiquity men had not formed private net-
works but assembled only in the court or at public gatherings dictated by
regulations. In contrast, men now devoted themselves to forming connec-
tions for private benefit. He also wrote a letter to Liu Bosheng with a
poem on this theme. In a corrupt age, Zhu Mu argued, one should with-
draw from the world of social networks and cultivate oneself in isolation.
In reply, the famous writer Cai Yong wrote an essay “Correcting Connec-
tions,” arguing that the profusion of corrupt cliques was due to the de-
cline of government, and that associations based on moral worth, rather
than on wealth or power, were acceptable. While he agreed with Zhu
Mu’s rejection of cliques based on private interest and the pursuit of
power, he maintained that it was proper for like-minded scholars to join
in study and the cultivation of virtue, on the model of Confucius and his
disciples.?!

The Hidden Tally of Duke Tai, a philosophical text of which only a
small fragment survives, went beyond this discourse on proper and im-
proper connections. It listed ten faults that would destroy a state, includ-
ing such items as strong patrilines that bullied the peasants and private
wealth that surpassed the state’s. One item is “reputations reaching one
hundred /i, or social connections reaching one thousand /i.” This empha-
sizes the danger of networks that cover great distances and thus bring
whole regions under the control of private alliances. It views networks
not as a moral problem but a political one, where the key distinction is
the geographic range of influence. The danger of networks is an exten-
sion of the dangers of powerful lineages and excessive private wealth.

Lineages extended their contacts and geographic range in a number
of ways. Marriage as a means of elevating a family’s status is found in vir-
tually all civilizations, and it had a classic precedent in the Han. The em-
peror Gaozu’s father-in-law gave him his daughter in marriage only be-
cause his physiognomy revealed a glorious future that would exalt his
relatives. In Han sources, intermarriage between leading lineages is a
conventional procedure through which they enhance their power. In the
rebellions against Wang Mang, rebel forces were sometimes assembled by
combining one man’s lineage with his relatives by marriage.

Han lineages attempted to marry a daughter to someone whose family
background or talent and reputation made him a valuable resource as a
kinsman. One such marriage is explicitly described as a means of “link-
ing support and establishing a party/clique.” When a proposed son-in-
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law rejected the tactical marriage being arranged by his family, he dem-
onstrated his lofty character, it was said. But even in such parables, the
regular practice of arranging marriages with outstanding individuals or
lineages in order to strengthen the patriline was taken for granted.?2

Scholars of late imperial and contemporary China have noted that the
practice of dividing households generally accompanies a focus on mar-
riage ties. Dividing households when sons marry emphasizes the conjugal
tie, strengthens links with the wife’s relatives, and elevates the status of
the wife, who is protected by distance from her mother-in-law. Such
quarrels between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law were certainly an
issue in Han China, as shown in poetry and by the fact that a book of
medical and magical “recipes” discovered at Mawangdui contains a spell
to prevent the problem.

That Han patrilines were comparatively weak is indicated by the ab-
sence of such later features as an annual festival for grave offerings, col-
lective cemeteries for the lineage, and collective property. Together with
the practices that emphasized marriage ties, this would have furthered
Han families’ reliance on extensive social networks.2?

A classic example of a great family and the methods by which it se-
cured power in rural society is the Fan clan of Nantang. They were de-
scribed as an eminent family in their home villages who “for generations
were skilled at farming and at accumulating wealth.” With labor pro-
vided by dependent households, they built up an estate of about 1,200
hectares, with fishponds and some animal husbandry—a relatively small
estate by European standards. The total number of people in the house-
hold was probably no more than a couple dozen. In terms of number of
people and amount of land it could command, this clan was more power-
ful than its neighbors but of little consequence above the local level.
However, with its wealth the Fan clan “relieved and financially supported
lineage and kin, and bestowed charity on the villages where they lived.”

When the rebellion against Wang Mang broke out, Fan Hong’s wife
was seized as a hostage. But the state did not dare to execute her because
the Fan clan’s conspicuous charity had won devoted local support. After
her release, the Fan clan led families of their patriline and kin to build a
fort in which more than one thousand families took shelter and were pre-
served from the Red Eyebrows (the peasant rebels whose uprising trig-
gered the wars that overthrew Wang Mang).2

What made the Fan clan important actors in their region and able to
act at the imperial level was not their own relatively small estate or their
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immediate family members and servants. It was their ties of obligation
and loyalty with large numbers of households. This network had begun
with those who shared their surname but eventually was extended to
their neighbors in general. This practice of establishing networks with
households sharing first common ancestry and then local residence al-
lowed leading families to call upon the services of thousands of people
and thus to dominate their more modest neighbors.

It is useful to situate this practice within a broader historical context.
The Warring States and early empires had been created through establish-
ing artificial ties between individuals. Appearing first in the recruitment
of free-floating agents created by the destruction of states and clans, such
personal ties—consecrated by oaths or appointments and based on ex-
changing devotion for recognition—underlay the states’ bureaucracies,
the leagues of gangsters, and the intellectual traditions.? Just as the new
forms of polity, organized criminality, and intellectual association had all
achieved power through establishing and maintaining networks of per-
sonal relations, so certain families or lineages became important political
actors by using their material or intellectual capital to place others in
their debt and then command their services.

However, unlike the ties of government, gangsters, and scholars, the
networks of the great families were not created entirely from bonds be-
tween individuals. They emerged from a graded series of links that be-
gan with the household proper, were extended to other households that
shared a common ancestor, then to retainers (ke), then to neighbors from
the same or nearby villages, and finally to people from across the region
or distant families linked by study or political service.

Owing to this progressive extension of networks, the range of collec-
tive legal responsibility for crimes in the Eastern Han went beyond the
conventional three generations that defined the largest households. Thus,
in the Great Proscription in the 160s A.D. the ban on office-holding was
extended to kin who shared a common ancestor five generations earlier,
and even to those linked only by patron-client ties. Other sensitive crimes
also entailed collective punishments well beyond the range of the house-
hold, extending into the broader kin and social networks that defined po-
litical power. The scale of such collective action and ensuing punishments
was so large that in politically important cases more than 10,000 people
might be held responsible and executed.?6

Such widening social networks also figured in other circumstances. In
the list provided by the Eastern Han landlord Cui Shi (d. ca. 170 A.D.) in
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his Monthly Ordinances for the Four Classes of People (Si min yue ling),
he names those to whom people pay greetings at the New Year in the
form of a widening circle. The Fan clan made a list of its charity recipi-
ents, which moved from distant kin of the same surname to neighbors.
When the Yin lineage allied with Liu Bosheng to rebel against Wang
Mang, they led a force of two thousand men composed of “sons and
younger brothers, other lineages of the patriline, and retainers.” When Li
Tong allied with Liu Bosheng and Liu Xiu to rebel, Wang Mang executed
all his relations in the capital and Nanyang. The latter totaled sixty-four
people, divided into “brothers and households of the patriline” whose
corpses were burned in the marketplace. The presence of kin in Chang’an
and Nanyang shows that the politically relevant group for a major mag-
nate or lineage went far beyond their own household and estate.?”

This extension of leading households’ authority through networks based
on gifts or services meant that a major lineage’s power could cover dis-
tricts, commanderies, and whole regions. Thus, the target of the Han
state’s suspicion of regions was actually the powerful lineages who re-
sided there, or more precisely the leagues of households and villages
formed around them. The earliest were the old ruling houses that had
formed the Warring States elite. Such families had served as figureheads
for many of the rebellions against Qin and had been forcibly resettled in
the capital. They were eliminated during the reign of Emperor Wu in the
second century B.C. For Han social history, the important lineages were
those such as Fan and Yin who gained wealth through office-holding,
trade, and the accumulation of land and used this wealth to establish
their prestige and influence.?8

By the first century of Han rule, several single surname groups had di-
vided themselves into three hundred or more residential households who
traced their heritage back to a common ancestor. This had almost cer-
tainly come about through generation after generation of property divi-
sion between brothers, who remained in the same area, living close to-
gether and acting as a political unit in opposing the central government.
When Emperor Wu moved these powerful families to the capital re-
gion, he forbade their living near one another precisely to avoid this kind
of dangerous alliance. By the end of the Han, a patriline could consist
of more than a thousand families, as demonstrated by Han Rong, who
gathered this many members of his patriline and more distant kin in a
fortified compound.?’

Both major Han histories, the Shi ji and the Book of the Han (Han
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shu), refer to wealthy people by their branch surnames rather than their
households. Thus, in the section following its account of local customs,
the Shi ji cites the Zhuo, the Shi, the Kong, the Bing, the Ren, the Tian,
the Li, and the Du. The Tian consisted of multiple families, and the Du
existed in several geographically distinct branches. The great lineages
that were moved to the capital region were also often identified by their
branch surnames rather than their households. The same term is applied
to the locally powerful lineages attacked by the “cruel clerks” of Em-
perors Jing and Wu, the leading lineages involved in the underworld,
those who dominated commanderies, and imperial affines (relatives by
marriage).3°

Ban Gu, the author of the Book of the Han, concludes his geograph-
ical monograph with a section echoing Sima Qian’s account of the re-
gions and their customs or character, but he links these more closely to
patrilines. In Henei, for example, “the customs encourage an inflexible
strength, so there are many powerful families who encroach and seize
land. They treat kindness and ritual as unimportant, and are fond of di-
viding property while the father is still living.” The people of Yingchuan
by custom are extravagant and violent. Because they hide their wealth
from the government they are difficult to administer. Moreover, due to
their greed they constantly engage in lawsuits and divide property while
the father is still living. Powerful families in Taiyuan and Shangdang bat-
tle one another through cunning and force. They frequently resort to ven-
geance and vendetta against the family members and more distant kin
of their enemies. The people of Qi are extravagant and form political
cliques. In many regions, according to Ban Gu, rich families are prone to
excess and waste in their wedding ceremonies and funerals.3!

The shift in the two centuries between the Shi ji and the Book of the
Han in their accounts of the dangers of regionalism is highly significant.
In the former, the problems posed by the regions are linked to the charac-
ter of the people and treated as an extension of their history and terrain.
In the latter, however, accounts of the failings of local people and the dif-
ficulty of governing them often cite the problems created by powerful
families and wealthy merchants. By the middle of the Eastern Han, in
other words, the problem of regionalism had become inseparable from
the existence of major lineages that used either wealth or force of arms to
establish extensive leagues at the village, district, commandery, or even
regional level that challenged government authority.??

Villages typically consisted of a hundred or more households, and in
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those dominated by a powerful lineage a significant percentage of those
households might share a surname. Any family not belonging to that
patriline would almost certainly become an ally or client. Thus the entire
village was in effect an extension of the great family’s household. This
was recognized by the state, which appointed locally powerful people as
“fathers and elders” to serve as intermediaries between the state and the
village. Similarly, the elder women of the village were referred to as the
“village mothers” or the “various mothers.”33

That the patriline and village could overlap had other political implica-
tions, often dire. The Eastern Han scholar Wang Chong explained the
First Emperor’s supposed execution of the entire village of his attempted
assassin, Jing Ke, by pointing out this overlap: “In the twentieth year of
the King of Qin, the state of Yan had sent Jing Ke to assassinate the king.
The King of Qin discovered it, and the body of Jing Ke was dismembered
in order to teach the people a lesson. [Texts] say nothing about execut-
ing his village. Perhaps they executed Ke’s patriline. An entire patriline
would be extremely numerous and would live in the same village. If one
killed the entire patriline, then virtually the entire village would be elimi-
nated.”3

When the retiring official Shu Guang received a parting gift of gold
from the emperor, the list of those invited to share in the feasts and ban-
quets paid for by the gift included his “patriline, old acquaintances, and
retainers.” Shu Guang’s immediate family worried that he was spending
all the household’s money, so they asked “brothers and village elders”
whom he trusted to persuade him to use the money to purchase land to
secure the family’s future. Shu Guang replied:

How could I be so old and muddleheaded as to not think of my de-
scendants? I have my old fields and shacks, and if my descendants
will work diligently in them they are sufficient to provide food and
clothing as good as those of ordinary people. Now if I should further
increase them in order to have a surplus, I would just cause my de-
scendants to be lazy. For the worthy man, having much wealth di-
minishes his ambition. For the stupid man, having much wealth aug-
ments his faults. Moreover, wealth is what is hated and resented
by the masses. Since I am unable to morally transform my descen-
dants, I do not desire to augment their faults and produce resent-
ment against them. Moreover, the money that I am spending is that
which was granted by the sage ruler to nourish his old servant.
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Therefore I am happy to enjoy what he has given me together with
my fellow villagers and members of my patriline, and thus live out
my remaining days.3

Those who participated in the feasts were villagers and members of the
patriline, and Shu Guang felt justified in dispersing his wealth for the
benefit of these people rather than reserving it for his immediate family.
For powerful and ambitious lineages, the patriline and the village were
not opposed concepts; rather, the extended kin group at its broadest level
determined the structure of village society.

Like the account of the Fan lineage, this passage also shows the impor-
tance of conspicuous generosity in the conduct of eminent families. This
was already noted by Sima Qian, who asserted that charity was the key
to enduring local power. Shu Guang further justified the regular dispersal
of wealth throughout the village by arguing that a “moral economy” ex-
isted in the peasant village. Village society was constituted in reciprocal
obligations created by the regular exchange of gifts or services. Richer
members were under moral pressure to distribute their wealth among
their poorer neighbors, in exchange for which they received status and
certain customary forms of service.?® This pattern of reducing inequali-
ties, as well as establishing moral and emotional links, was still visible in
late imperial and republican China, where wealthier families sponsored
feasts, operas, and religious festivals that secured their own status and
gained the support of their neighbors.

As Shu Guang argued, wealth was of value only when circulated. If
hoarded, it poisoned both the household and village, but when dispersed
it turned potential enemies into allies and dependents. In the process of
sharing this gift from the emperor, Shu Guang was both imitating the
ruler as a giver of gifts and extending the emperor’s work to the village
level. The emperor himself made a point of granting charity to the poor,
the orphaned, and the widowed, in addition to distributing gifts to his of-
ficials. The emphasis on charity radiating outward figures in the late East-
ern Han landlord Cui Shi’s Monthly Ordinances and in Han tomb art of
landlords, suggesting its importance to their idealized self-image (Fig.
12). Accounts of charity at the local level also appear in stone inscrip-
tions. A certain Wu Zhongshan is described as giving loans to those in
need, never demanding repayment, and secretly giving leftovers from his
banquets to orphans. Similar charitable actions are credited to a general
who distributed among his men all the gifts he received from the emperor.
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Fig. 12 Seated landlord with servant who pours grain into the receptacle of a
kneeling, aged peasant holding a dove staff.

The chapter in the Book of the Later Han (Hou Han shu) on “unique
conduct,” which tells of men who refused office and cultivated virtue
in retirement, contains several stories of exemplary generosity. Some of
these deal with wealthy families who routinely aided neighbors or res-
cued hundreds from death in times of famine or civil war. Others focus
on kindnesses to individuals. Still other passages in the dynastic histories
note how individuals or lineages expended all their wealth rescuing those
in need. As a result, the generous families were left with no surplus, while
“the orphaned and widowed, both within the patriline and from the out-
side, took refuge with them.”3”

The importance of charity and gift-giving became legendary in tales of
how the wealth and power of certain clans derived from the earlier gener-
osity of their members. This generosity took the form of either “secret
kindness” to strangers who turned out to be spirits, or devotion to sacri-
fices. When a certain He Bigan sheltered more than eighty white-haired
old men from a heavy rain, they gave him nine hundred and ninety count-
ing rods, announcing that He’s descendants who attained office would be
as numerous as the rods. In another story a member of the Zhang clan
sheltered a bird at his breast. It turned into a belt buckle, and as long as
the lineage kept this buckle its wealth flourished. The Yin clan made an-
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nual sacrifices to Guan Zhong of Qi state. One New Year’s morning the
Stove God appeared to them, paid his greetings, and received the sacrifice
of a yellow sheep. From that time on they grew fabulously wealthy, and
the sacrifice of a yellow sheep to the Stove God at the New Year became a
family tradition. Several of these stories became the topic of popular say-
ings in the capital region. These tales in which charity magically led to
great wealth present in the form of parables or folk tales the social reality
of lineages that employed public generosity to secure prestige and power.

The generosity of great families also found more questionable channels
to power and influence. In addition to transferring wealth to poorer
neighbors, lineages secured office by giving bribes or gifts to those in
power. These were considered a form of generosity (directed upward)
that established networks in order to strengthen the lineage. A prominent
local scholar defended the practice of villagers making gifts to a worthy
local official, as long as he did not demand them. High officials conspicu-
ously showered gifts on guests and potential clients in order to curry fa-
vor with supporters and strengthen their lineage. A merchant family used
gifts to leading nobles to establish links to people with political power,
and then wielded the fear inspired by these connections to guarantee re-
payment of loans.

Ma Rong, a famous scholar, was reputed to be greedy and of low
moral character, and in some stories both he and his son awarded offices
for cash payments. A low official in the late Han used all his wealth to
offer gifts to the servants of an official who dominated the court and
thereby “established links of intimacy and generosity with them.” On the
basis of the debt established by his generosity, he passed by crowds of
petitioners and went directly into the presence of the official, from whom
he received a post.? This story reveals the thin line between charity and
bribes. It suggests that as long as the gifts were given over a period of
time, with reciprocation delayed for a decent interval, they were not
bribes. And the fact that the recipients were themselves of humble status,
being merely servants of the official, helps make the case for this kind of
“charity.”

Aid to kin and villagers moved within the face-to-face world of the lo-
cal community, and at most would expand to cover a district or com-
mandery. Ties to officials and retainers, on the other hand, often crossed
great distances. The clearest evidence of this geographic range comes
from stone inscriptions, where the obligations of clients to patrons often
included contributing to the erection of a memorial stele. The stele for
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Liu Kuan lists the names of over three hundred clients from across north-
central China, while that for Kong Zhou was erected by forty-three cli-
ents from ten different commanderies.3’

Many of the clients listed on the inscriptions of leading political figures
are described as students. Although this does not always indicate educa-
tional links, literary sources describe people who shun political office, de-
vote themselves to teaching, and in so doing establish networks of hun-
dreds or thousands of reverential students. In the case of Fan Zhen,
“disciples came from great distances,” and some of these students joined
together to erect a laudatory stone inscription even before his death.

Other passages elaborate on the vast range of territory covered by
scholars in search of the best teachers, and the social ties created in the
process. Because his own region in Shandong had no important scholars,
the famous scholar Zheng Xuan went to Guanzhong to study with Ma
Rong, who already had more than four hundred disciples. Zheng Xuan
spent more than a decade studying in different parts of the empire before
returning home and likewise gathering hundreds of disciples. So impor-
tant were the ties between teacher and acolyte that a teacher might give
his daughter in marriage to a prize disciple in order to cement the link.#
Education as well as politics thus provided a means by which lineages ex-
tended their influence beyond their home region.

A final form of association used by the great families was local cults.
The right to sacrifice to specified deities had been a hallmark of power
and status in China at least since the Shang dynasty in the second millen-
nium B.C. and continued to be so through the Han and later imperial
China. The “Royal Institutions” chapter of the Records of Ritual (Li ji)
specified: “The Son of Heaven sacrifices to Heaven and Earth. The feudal
lords sacrifice to the altars of soil and grain. The hereditary officials make
the household sacrifices. The Son of Heaven sacrifices to the world’s fa-
mous peaks and great rivers. For the five sacred peaks he does it like the
Three Lords, and for the four great rivers like the feudal lords. The feudal
lords sacrifice to the famous mountains and great rivers within their own
territories.”*! The great families used this logic to establish control of
cults to mountains, immortals, or other local eminences whose worship
was not sanctioned by the state, or only sanctioned after the fact.

The division of property among siblings, arranging of ties through
marriage, dispersal of money in banquets and charity, travels of scholars,
and leadership in local cults all multiplied the number of households at-
tached to a great family and maximized the number of people whose ser-
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vices the family could command. To maximize wealth and power, these
lineages—Tlike the state—aimed to accumulate people rather than land or
cash. Since agricultural practices of the period relied on intensive manual
labor in an almost horticultural style of farming, with only plowing and
seeding producing economies of scale, there was little advantage to con-
verting small holdings into unitary large estates. Great families left ten-
ants to work their own plots, and used the income collected from share-
croppers to extend their networks.

Even when the power of the central state collapsed with the fall of the
Eastern Han, locally powerful families did not shift toward a pattern of
primogeniture in an effort to preserve their estates intact. Instead, they
continued to divide their property among sons and to seek marriage alli-
ances in order to increase the number of their followers and the geo-
graphic range of their influence.



6

THE OUTER WORLD

THE GEOGRAPHIC limits of the Qin empire roughly defined the endur-
ing borders of the Chinese people and their culture. Although the empire
was sometimes extended into the northern steppes, Central Asia, south-
ern Manchuria, Korea, and continental southeast Asia, these expansions
were generally brief. The peoples of these regions remained beyond Chi-
nese control until the final, non-Chinese Qing dynasty.

The people surrounding China can be divided into two groups. To the
north and west lay nomadic societies that lived on grasslands and formed
states radically different from the Chinese model. Except for the oasis
city-states of Central Asia, these regions would remain outside the Chi-
nese cultural sphere. By contrast, the watery regions of the south and
southeast, as well as the highland plateaus of the southwest, were pro-
gressively settled by Chinese emigrants. There, and in the northeast, sed-
entary agrarian states would gradually adopt Chinese forms of writing
and state organization, but these developments had scarcely begun dur-
ing the early imperial dynasties.!

The Qin-Han epoch was marked by interlinked but opposing develop-
ments: the emergence of the notion of a permanent frontier zone separat-
ing the sedentary agrarian Chinese from their nomadic northern neigh-
bors, and the ideal of an all-encompassing world empire in which foreign
peoples would come to the imperial court to offer tribute and submis-
sion. Chinese emperors in part measured their power by their ability to
draw these alien peoples into China. Thus, surrounding peoples helped to
shape the policies of the Chinese state as well as many features of Chinese
civilization. The very definition of a common “Chinese” culture was de-



THE OUTER WORLD 129

rived through a set of systematic oppositions with these alien groups,
particularly the northern nomads.

Nomadism and the Xiongnu

The history of the rise of nomadism as a mode of life relies entirely on ar-
chaeological evidence, and many points of interpretation remain open to
dispute. Nevertheless, it is clear that full-blown transhumant nomad-
ism—reliance on flocks that were moved according to a seasonal cycle
to obtain sufficient grass and water—developed as the socioeconomic
basis of the northern peoples during the first millennium B.c. (roughly
corresponding to the Eastern Zhou dynasty, 770-221 B.C.). In the previ-
ous millennium, Central Asians had combined agriculture with pastoral-
ism, growing crops around oases or rivers and raising herds in adja-
cent grasslands. Perhaps because of overpopulation or increasing aridity,
some groups gave up agriculture and devoted themselves to nomadic
pastoralism, along with hunting and trade. Other groups migrated to
river valleys and adopted plow-based agriculture.?

Many non-Chinese bronzes, particularly knives and other weapons,
discovered in Shang tombs suggest that in an amorphous area known as
the “northern zone,” between the grasslands and the Yellow River valley,
exchanges flourished between the Shang and a bronze-age culture to the
north. The chariot was introduced into China from Central Asia through
this so-called “northern zone” in the late Shang period, around 1200
B.C.? Evidence of the rise of full-blown nomadism in the north, in the
ninth through the seventh centuries, includes the greater number of horse
fittings and weapons among burial goods, along with other indications of
an economy increasingly dominated by animal husbandry.

In the middle of the fifth century B.c. northward expansion by Chinese
states brought them into increasing contact with the now nomadic peo-
ples, whom they named the Hu. The state of Zhao adopted cavalry
forces, wearing clothing the nomads had adapted for riding. As cavalry
became a major component of Chinese armies, trade in horses dominated
economic activity in the frontier markets.* Finds from the sixth through
the fourth centuries B.c. show the earliest appearance in northern tombs
of the “Scythian triad” assemblage, named for the nomads described in
Herodotus: weapons, horse gear, and objects decorated in the animal
style. This era is also marked by the increasing prominence of iron metal-
lurgy rather than bronze.
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China’s relations with the outside world in the late Warring States were
defined by wall building along the frontiers. Eager to secure grasslands to
rear horses for their armies, the northern Chinese states seized territory
previously used by the nomads, and the walls served to secure this terri-
tory. Walls in this period were built from tamped earth and stone, gener-
ally following the lines of ridges and hills. They in no way resembled the
brick-built Ming wall so familiar to us, and they did not mark an ecologi-
cal divide between the steppe and the sown, as some have claimed.

The use of walls against nomads was only one version of a wider cul-
tural practice. The Warring States built walls and watchtowers not only
in the north but along many of their borders with other Chinese states.’
Wall building in the north reached its climax with Qin’s construction of a
single system of walls and watchtowers to mark its expansion into the
steppe. In the immediate wake of this development, and to some degree
in response to it, the nomadic peoples were united into a single great em-
pire under the Xiongnu tribe. Two models have been suggested for this
rise of a nomadic empire only two decades after the unification of China.

One model argues that the nomadic state’s rise depended on China.
Living off the products of their flocks and handicrafts, the nomadic tribes
either needed additional goods from the sedentary peoples to their south
in order to survive, or desired them to improve their lives. Skilled in ar-
chery and horsemanship, nomads formed a natural army in which every
adult male could perform military duties. Political power derived primar-
ily from success in battle against other tribes and in raids on the sed-
entary Chinese, with the successful war chief securing the loyalty of his
followers by distributing booty. Because their elite derived power from
distributing goods taken from the Chinese, nomadic polities evolved in
close association with the Chinese state. The increasing power of Chinese
states required that the nomads field larger armies themselves, and the
prosperity of a united China offered wealth that large nomadic empires
could extract in the form of payments from the Chinese ruler. This redis-
tribution of wealth northward generated the political power of the no-
madic rulers.®

Other scholars argue that no clear division between nomads and sed-
entary peoples at the frontier existed, that nomadic peoples such as the
Xiongnu had agriculturists living in their midst, and that the oasis city-
states of Central Asia provided whatever goods the nomads and their ag-
riculturist dependents lacked. Thus the nomadic states did not rely on the
great sedentary kingdoms of Persia in the west or China to the east for
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their existence. Goods were extracted from China through trading, raid-
ing, and tribute, to be sure, but these products were not essential for the
people’s survival or the rulers’ privileged position.”

According to this model, the small economic surplus of nomadic socie-
ties—small of necessity, because they carried it with them—made virtu-
ally impossible the rise of a ruling class significantly removed from their
people. Violence in such societies consisted not of full-blown warfare
but of small-scale raids or vendettas to avenge a wrong, enlarge a herd,
or steal a wife. A major crisis, on the other hand, produced by bad
weather, internal rebellions against previously dominant tribes, or expan-
sion by sedentary peoples, could shatter the society’s already marginal
balance. Forced to migrate into new areas or menaced by armed attack-
ers, tribes survived only by organizing large-scale military organizations.
These were formed by charismatic warrior chiefs who gathered warriors
as a personal bodyguard and then recruited more warriors with the pres-
tige and booty gained through early successes. This process of gradual
militarization culminated in the establishment of a centralized state un-
der a supra-tribal leader who ruled as “khan” through the “protection of
Heaven” that his victories demonstrated. This new supreme chief trans-
formed tribal aristocracies into a state aristocracy by distributing booty
to secure the loyalty of his followers.

The emergence of the Xiongnu state follows this pattern. When the
Qin occupied all the territory south of the great bend of the Yellow River,
driving away the Xiongnu and other inhabitants, this created an eco-
nomic crisis. According to the Shi ji, Modun, the founder of the Xiongnu
empire, gathered and trained a bodyguard that obeyed him to the death,
a force with which he killed his own father and seized the title of chanyu,
“supreme leader.”® This was followed by a series of victories from Man-
churia to Central Asia, with tribe after tribe submitting to the rising
Xiongnu power. The campaign culminated in the emergence of a pyrami-
dal structure of lesser hereditary kings or aristocrats under the supreme
leader.

This pyramidal structure is described in the Shi ji: “There are Left and
Right Wise Kings, Left and Right Luli Kings, Left and Right Generals,
Left and Right Commandants, Left and Right Household Administra-
tors, and Left and Right Gudu Marquises. The Xiongnu word for ‘wise’
is ‘tuqi,’ so they often refer to the Heir Apparent as the Tugi King of the
Left. From the Left and Right Wise Kings, down to the Household Ad-
ministrators, the most important men command ten thousand horsemen,
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the least important a few thousand. As a group they consist of twenty-
four great officers, and each of them is called “Ten Thousand Horse-
men.””? The Xiongnu “kings” were chiefs who held part of the empire
as appanages—Iland from the chanyu over which they exercised semi-
independent rule. Lesser chiefs were members of the high council. The
basic features of this system—appanages, pairing of high posts as left and
right (east and west), decimal military structure, and a few top-ranking
men in the council—recur in later Central Asian states.

These two models of the Xiongnu state—economic dependence on the
Chinese empire, military response to the Chinese empire—are not mutu-
ally exclusive. The second describes how a centralized state emerged
around the chanyu, while the first emphasizes the financial bases of his
power. Even advocates of the second model agree that the Xiongnu state
used revenues extracted from the states around them to pay for its courts
and armies. However, exponents of the first model emphasize China as
the exclusive or predominant source of the nomads’ income, while expo-
nents of the second note that the Xiongnu extracted tribute from van-
quished nomadic states as well as from city-states in the Tarim Basin.!?
Given China’s great wealth, there is little doubt that it became the great-
est source of wealth for Xiongnu rulers, and the chanyu’s ability to ex-
tract income from the Chinese empire set him apart from his rival chief-
tains. Nevertheless, the argument that the Xiongnu state depended on
income from China for survival is certainly an overstatement.

Modun’s new empire reversed the balance of power between the Chi-
nese and their nomadic neighbors. In preceding centuries, Chinese states
had expanded northward at the expense of nomadic peoples. But in 200
B.C., the Han founder suffered a disastrous defeat at the hands of the
Xiongnu. Consequently, the Han adopted a policy of “peace and kin-
ship” (he gin) in which gold, silk, and grain were annually sent to the
chanyu, along with the periodic gift of Han princesses for his harem. In
exchange, the Xiongnu agreed not to attack China. While this was essen-
tially a form of peacemaking through tribute, some Chinese suggested
that in the long-run this policy would weaken the Xiongnu. Tribesmen
would be corrupted by their taste for Chinese luxuries, and thus depen-
dent upon China. And when sons of Han princesses became rulers in the
Xiongnu state, their chiefs would become junior kin of the Han court. A
key assumption of this argument was that the Xiongnu differed from the
Chinese only in culture, not in kind, and that the adoption of Chinese tra-
ditions would ultimately lead to their assimilation into the empire.!!
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In addition to the payment of tribute and gift of women, the he gin sys-
tem entailed the recognition of diplomatic equality between China and
the Xiongnu. The Xiongnu chief was given the right to refer to his family
name in addressing the Chinese emperor, unlike the Chinese themselves,
who, being slaves of the emperor, used only their personal names. In ad-
dition, the title chanyu was recognized as equal to the Chinese huangdi,
and the two rulers were described as “brothers.” In 162 B.C. the Chinese
Emperor Wen wrote: “I and the chanyu are the parents of the people.
Problems that emerged in the past from the misdeeds of our subordinates
should not ruin our brotherly happiness. I have heard that Heaven does
not cover just one side, and Earth is not partial to anyone. I and the
chanyu should cast aside the trivial problems of the past and together fol-
low the great Way.” 12 Not only were the two rulers equals in fictive kin-
ship, but the reference to Heaven and Earth suggests that each state com-
prised one part of an all-encompassing whole.

A similar vision of the world was articulated in a diplomatic communi-
cation from the chanyu to Emperor Wen: “With the aid of Heaven, the
talent of our officers and soldiers, and the strength of our horses, the
Wise King of the Right has destroyed the Yuezhi [the nomads who had
dominated the north prior to the Xiongnu| and mercilessly slain them to
make them submit. Loulan, the Wusun, the Hujie, and the other twenty-
six neighboring states are now part of the Xiongnu state. All people who
draw the bow have become one family and the northern region has been
pacified.” A treaty signed a few years later in 162 B.C. adopted this prin-
ciple: the chanyu should rule over all the archers who lived to the north
of the great wall, while the settled people to its south, who “wore hats
and sashes,” were to be governed by the Chinese emperor.!? This divided
the world into two great cultural zones—the realm of the nomads and
that of the Chinese—each forming its own empire. It also entailed the rul-
ers’ recognition of each other’s domination of the lesser states within
their respective spheres (Map 10).

This vision of a bipolar world divided between two cultural spheres
manifested itself in Chinese thought. Under Emperor Jing, Chao Cuo sys-
tematically compared the Xiongnu and the Chinese, portraying the for-
mer as an inversion or negation of the latter. The nomads ate meat and
drank milk; the Chinese ate grain. The Xiongnu wore skins and furs; the
Chinese wore hemp and silk. The Chinese had walled towns, fields, and
houses; the Xiongnu, according to Chao Cuo, had none (not in fact true,
but it demonstrates how he imagined the two sides as complete inver-
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sions). Finally, the nomads were like flying birds or running beasts that
moved constantly until they found good grass and fresh water; the Chi-
nese were rooted in fields and towns. Chao Cuo extended these cultural
oppositions to explain the strategic and tactical balance of forces be-
tween the two.!*

Some decades later the Shi ji, in a more accurate proto-ethnographic ac-
count of Xiongnu customs, described the animals they reared, their tech-
niques of divination, their major state sacrifices and burial customs, their
use of verbal agreements instead of writing, and a number of Xiongnu
words. But this work is still embedded in a definition of the Xiongnu as
the polar opposite of the Chinese. It begins with the conventional refer-
ence to their mobility and dependence on their herds. Discussion of the
Xiongnu’s diet of meat and wardrobe of furs is followed immediately
by a conventional attack on the nomads for honoring only youth and
strength while treating the aged with contempt. The Shi ji’s author, Sima
Qian, also offers a standard piece of Chinese moralizing by stating that
the Xiongnu sons marry their widowed stepmothers and that brothers
marry the widows of deceased siblings. Echoing earlier accounts of no-
madic combat, he remarks that the Xiongnu did not find it shameful to
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retreat when a battle went badly. Sima Qian turns this empirical observa-
tion into a moral contrast between the Chinese, who are bound by their
sense of duty, and the nomads, who recognize only self-interest.!s

Defining the two peoples by mutual oppositions is not invariably at the
expense of the Xiongnu, however. Sima Qian cites arguments attributed
to Zhonghang Yue, a Chinese who went over to the Xiongnu and assisted
them against the Han. He showed the necessity of the Xiongnu’s honor-
ing youth over age and marrying the widows of kin, and also noted the
relaxed relations between the Xiongnu ruler and his subjects, in contrast
with the rigid hierarchies of the Chinese court. In this way, accounts of
nomadic customs became a method of criticizing some Chinese practices.

Sima Qian adopted a similar stance in discussing Xiongnu law: “Those
who in ordinary times draw a sword a foot from the scabbard are con-
demned to death; those convicted of theft have their property confis-
cated; those guilty of minor offences are flogged; and those guilty of ma-
jor ones are executed. No one is kept in jail awaiting sentence longer than
ten days, and the number of imprisoned men in the whole country does
not exceed a handful.”'6 Here the simple principles and equitable punish-
ments of Xiongnu law echo the simplified code imposed by the Han
founder, and stand in sharp contrast with the complexities and brutalities
of the legal practice of Sima Qian’s own day.

According to Chao Cuo, the territory of the Xiongnu was “a place of
accumulated yin [shade and cold]. The tree bark is three inches thick, and
the thickness of ice reaches as many as six feet. The people eat meat and
drink kumiss [a yogurt-like drink]. They have a thick skin, and the ani-
mals have much fur, so the nature of people and animals is adapted to the
cold.”'” This analysis—part of an implied triad with the south as extreme
yang and China as the balanced middle—traces differences among peo-
ples to cosmic laws.

By the Warring States period some constellations were associated with
certain states. Sima Qian’s treatise extends this practice to the nomads,
who became the earthly equivalents of specified constellations. The bipo-
lar division of the world on the basis of culture and politics reappeared in
the structure of the Heavens, with the dividing line of the Heavenly
Route matching the frontier between Chinese and nomads. Based on this
principle, Sima Qian read many astronomical events in the stipulated re-
gions as signs of the fate in battle of the two competing powers.!8

In contrast with the Warring States period, when regional cultures con-
stituted the primary divisions in the Chinese sphere, the imagining of a
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world divided between nomads and Chinese marked a major step. It pos-
ited the fundamental unity of a single Chinese civilization defined by
what was not nomadic, and it reduced regional divisions to secondary
status. China first emerged as a unity through the invention of a Chinese/
nomad dichotomy, and this bipolar concept remained central to Chinese
civilization in later periods.

It is ironic, then, that the political partition of the world into two
spheres lasted only a few decades. In spite of increasing payments,
Xiongnu incursions did not cease. Each agreement lasted a few years,
only to be broken by a new invasion, which was followed in turn by
demands for a resumption of peaceful relations based on an increase in
payments. The Chinese attributed this to barbarian perfidy, but it re-
flected the nature of the Xiongnu state. While the Chinese emperor was
unchallenged as chief lawgiver, judge, and administrator, power within
the Xiongnu state was constrained and divided by kin bonds, custom-
ary practice, and horizontal segmentation between clans or tribes. The
chanyu maintained control over his subordinate chiefs only by constant
negotiations in which he was first among equals rather than an absolute
authority. Consensus on his power hinged on his success in battle and dis-
tribution of booty.

In such a system, the chanyu could not refrain from military action
indefinitely. Nor could he stop his subordinates from attacking on their
own, for the power and prestige of chiefs likewise depended on their suc-
cess in battle and distribution of booty. Sometimes they invaded because
of tensions with local Chinese officials, sometimes because of resentment
of the chanyu. The he gin policy failed because it relied on a structure of
authority that did not exist among the Xiongnu.!

As treaty after treaty was violated, debates at the Chinese court were
increasingly dominated by calls for war. Decades of peace had given the
Chinese time to develop a new style of army based on cavalry and cross-
bows that could successfully engage the Xiongnu in the field. In 134 B.C.
Emperor Wu finally undertook to destroy the Xiongnu through military
action. Although his attempted ambush of the chanyu failed, in the de-
cades that followed, Chinese armies pushed deep into Central Asia and
inflicted substantial losses of both men and flocks on the Xiongnu.

However, Han losses were also considerable, and repeated campaigns
drained the treasury without achieving any decisive result. Difficulties in
transporting supplies and harsh weather meant that no army could spend
even as much as one hundred days in the field, so victories could not be
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translated into an enduring occupation. Emperor Wu’s successors conse-
quently abandoned his policy of launching expeditions and instead re-
tired behind a defensive line, while refusing to pay tribute. This policy
was successful, for it deprived the chanyu of Han tribute and also re-
duced his role as defender against Han invasions. The position of the
chanyu deteriorated, and in 120 B.C. a dissident Xiongnu king surren-
dered to the Han with 40,000 men. In subsequent decades other chiefs re-
fused to attend the chanyu’s court.2 Between 115 and 60 B.c. the Han
also secured control of the former Xiongnu sphere of influence in eastern
Central Asia (modern Xinjiang).

A battle over succession split the Xiongnu empire in §7 B.C., with no
fewer than five kings claiming the title of chanyu. After several years
one king acknowledged Han suzerainty, visited the Han court, and reset-
tled inside China. This proved to be highly advantageous, for in exchange
for obeisance he received generous gifts from the Han. He repeated his
visit to the court in 49 and 33 B.C. and sent a son there as a hostage,
whose well-being depended on his father’s good conduct and who learned
Han culture. The wealth that the vassal chieftain gained allowed him to
build up his following and defeat his rivals. Eventually, he grew powerful
enough to return to the north and resume the old pattern of demanding
tribute, until a second succession struggle renewed the civil war in 48 A.D.
This led to a permanent split between the southern Xiongnu, who dwelt
in China and submitted to the emperor, and the northern Xiongnu, who
resided beyond the boundaries of the Han empire.

The southern Xiongnu became dependent on Han assistance, as indi-
cated in 88 A.D. in a memorial from the southern chanyu: “Your servant
humbly thinks back on how since his ancestor submitted to the Han we
have been blessed with your support, keeping a sharp watch on the
passes and providing strong armies for more than forty years. Your sub-
jects have been born and reared in Han territory and have depended en-
tirely on the Han for food. Each year we received gifts counted in the
hundreds of millions [of cash].”2! This policy of resettling nomads still
grouped in their tribes inside the Chinese empire would have disastrous
long-term consequences, as we will see, leading to a breakdown in civil
order in the northwest and the southward flight of large numbers of Han
Chinese.

Although the northern Xiongnu continued to defy the Han, they were
defeated on several occasions by allied armies of the Han and the south-
ern Xiongnu. Moreover, other tribal peoples such as the Wuhuan and
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Xianbei broke away from the Xiongnu and received large bounties from
the Han for killing Xiongnu. In 87 A.D. a Xianbei army defeated the
Xiongnu, killed the northern chanyu, and flayed his body. More than
200,000 Xiongnu tribesmen surrendered after this defeat, and a great
Han victory in 89 A.D. completed the destruction of the Xiongnu state.

Frontier Armies

One of the key transformations of Chinese society during the Han was
the abolition of universal military service, an institution that had under-
pinned the Warring States and the Qin.22 With the Han’s defeat of the
feudatory kingdoms in 154 B.C., the possibility of large-scale warfare in
the interior of China vanished, leaving only the threat of the Xiongnu on
the northern border. The inability of peasants serving one-year terms to
master horsemanship and the crossbow left them ill-equipped for expedi-
tionary forces. Their relatively short terms also made them unsuitable
for long-term garrison duty. Emperor Wu allowed some peasants to pay
a tax in lieu of military service and used this money to recruit profes-
sionals. Nomadic enemies of the Xiongnu and dissident elements of the
Xiongnu themselves were also recruited to provide skilled cavalry. In
some cases convicts were sent to the frontiers to man garrisons. Thus,
during the last century B.cC. the Chinese army began to shift away from
peasant levies to an army based on professionals, nomads, and criminals.

The rebellion against Wang Mang turned this gradual and informal
process into official policy. The rebellion had demonstrated that peasant
conscripts could be turned against the state, especially during the autumn
training session, when adult males of a commandery gathered for inspec-
tion. It also showed that peasants would follow locally powerful families
to whom they were bound rather than officials. Training peasants to fight
thus simply provided potential rebels with a superior quality of soldier.
Furthermore, in the course of the rebellions, much of the population had
been displaced, and loss of registered population meant a drastic decrease
in tax income for the court. Motivated by the need to decrease expendi-
tures and reduce internal threats, and by the uselessness of conscripts on
the frontier, the newly established Eastern Han regime abolished both the
annual training sessions and the local military officials. This did away
with a formal peasant army, and left only a small, professional army sta-
tioned around the capital.

Following the split of the Xiongnu into southern and northern con-
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federacies in 48 A.D., nomads were internally resettled on a large scale.
To supervise these new inhabitants, the Eastern Han government set up
standing army commands in camps at the frontier, one command for
each major nomadic group resettled in China. These standing armies
were manned by professional Han soldiers. The total number of troops in
the camps is not recorded, but scattered citations indicate that they were
in the tens of thousands. These camps remained a permanent feature of
the Han army, and their troops took part in most of the major campaigns
of the second century A.D.

Expeditionary armies were distinct from the standing armies, and drew
their forces primarily from resettled barbarians. Most of the cavalry in
the campaigns of the first century A.D. that destroyed the Xiongnu con-
federacy consisted of nomad soldiers. The Han founder had already em-
ployed tribal soldiers during the civil war. After the reign of Emperor Wu,
these tribes were usually classified as “dependent states” and allowed to
keep their own leaders and customs, under the supervision of a comman-
dant. But the Eastern Han went beyond the policy of “using barbarians
to control barbarians.” Non-Han soldiers also quelled internal rebel-
lions, much as foreign mercenaries did for monarchs in early modern Eu-
rope. The histories record more than fifty cases of the participation of
non-Han soldiers in Chinese armies. Twenty-seven of these list no Han
troops in the forces involved, and six were under the command of tribal
chieftains.

From this evidence it is clear that after the middle of the first cen-
tury A.D. the primary source of mounted warriors was non-Han soldiers.
State-controlled grasslands and stables for rearing military horses, which
the Western Han had maintained since the reign of Emperor Jing in the
second century B.C., were largely abandoned. The warlords of the Three
Kingdoms period (220-280 A.D.) continued to rely on non-Han peoples
to provide their cavalry.

In addition to using non-Han troops in their army, the Han also paid
bounties for the heads of slain enemies. Xianbei chieftains, before sub-
mitting to the Han, received payments for the heads of Xiongnu. In 58 A.D.
they again received payments for crushing a force of invading Wuhuan,
and at that time they formally submitted. They received annual payments
of 270,000,000 cash, and in return they controlled the Wuhuan and
killed Xiongnu. Thus the most common military man in the Eastern Han
was the nomad warrior serving the empire under the command of his
tribal chieftain.
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The Western Regions

Like the north, the Western Regions (now Xinjiang and the eastern re-
gions of what was Soviet Central Asia) were inhabited by nomadic peo-
ples such as the Wusun, as well as city-states that had developed near
water. With the rise of Modun’s northern empire, the Western Regions
became part of the Xiongnu sphere of influence. It was a particularly im-
portant region for the Xiongnu, described in the texts of the period as
their “right arm,” because the sedentary inhabitants of the city-states
that ringed the Tarim Basin provided the nomads with agricultural goods
and the products of urban craftsmen.

When the Han first contemplated attacking the Xiongnu, they sent an
emissary named Zhang Qian with one hundred men to seek out the
Yuezhi people in the Western Regions as potential allies. The Yuezhi had
previously dominated the northern steppes, before being driven west by
the Xiongnu, so the Han hoped to receive support from them against
their old adversaries. The Han party was captured by the Xiongnu, how-
ever, who sent this irate message back to the court: “The Yuezhi lie to the
north of us. How can the Han send envoys there? If we wished to send
envoys to Yue [to the southeast of China], would the Han allow us to do
$02”2 Zhang Qian remained a prisoner for ten years before finally being
allowed to return to China in 126 B.C. with the first detailed information
on the Western Regions (Map 11).

Expansion into Central Asia began with the surrender of a subordinate
Xiongnu king in 120 B.C. The region he controlled lay between the Han
and the Western Regions, so his surrender opened a gateway to the west.
As Zhang Qian noted: “If we use this opportunity to send rich gifts to the
Wusun, persuade them to move east and occupy their former territory,
and send them a princess as a wife, then the Han could conclude an alli-
ance of brotherhood with them. Under the circumstances they would
surely obey us. If we make them obey us, this would cut off the right arm
of the Xiongnu. Once we have established an alliance with the Wusun,
then Daxia [Bactria] and the other countries to the west could all be per-
suaded to come to our court and acknowledge themselves our foreign
vassals.”2* The court approved this proposal, which defined the course of
Han policy in Central Asia.

Some scholars have argued that the Chinese moved into Central Asia
for economic reasons, either to open a market for silk and other goods or
to supplant the Xiongnu in controlling trade routes through Xinjiang.
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But there is no evidence of substantial trade between China and the West-
ern Regions prior to the first century B.C., and the transcontinental trade
route conventionally called the “Silk Road” did not exist when the Han
first sent missions to Central Asia. The initial motive was political—part
of the conflict with the Xiongnu—and trade increased only as a conse-
quence of those first missions.

As for the idea of a “Silk Road,” the term was coined by a German ge-
ographer in the late nineteenth century. Neither the Chinese nor the
Romans, who constituted its two termini, were aware of the existence of
such a route or even of the existence of one another. The Romans knew
only that somewhere the “Seres,” the “silk people,” produced the fabric
that appeared in Roman markets. The Chinese heard vague rumors of a
“Great Qin” empire in the far west, a mythic realm of fantastic plants
and animals. Not only were the supposed parties of trade on the “Silk
Road” ignorant of one another, but no merchant ever traveled the length
of such a route. China’s frontier trade and political gift-giving moved
large amounts of silk into Central Asian markets, where it was sold to
points further west. From Xinjiang it proceeded to the area of modern
Afghanistan and India, then to Persia, and finally to the eastern provinces
of the Roman empire. The transcontinental trade route was a series of re-
gional trade routes that, in steps, transported quantities of silk from
China to Rome. Each participant was conscious of only one or two steps
along the way (Map 12).25

The Han’s first attempt to secure an alliance with the Wusun had
mixed results. While the Wusun king agreed to marry a Han princess, he
also accepted a bride from the Xiongnu and granted ritual priority to the
latter.26 This became common in the Western Regions, where small states
tried to maintain independence by simultaneously offering concessions
and pledges to both great powers. In 108 B.C. and again in 92, the state of
Loulan sent one prince as a hostage to the Han court and one to the
Xiongnu. When the king of Loulan died, the Xiongnu rushed their hos-
tage home and put him on the throne before the news reached China.
This initiated a period of anti-Han policies that lasted until 77 B.c., when
a Han agent arranged the assassination of the pro-Xiongnu ruler.

The Han’s first major military campaign into the region took place in
108 B.C., and it led to agreements with the Wusun and Loulan. In a sec-
ond and more important campaign, Ferghana was conquered in 101 B.C.
The great distance of Ferghana from the capital demonstrated the range
of Han power, and securing the region’s breed of exotic horses was such a
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victory for the Han court that it was celebrated in hymns composed for
performance in the ancestral temple.2” The successful campaign, the lon-
gest and most expensive ever mounted by the Han, led most of the Cen-
tral Asian states to send tribute and hostages to the Han court.

The successful campaign against Turfan in 9o B.C. was significant be-
cause this state was the closest to the Xiongnu and hence a key to their
access to the west. The armies for this expedition were drawn from six
states of the Western Regions, indicating the degree of influence the Han
had attained by that time. After a brief Xiongnu resurgence in the area,
another major Han victory in 71 B.C. led to the eclipse of Xiongnu power
in Turfan.

These military successes culminated in the establishment of the office
of the protector-general of the Western Regions in 60 B.c. Located near
the earlier base of the Xiongnu chief in the Western Regions, this office
was the Han military and political headquarters. The Han also set up ag-
ricultural colonies and extended the frontier network of walls and watch-
towers into Central Asia. Two garrisons at Dunhuang and Juyan pro-
duced numerous wooden strips with Han administrative records, which
have been discovered in the twentieth century and which provide details
of Han life there.

Central Asia’s ties to the Han rose and fell. At the end of the West-
ern Han the Chinese pulled out of the Western Regions, and the north-
ern Xiongnu re-established their dominance. After 91 A.D. Chinese
authority recovered, through the success of the protector-general Ban
Chao (brother of the historian and poet Ban Gu) and his son Ban Yong
(Map 13).

Discussions of China’s relations to the outer world have traditionally
focused on the so-called tribute system, in which foreign states sent dis-
tinctive native products as gifts to the emperor in token of their submis-
sion. Whatever its role in later dynasties, tribute certainly did not consti-
tute a formal system under the early empires, as recent scholarship has
shown. Tribute was presented by alien states under some circumstances,
but the practice remained improvised and inchoate. The notion of tribute
(gong) was not limited to foreign relations: even candidates for office sent
to the court were considered “tribute,” as were some taxes.?8

Nevertheless, the submission of the southern Xiongnu entailed pre-
senting gifts to the emperor, and the giving of gifts became a fundamental
element in the relation of the Western Regions to the Han court, as de-
scribed in the History of the Later Han (Hou Han shu): “Overawed by
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our military strength and attracted by our wealth, all the rulers presented
exotic local products as tribute and their beloved sons as hostages. They
bared their heads and kneeled down toward the east to pay homage to
the Son of Heaven. Then the office of the Wuji Colonel was established to
take care of their affairs and the command of the protector-general estab-
lished to exercise authority. Those who submitted from the beginning re-
ceived money and official seals as imperial gifts, but those who surren-
dered later were taken to the capital to receive punishment.”2

Just as in earlier accounts each region of China had sent its typical
products to the ruler as a symbol of the region as a whole, so the crucial
feature of foreign tribute was that it should be distinctive of the area from
which it came. In exchange for such exotic items, the Chinese ruler sent
gifts of precious metals or silk to the foreign rulers, in addition to bestow-
ing Chinese titles upon them. In these exchanges the value of what the
Chinese gave was greater than what they received, an imbalance intended
to demonstrate the superiority of the Chinese in the relationship. For
many Central Asian states, however, tribute-bearing missions were sim-
ply pretexts for trade. In the late first century B.C. the state of Kashmir, in
a particularly blatant example, did not even formally submit to China
but nevertheless sent envoys bearing tribute. An official pointed out that
these envoys were not officials from Kashmir but ordinary merchants
coming to trade.3°

Surrendered Xiongnu kings and the rulers of Central Asian states were
routinely granted titles by the Han emperor, along with an official seal of
office and other credentials. This honor underscored their status as sub-
ordinates of the Chinese ruler. Generally the ruler of a tributary state was
designated a marquis, and his major followers received titles as chancel-
lors, generals, or colonels. Recognition from the Chinese empire acquired
great prestige among the peoples of Central Asia. When a man named Li
Guang conquered Kucha in 383 A.D., many states from the region came
to submit to him. To indicate their loyalty to China, they showed him
seals that they had received from the Han court and preserved for two
centuries after the fall of the dynasty.3!

These titles were not empty honorifics or signs of submission. They en-
tailed the performance of administrative functions that were technically
under the supervision of the protector-general. In one case several Wusun
officials received Han titles sometime between 48—46 B.C. A few decades
later when the Wusun king was assassinated, these officials were judged
to have been negligent in their duties and were stripped of their seals and
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credentials. Similarly in 153 A.D. a Chinese officer transferred to another
local ruler the seals and credentials of a vassal king in the Turfan area
who had failed to preserve order.

The Qiang and the Wuhuan

One western people deserving special note is the Qiang, because their up-
risings in the first half of the second century A.D. were a major cause of
the Han’s decline. People with this name figured in the Shang oracle in-
scriptions, and they were spread across much of the west from mod-
ern Gansu south to Yunnan. The graph for their name indicates a sheep,
and they are described as herdsmen of oxen, horses, sheep, donkeys,
and camels. From at least the early Warring States period they had also
adopted agriculture, so that records refer to their farmlands and the
quantities of wheat they produced.

While the Qiang were in contact with the Xiongnu and in the early pe-
riod allied with them against the Han, they never formed a larger state or
federation. The Chinese defined the Qiang by this tendency to break up
into numerous mutually hostile tribes: “They did not establish the ruler-
subject relationship, nor use the authority of elders to stay unified. When
someone grew strong then he would split his group and be their chief, but
when he declined he would become the follower of another.” As de-
scribed by the Chinese general Zhao Chongguo in 63 B.C.: “The reason
why it is easy to control the Qiang is that as soon as there are influen-
tial men they attack each other, so naturally they cannot unite.”3? Ironi-
cally, this tendency toward repeated division made it impossible to defeat
them using the methods that had worked against the Xiongnu. If a Qiang
chieftain was beaten, the effects of defeat spread no further than his own
tribe, but if he achieved success, then his forces swelled into a major in-
surrection. Peace agreements were also limited in range.

The Qiang resettled inside Han China as early as the second century
B.C., sometimes with Han permission, sometimes without. During the
civil war against Wang Mang and the early decades of the Eastern Han,
many Qiang moved into the Han northwest. When Guangwu, the founder
of the Eastern Han, reoccupied Gansu, he found the Qiang controlling
large areas. The Han government sought to deal with this problem by
dispersing the Qiang into the interior, even resettling them near the old
capital Chang’an in 35 and 50 A.D. This only intensified the Qiang rebel-
lions and led to proposals to abandon the counties around the former
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capital. So large was the resettlement and so rapid Qiang population
growth that by the fourth century A.D. approximately half the population
of the Guanzhong region was non-Chinese.**

This intermingling of the Qiang and the Han in western China pro-
vided numerous occasions for conflict. In 33 B.C. a memorial pointed out
that “recently the Western Qiang have guarded our frontier, and thus
come into regular contact with Han people. Minor officials and greedy
commoners have robbed the Qiang of cattle, women, and children. This
has provoked the Qiang’s hatred, so they have risen in rebellion for gen-
eration after generation.” Sixty years later nothing had changed: “Now
in every part of Liangzhou [Gansu] there are surrendered Qiang who still
wear their hair unbound and button their lapels on the left [non-Chinese
customs]| but live mixed with the Chinese. Since their customs are differ-
ent and languages unintelligible, they are frequently robbed by minor of-
ficials and scheming people. Thoroughly enraged and yet helpless, they
rebel. All barbarian disturbances are due to this.”?* Most officials at
court believed that the root of the problem with the Qiang lay in the mis-
conduct of local officials in league with powerful commoners.

To quell these uprisings, the Han government instituted the office of
“Inspecting Commandant who Protects the Qiang” in 111 B.C. He was to
assist the Qiang living within Han borders, to investigate their com-
plaints, and to maintain a staff of translators to handle communication
with Qiang beyond the frontiers. He was responsible for organizing agri-
cultural colonies to provision garrisons that could thus handle local re-
bellions without assistance from the central armies. These local garrisons
proved largely ineffective when the rebellions actually occurred, and as-
sistance from the imperial armies often did not come.3¢

The Han practice of incorporating non-Chinese peoples as dependent
states, as a preliminary to recruiting their warriors as allied forces for the
army, dates back to the beginning of the dynasty.3” The earliest Qiang de-
pendent state was established in 6o B.c., and by the time of the East-
ern Han there were Qiang dependent states in the Ordos, Gansu, and
Sichuan, along with dependent states of the Xiongnu and several other
Central Asian states. In theory, members of a dependent state continued
to live according to their own customs and under their traditional rulers.
Han administrators were not supposed to control them but to secure obe-
dience to special dictates imposed by the Han court.

To become “inner” subjects of Han China, surrendered barbarians had
to render service to the Han government as laborers or soldiers. The
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Qiang figure prominently in Eastern Han campaigns against nomads on
the frontier, providing the “ears and eyes” of the government on the bor-
der. They may also have paid some taxes. Surrendered Qiang chieftains,
if they were powerful enough, brought tribute to the Han court and paid
homage to the ruler. Minor chieftains of small tribes were left in peace.
Those who did attend the court could receive titles and seals in the same
manner as the rulers of the Western Regions.>*

This policy of loose control and minimal service was often ignored. In-
specting commandants routinely exacted money and service from the
Qiang to enrich themselves. When Zhang Huan was appointed to the
post in A.D. 55, he discovered that his eight predecessors had all exploited
the Qiang for personal gain.? His refusal to accept horses and gold of-
fered by Qiang chieftains is cited as a demonstration of integrity, but this
shows that high officials sent out by the court were usually as savage in
their extortion as the dishonest local officials criticized in the memorials.

The nature of the commandant’s office changed as increasing resettle-
ment forced the creation of more dependent states. In A.D. 94 more than
half a million Qiang submitted as “inner” subjects, and in 107 and 108
several tens of thousands submitted. As these people could not be incor-
porated under Han administration, they formed dependent states under
the supervision of newly established commandants. Whenever local or-
der broke down, the powers of the office of inspecting commandant were
extended. Established as a military office charged with mobilizing allies
for military service, it was gradually given administrative powers equiva-
lent to those of the head of a commandery. In the areas under their con-
trol the inspecting commandants governed not only surrendered barbari-
ans but also frontier Chinese. Thus, internal resettlement of non-Chinese
eventually led to the militarization of local society and administration on
the frontier.*

In addition to the Qiang and the Xiongnu, the peoples most commonly
placed under military supervision as dependent states were the Wuhuan,
who along with the Xianbei were called “eastern barbarians.” These no-
madic peoples, dwelling largely in what is now Inner Mongolia, had been
defeated by Modun and incorporated into the Xiongnu state. As subordi-
nate states, they provided regular payments of furs, horses, and livestock,
along with troops for Xiongnu wars against the Han.

This situation was transformed in 119 B.C. when a Han victory pushed
the chanyu’s court out of Inner Mongolia, allowing the Wuhuan a degree
of independence. The Han resettled them in commanderies beyond the
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great wall in the northeast, where they were placed under the supervision
of an “Inspecting Commandant who Protects the Wuhuan,” with head-
quarters near modern Beijing. However, throughout the Western Han the
Xiongnu continued to compel payments from many Wuhuan, who still
raided the Han.

The relations between the Han and the Wuhuan changed again in 49
A.D. when the Han emperor persuaded the leading Wuhuan chieftains to
submit. Almost a thousand chiefs came to the Han court to pay homage
and offer tribute in slaves, horses, oxen, bows, and furs. The emperor re-
ciprocated with a great banquet and precious gifts. Later in the year the
chieftains requested to become “inner” subjects, and eighty-one of them
received titles as marquises. Kin of the leading chiefs were kept as hos-
tages.*!

The Wuhuan resettled inside the Han frontier, which they guarded in
exchange for regular payments of food and clothing. They also received
bounties for the heads of slain enemies. Although the exact number is un-
certain, as many as three million Wuhuan may have lived inside the Han
frontiers by the late second century. Following this resettlement, the of-
fice of the inspecting commandant was re-established, this time with its
headquarters at Ningcheng. Wall paintings in the tomb of one Inspecting
Commandant depict the city’s walls, administrative offices, military in-
stallations, and markets. These paintings contain valuable information
about the lives of the Wuhuan, showing their clothing and shaved heads,
as well as the goods they bought and sold in the market. Another wall
painting depicts a nomad’s tent, an exotic structure soon to become fash-
ionable among the Han elite.*2

Dependent states of the Wuhuan not only fought the Xiongnu and then
the Xianbei, who had united the northern nomads against the Han after
the Xiongnu’s defeat, but also suppressed rebellions inside China proper
and in the far south.*> Moreover, trade in the market at Ningcheng made
the region where the Wuhuan resided one of the wealthiest in China at
the end of the second century. The cooperation between the Wuhuan and
Han officials became so close that in 187 A.D. two Han officials led the
nomads in a rebellion against the court.

In 184 A.D., when the Yellow Turbans rebelled against the Han in
Shangdong and the northeast, more than one million Chinese fled to the
region around Ningcheng. Again in A.D. 205, when the warlord Cao
Cao’s armies, which included large numbers of Wuhuan cavalry, in-
vaded the northern commanderies, more than 100,000 Chinese house-
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holds sought protection with the Wuhuan.** Such widespread trust in the
Wuhuan, and a preference for their protection to that of a Chinese war-
lord, indicates the degree to which nomadic dependent states had become
a constitutive element of China by the end of the Han.

Sedentary Neighbors and the Cult of Exotics

To its northeast, southeast, and southwest, China was ringed by seden-
tary peoples rather than nomads. These regions were of little political or
economic importance to the Han, since they posed no military threat and
their territories were difficult to reach. Also, the damp southern climate
encouraged diseases fatal to northerners. Later the peoples in these areas
would adopt many aspects of Chinese life, including bureaucratic admin-
istration and script, so that by the seventh century A.p. China was sur-
rounded by lesser replicas of itself. But with the exception of Korea, this
acculturation had scarcely begun during the Han.

In what is now North Korea, a combination of trade and settlement in-
troduced a local Chinese administration in the late second century B.c.
But by the first century A.D. Korean peoples had begun to form their own
states, particularly Koguryo, and in A.D. 106 the Han administration was
temporarily expelled. Although the Chinese continued to rule parts of
Korea until the end of the Han and beyond, this region had no lasting fu-
ture as part of China (Map 14).

In the far south (modern Guangdong, Guangxi, and northern Viet-
nam) and southeast (modern Fujian), the Qin and then the Han set up
commanderies that were little more than military garrisons. They also
granted titles and seals to favored local chieftains, who made nominal
submission to the Han court and sent tribute in the form of exotic goods.
Chinese settlements in these areas ranged from sparse to nonexistent, and
the Han records contain little more than narratives of the loyalty or re-
bellion of some local chiefs.

Han incursions into the southwest (modern Yunnan and Guizhou)
were similar, combining brief military interventions with attempts to win
over local chiefs through the gift of titles. Some people at the Han court
became interested in the region because of reports of possible trade
through the southwest to more distant lands. In 135 B.C. a courtier pro-
posed an exploratory mission to seek out trade routes between the south-
western state of Yelang and the far southern region of Nan Yue. At about
the same time, the celebrated poet Sima Xiangru, a westerner from
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Sichuan, tried to establish contacts between southwestern Sichuan and
what are now Myanmar and India. A couple of decades later Zhang
Qian, the captured emissary who had first explored Central Asia for the
Han court, reported observing Chinese goods in Bactria that had passed
from Sichuan through the southwest. However, all such trade routes
proved too difficult to be of regular use. Although a few commanderies
were established and the kings of Yelang and Dian were granted titles,
Chinese contacts with the region remained episodic and superficial.
While these states were of little military or political interest, the Han
were fascinated with rare goods from these regions as well as from the
northern and Western Regions. The Han obsession with rare objects
from distant places originated in the idea that the ruler’s power was mea-
sured by his ability to attract people and their products to his court. The
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greater the distance from which people came, and the more exotic the
product, the more potent was the ruler.

The most elaborate depictions of this theme are in the writings of
Sima Xiangru, particularly his poem “Rhapsody on the Imperial Hunting
Park,” which mingles animals presented by northern nomads and peo-
ples of Central Asia with creatures of fantasy and myth:

The sun rises from its eastern ponds

And sets among the slopes of the west;

In the southern part of the park,

Where grasses grow in the dead of winter
And the waters leap, unbound by ice,

Live zebras, yaks, tapirs, and black oxen,
Water buffalo, elk, antelope,

“Red-crowns” and “round-heads,”
Aurochs, elephants, and rhinoceroses.

In the north, where in the midst of summer
The ground is cracked and blotched with ice
And one may walk the frozen streams or wade the rivulets,
Roam unicorns and boars,

Wild asses and camels,

Onagers and mares,

Swift stallions, donkeys, and mules.*6

In the late first century A.D. Wang Chong wrote two essays denouncing
the tendency to celebrate the ancient Zhou as the greatest dynasty, while
criticizing the Han. He pointed out that the Han dynasty had received ex-
otic tribute from distant lands of which the Zhou were not even aware.
According to Wang Chong, the prestige and influence demonstrated by
obtaining such rare objects demonstrated the superiority of the Han to all
earlier dynasties.*

The prestige of the exotic also figured in religion. Points of contact be-
tween men and spirits lay at the edges of the earth, either vertically on
mountain peaks or horizontally on floating islands in the east or moun-
tain ranges in the west. These realms of immortals and spirits contained
the same extraordinary animals and plants that appeared in the human
world as omens or tribute. Accounts of the immortal court of the Queen
Mother of the West emphasize the trees of jade and other precious stones,
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as well as the unusual animals that filled her court. These nine-tailed
foxes, rabbits grinding elixirs of immortality, dancing frogs, and bird
messengers are also depicted in Han tomb art, both in wall carvings and
in bronze “money trees.”

From its origins in political and religious life, the cult of exotics spread
to the Han elite and even to commoners. By the Eastern Han, foreign ob-
jects fascinated Chinese at every level of society. At the end of the first
century A.D. the historian Ban Gu wrote to his kinsman Ban Chao, con-
queror of Central Asia, describing the fabulous prices paid in the capital
for Central Asian carpets and horses. In the middle of the second cen-
tury A.D. Emperor Ling spent his leisure time in a nomad’s tent that he
had erected in his palace. He was also fond of barbarian clothing, food,
music, and dances.*® Private individuals copied this practice.

The white face powder (called “barbarian powder”) that became a
common form of makeup in Han China and later in Japan was adopted
from non-Chinese peoples. Musical instruments, such as the pipa, came
from Central Asia, and new varieties of fruits and dairy products were in-
troduced into the Chinese diet from the west and the north. Finally, at the
very end of the Han, the Buddhist religion moved into China both from
Central Asia and overseas through the southeast. At first associated with
the Queen Mother of the West as a saving divinity from the western edge
of the world, the Buddha and his teaching became the most influential
foreign exotic brought into China during the first centuries of our era.



/

KINSHIP

THE BREAKUP of extended families began with the destruction of the
Zhou nobility by the Warring States, which tried to maximize the number
of households providing taxes and adult male service. Qin in particular
used tax policies to encourage the division of households and the estab-
lishment of the nuclear family as the basic social unit. The most common
size for such households was five or six people. Early Han rulers contin-
ued this policy, and the small, nuclear family became the basic unit of res-
idence and labor in Western Han society.

This policy was modified under the Eastern Han, when classicist the-
ory and the cult of filial piety seriously influenced the court. The gov-
ernment acknowledged an ideal of multiple generations living together,
though in practice this meant that families of brothers lived near one an-
other (not in the same household) and perhaps were buried in a lineage
graveyard. It produced a more integrated residential pattern without al-
tering the nuclear family as the basic household unit. The great families
stressed the importance of lineage in order to maintain alliances across
numerous households, but the residential kin groups of the period con-
sisted of husband and wife, children, and occasionally an elderly parent
living in a household, with extended family living nearby in the case of
great families.

Throughout early imperial China, kinship was marked by tension be-
tween the individual household and the patriline. This stemmed from a
fundamental contradiction in the principles that defined these two do-
mains. The lineage or patriline, as described in the ritual classics and laid
out in ancestral temples, was defined by transmission from father to son
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to son across the generations. It was a world of men that women entered
only as adjuncts to their husbands. The household, in contrast, was de-
fined primarily by the relationship of husband to wife, and secondarily by
that of parents to children. It was a realm in which women wielded great
influence as wives and even greater power as mothers.

The lineage was the textually sanctioned unit advocated by literati who
took an interest in kin structures, but the household was the unit in
which people actually lived and established kin ties. The contradictions
between these two models affected every aspect of the Chinese fam-
ily, and extended outward into the spheres of economics, politics, and
religion.

Gender in the Lineage and Household

From the perspective of the classical texts, a household represented just
one bead in a long string of ancestors traced back from senior male to se-
nior male until reaching an original male ancestor. This lineage was de-
fined by the relations of father to son and brother to brother. Women
were outsiders, necessary for reproduction but otherwise aliens within
the husband’s family. After marriage, a wife retained her natal surname
and maintained links with her birth family, which were crucial for secur-
ing political alliances. But despite these natal ties, women were aliens in
their birth homes as well. A daughter was not a permanent member of
her father’s household; she married out and lived with her husband’s fam-
ily. Even unmarried daughters who stayed at home generally did not in-
herit a share of the family land.!

This textual definition of a woman’s place in the patriline did not guide
everyday practice, however. Inside the household, women held consider-
able power, which flowed primarily from a mother’s influence over her
sons. In early imperial China the authority of age usually took precedence
over the authority of gender, and filial obedience to both parents—his
mother as well as his father—was a son’s highest obligation. Although a
woman, according to the celebrated “three forms of obedience,” should al-
ways be subject to the men in her family, in actual Han households women
commanded their sons, who were obliged to respect and obey them.?2

A key demonstration of the authority of women can be found in the
only surviving Han will, dating to 5 A.D. The will is written in the name
of a widowed mother, who calls upon local officials as witnesses to vali-
date it. She lists the members of the household and their relations, then
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dictates how the fields are to be distributed among her sons, and under
what conditions the lands are to be held. The participation of officials as
witnesses shows that the state regarded the widowed mother’s authority
over the disposition of the family’s land as normal and proper. A similar
case is recorded in a stone inscription erected in 178 A.D. that recounts
how a widow surnamed Xu dictated the distribution of family land.? In
both cases, the supposed obligations of widows to obey their sons, as de-
fined by ritual, had little impact on actual practice.

The will also reveals some of the difficulties introduced when a widow
remarried, for the treatment of each son depended on the relation of their
respective fathers to the widow allocating the inheritance. In this case,
the threat was mitigated by the fact that the woman remained in the
household of her first husband. Her subsequent husbands lived with her
family, rather than the other way around. Consequently, the well-being
of the first husband’s patriline—her highest concern according to the rit-
ual texts—was not challenged. Just as the status of the sons depended on
that of their father, so children of a second or third wife were always sub-
ordinate to those of the first.

Evidence of the mother’s power also figures in Han poetry. “The Pea-
cock Flies Southeast,” written from the point of view of an oppressed
daughter-in-law, narrates how her husband is controlled by his mother,
who ultimately forces him to divorce his wife. Another poem concludes
with a statement about an ideal woman: “When such a stalwart woman
controls the house, she even surpasses a man.” A further indication of the
power of women over their husbands is indicated in the “Song of the Or-
phan,” which describes a child forced to toil as a peddler after his uncle
took over his upbringing upon the death of his parents. Brotherly devo-
tion to the child’s dead father should have led to the proper treatment of
a nephew, but the sister-in-law used her influence to undermine it.*

A more serious problem than the sister-in-law was the stepmother, who
came into the household when a man remarried after the death of his first
wife. That a second or third wife would persecute the children of her hus-
band’s first marriage in order to advance her own biological children was
so common that it was treated as a structural feature of the Chinese
household. Anxiety over the problem of stepmothers and the care of chil-
dren whose mother had died figured prominently in early Han stories and
in Han art. Tales such as those of Min Sun and Jiang Zhangxun feature
classic evil stepmothers. In the former, the stepmother persecutes the son
of the first marriage until the father discovers her cruelty. In the latter, the
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mother attempts to kill the son after his father has died, until repeated
failures convince her that Heaven is protecting the child.’

Given women’s supposed tendency to favor their own children, the ex-
emplary woman is one who protects the offspring of the first wife even at
the expense of her own child. This not only preserves the lineage hierar-
chy, in which the first wife’s offspring is senior, but more importantly sig-
nals a willingness to abandon her own interests, as embodied in her off-
spring. Thus when the two sons of the “righteous stepmother of Qi”
were found next to a murdered corpse, each confessed to protect the
other. Unable to judge, the officials asked the stepmother to select the
guilty party: Weeping, she replied, “Kill the younger.” An official asked,
“The youngest son is the one people most love, yet now you desire to kill
him. Why?” The mother replied:

The younger one is my child; the elder is the son of the previous wife.
When their father was ill and on the point of death he charged me,
“Raise him [the elder] well and look after him.” I said, “I will.”
Now having received a trust from him and agreed to it by saying, “I
will,” how could I forget that trust and be faithless to the promise?
Moreover, to kill the elder and preserve the younger would be to
abandon a public duty for the sake of a private love. To turn my
back on my words and forget good faith would be to cheat the dead
man. If I disregard my words, forget my pledge, and having already
accepted [an obligation] then not keep faith, how can I live among
men?®

The king pardoned both sons out of respect for the woman’s devotion
to duty, but this happy resolution does not soften the story’s harsh les-
son. Celebrating a woman for choosing to kill her own child in order to
protect her husband’s patriline, as indicated here in the appeal to the con-

)

tradiction between “public duty” and “private love,” offers a chilling
demonstration of the moral convolutions entailed in defining kin ties ex-
clusively through male transmission.

So great was the suspicion of women that certain anecdotes celebrated
choosing a brother’s lineage over a husband’s, simply because this en-
tailed the woman’s rejection of her own affections and interests. Thus,
when the virtuous aunt of Lu abandoned her own son to rescue her
brother’s, she once again justified the action in terms of rejecting “private

love” in the name of “public duty.” Similarly, a woman in Liang tried to
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rescue her elder brother’s son from a burning house, but accidentally
picked up her own son. By the time she had discovered her mistake, the
flames were too advanced for her to return and rescue her nephew. When
her companions tried to stop her from leaping back into the flames,
she exclaimed: “Bearing the name of unrighteousness, what face can I
have to meet my brothers and the men of the capital? I want to throw
my son back into the fire, but this would disregard a mother’s kindness.
In this situation I can no longer live.” She then dashed into the flames
and perished.”

A correlate of the threat posed by the stepmother or sister-in-law was
the danger that a widowed mother might herself remarry. This issue was
already engraved by the First Emperor on a stone atop Mount Guiji: “A
woman who has a child, if she remarries, betrays the dead and is un-
chaste.”8 The issue of remarriage was of great importance in the Han, for
any patriline could face loss or extinction if a widow remarried and
transferred her loyalties to the new family. Understandably, the natal
families of widows often encouraged them to remarry, in order to estab-
lish new alliances, and women themselves doubtless chose in some cases
to wed again. In such an event, she would be pushed by her new family to
favor her new husband’s sons over her sons from the previous marriage.

To avoid these difficulties, some texts argued that a woman should not
remarry at all: “Good faith is the virtue of a wife. Once having been
united with her husband she will not change for her entire life. Thus, if
the husband dies she will not remarry.”® The classic embodiment of this
idea was the widow Gao Xing (“Lofty Conduct”) of Liang. Celebrated
for her beauty, she was widowed young and refused to remarry. The king
of Liang sent a minister with betrothal gifts to take her as his wife. She
replied:

“I have heard that the duty of a wife is that once she has gone out to
marry she will not change. Thereby she keeps intact the moral integ-
rity of chastity and good faith. To forget the dead and run after the
living is unfaithful. Perceiving honor [the king] to forget the humble
[her first husband] is unchaste. One who abandons duty and follows
profit loses all means of being human.” She took a mirror and knife
and cut off her nose. She said, “I have become a mutilated person. I
did not commit suicide because I could not bear for the children to
be orphaned again. The king’s seeking me was for my beauty, but
now as this mutilated remnant I can probably escape.”!?
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This gruesome story is not an invention—the histories record cases where
widows cut off ears, fingers, or nose to avoid remarriage (Fig. 13). Some
opted for suicide.

Kin structure, as depicted in these stories and in Han art, is the patri-
line formed by fathers and sons. The nuclear family—the dominant form
of Han households—is fundamentally unsafe for the patriline because it
incorporates women from outside. Relations with wives, in-laws, moth-
ers, and stepmothers all threaten the sole reliable tie, that between father
and son. Loyal to her natal family, to a future second husband, and to her
biological children, a wife menaces both her spouse and his offspring.
This is especially true of stepmothers, but all women are threats, even a
mother, if she remarries after the death of her husband, or has too much
influence over the behavior of her sons. The intensity of this suspicion of
women is shown by the extraordinary acts of self-negation to which they
are called in order to demonstrate their loyalty to a patriline. For male
members of a patriline, physical mutilation and suicide were among the
highest crimes, threats not only to the self but to the lineage. That women
could have been celebrated for such actions shows their marginal posi-
tion in classicist thinking.!!

The wife in these stories stands in the same relation to the patriline as a
household servant. An outsider tied to the kin group through the ex-
change of loyalty for employment or recognition, she is linked to the lin-
eage in the same manner that assassins and ministers were tied to their
lord in the Warring States period. It is no coincidence that the extreme
acts by which the women in these stories prove themselves are the same
self-negating acts by which exemplary assassins and loyal ministers of the
Warring States proved their devotion to their lords.!2

Fathers do not appear in these stories, and their responsibility to moth-
erless orphans is never called a “public duty.” Fathers needed no such
parables on proper behavior because they were both the constituents of
the patriline and its beneficiaries. The private love of men for their sons
(and concern for their material self-interest) coincided with their public
duty. For women, on the other hand, love and duty were sometimes anti-
thetical, and the former might have to be sacrificed to the latter. To the
extent that the Han kin system followed the teachings of the classics, it
forced women into the position of outsider, condemned them as morally
deficient for being in that position, and then offered them the possibility
of redemption through renouncing their emotions, abandoning their in-



Fig. 13 The virtuous woman of Liang holding a mirror and knife to cut off her

nose, as the ruler’s messenger arrives.



162 THE EARLY CHINESE EMPIRES: QIN AND HAN

terests, and if necessary committing self-mutilation, infanticide, or sui-
cide.t?

In practice, women successfully subverted these teachings at every turn.
The most detailed evidence for the ability of women to pursue their own
interests comes from accounts of the political power of imperial affines
(relations by marriage). Just as mothers dominated private households,
so dowager empresses wielded great authority during the Qin and Han
empires. The First Emperor’s mother was a powerful presence at court
during his youth. The Han founder’s widow also dominated the court
and filled it with her kin. And Emperor Wu’s mother controlled the early
years of his reign. Starting with its fourth emperor, the Eastern Han was
ruled by a succession of boys whose courts were guided by their mothers
and her kin, or by the eunuchs who shared inner chambers with the im-
perial women. In many cases, imperial wives or concubines controlled
their adult husbands as well. Particularly notable is the case of Emperor
Cheng (r. 33—7 B.C.), whose reign was dominated by his inability to pro-
duce a male heir but who, according to the histories, killed two such heirs
because they threatened the position of his favorite wife.!4

Domination by dowager empresses or wives was made possible by the
shift of authority from the official bureaucracy to the emperor’s private
chambers. With increasing concentration of power in the person of the
emperor, the conduct of government business was moved from the outer
offices and court assemblies into this “inner court.” Policy decisions,
with their decrees and proclamations, came to be handled by those gath-
ered around the emperor. At first, these were the private secretaries who
made up the secretariat. In time, even greater influence was wielded by
eunuchs who looked after the emperor’s bodily needs, or by the women
of his harem and their kin. While none of these people had formal power,
they controlled the conduct of business through immediate access to the
person of the ruler.’’ This pattern was repeated in the centuries following
the Han, in which the secretariat became the officially recognized center
of power, only to be supplanted by newly emergent offices in even closer
physical proximity to the emperor.

Gender and the Spatial Structuring of Power

From earliest times, Chinese political power was articulated in terms of
the authority of the inner over the outer. Temples, palaces, and houses in
early China and throughout its history were walled on the outside, and
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the first buildings encountered after entering the gate were the more pub-
lic ones where men conducted their business. Here “insiders,” that is,
members of a family or the ruler and his household, would receive people
from the outside. As a visitor moved toward the back, buildings became
more “inner” and private, and access to them became more restricted. In
a residential compound, these buildings would be the private chambers
of the men and women of the house. In an imperial palace, these build-
ings would be the emperor’s living quarters, which in the Han dynasty
became the locus of the inner court.'6

The earliest known expression of this pattern is the Western Zhou tem-
ple/palace compound at Fengchu in Shaanxi province.!” The entry gate in
the south-facing wall led into a front courtyard, along the north side of
which was the front hall. Behind this hall were two smaller courtyards di-
vided by a corridor that led to the back hall where the temple was lo-
cated. Rows of side chambers lined the east and west walls. Thus, a single
central axis through the gate, across the courtyard, up into the front hall,
down through a corridor between the two rear courtyards, and finally to
the back hall moved the ritual procession inward toward the temple at
the rear of the complex.

The temple itself was arranged with the tablets of the most recent an-
cestors nearest the front, and with the shrine dedicated to the founding
ancestor at the very back. Consequently this inward movement marked a
movement backward in time as well, from the present day through the se-
quence of ancestors, to the origins of the ruling house. Since the authority
of the Zhou kings was based on their access to the spirit power of potent
ancestors, this movement inward toward the ancestors was also a move-
ment to both the origin and center of the dynasty’s power.!8

The structural principles of this early Zhou temple complex provided
the template for later Chinese palaces and dwellings, at least among the
elite. Passages in the Records of Ritual, the Transmissions of Master
Zuo (Zuo zhuan), and other Warring States texts describe dwelling com-
pounds formed along a similar horizontal axis moving from an outer gate
to private chambers, through alternating buildings and courtyards. While
no examples of Han houses survive, models of individual buildings have
been found in tombs, and images of walled compounds composed of al-
ternating courtyards and buildings appear on several tomb walls.!®

The significance of such a structure is suggested in a story in the
Analects (Lun yu) telling of Confucius’ encounter with his son in the fam-
ily home:
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Chen Kang asked Bo Yu [Confucius’ eldest son], “Have you learned
anything different [from what we have]?” Bo Yu replied, “Not yet.
Once he [Confucius]| was standing alone, and as I hastened respect-
fully past the courtyard he said, ‘Have you studied the Odes?’ I re-
plied, ‘Not yet.” He said, ‘If you do not study the Odes, you will be
unable to properly speak.” So I withdrew and studied the Odes. On
another day when he was standing alone, I hastened respectfully
past the courtyard and he said, ‘Have you studied the Rites?’ I re-
plied, ‘Not yet.” He said, ‘If you do not study the Rites, you will be
unable to properly stand.” So I withdrew and studied the Rites. I
have learned these two things from him.” Chen Kang withdrew and
happily said, “Having asked one thing, I have learned three. I have
learned about the Odes and the Rites, and I have also learned how
the true gentleman keeps his son at a distance.”20

Confucius as the ideal father stands in majesty overlooking the court-
yard, like the ruler at a court assembly. His son respectfully scurries along
the side corridors, speaking only when addressed. As Chen Kang notes,
the lesson on the proper relations of father and son is clear, and it is
mapped out in the placement and movement of people through the dwell-
ing compound.

During the Warring States and early imperial periods, political power
was walled off and rendered invisible, or visible only in the walls and
towers that were its outer manifestation. This was true particularly of
rulers, who for security and the cultivation of an aura of spiritual power
were hidden from the outside world. In the case of the First Emperor, this
tendency toward withdrawal and invisibility was treated as a sign of des-
potism and megalomania. But by the Western Han, the characterization
of imperial power as hidden or “forbidden” to ordinary people was rou-
tine and built into the spatial organization of the empire. Power was hid-
den behind not one wall but a whole series: those of the city, the palace
district, the palace itself, the court, and finally the inner chambers. Pas-
sage through each wall was controlled, and each movement closer to the
center was reserved for a smaller number of people. Power and prestige
were marked by the ability to move ever inward into the holy of holies
that was the imperial presence.

At the same time, gender in China was becoming spatially structured
according to a logic of outer and inner. However, it was the theoretically
powerless women who occupied the inner spaces, while men were as-
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signed to the outer public realm.?! Thus, the Chinese world was marked
by a contradictory set of equations in which power was located in the
hidden depths of the interior, women were also located in the interior, but
women were to be excluded from power. The institutional expression of
this contradiction was that as power flowed inward toward the hidden
emperor, it flowed away from male officials in the outer public realm and
into the hands of women, their kin, and the eunuchs who shared their
physical space. This reality, which represented a radical disjunction be-
tween the formal institutions of power and its actual locations, always
came as a shock and a scandal, despite its regular recurrence.

This spatial ordering of political authority linked power with interi-
ority, secrecy, and origins. Since women occupied the deepest interior and
the place of greatest secrecy, and since they were the physical origins of
male heirs, their place within the structure of the Chinese household rep-
resented both a restriction and a source of power. It was a hidden power,
however, kept secret rather than acknowledged. Whenever knowledge of
this hidden power seeped out into the public realm, it was greeted with
outrage.

Children in Early Imperial Life

The Han dynasty was the first period in which childhood became a topic
of conscious literary reflection.?? Several Western Han authors—]Jia Yi,
Dong Zhongshu, and Liu Xiang—wrote about “fetal instruction” as a
means of influencing the moral development of the child at the earliest
possible opportunity. This idea, first articulated in the Warring States text
Words of the States (Guo yu) and elaborated by Jia Yi as a means of as-
suring the development of the imperial heir, stipulated that the mother
should be guided by proper ritual in what she saw, ate, heard, said, and
did while pregnant. If she was “stimulated” by good things, then the
child would be good; if by bad things, then bad. This emphasis on the de-
cisive importance of origins probably grew out of the argument in the
Canon of Change (Yi jing) and in military texts that a process could best
be determined at the moment of its inception. Although it is unclear how
widespread the practice of fetal education might have been, a manual on
its techniques found in a Mawangdui tomb dated 168 B.c. indicates that
at least the elite attempted to employ it.

During the Eastern Han, theories about child development and the
ability of education to alter inborn endowments spread widely. At a time
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when a classicist education was the approved avenue to office and when
powerful families dominated court appointments through control of rec-
ommendations, scholars debated the relative importance of heredity, early
experience, and book learning in forming character. Biographies of lead-
ing officials and scholars routinely included long discussions of child-
hood actions or experiences that presaged or led to later eminence.??
Great emphasis was placed on literary prodigies who could recite and
discourse on the classics in their early teens or even younger—Zhang
Ba is described as understanding the principles of yielding and filial piety
at the age of two, and Zhou Xie displayed such virtues at three months
(Fig. 14). These examples led to debates about the significance of early
achievements as signs of later intellectual and moral development. Critics
of the cult of prodigies argued that “small vessels are quickly filled.”24
The following account of childhood not only casts light on the ideal of
education and scholarship in the Eastern Han but also the relations be-

tween adults and children in the period:

Fig. 14 Teacher on a dais instructing the sons of a household who are seated
sequentially by age and size.
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In the third year of jianwu [A.D. 27] Wang Chong was born. As a
child when playing with his companions, he disliked all deception or
bullying. His comrades loved to trap birds, catch cicadas, gamble for
money, and play on stilts. He alone refused to do so, to the amaze-
ment of his father. At six, they began to teach him texts. He was
respectful, honest, kind, and obedient, completely mastering ritual
reverence. He was grave, earnest, and quiet, resolved on becoming
an official. His father never beat him, his mother never criticized
him, and fellow villagers never scolded him. When he was eight
years old, he went to school, where there were over a hundred small
boys. For offenses they had to bare the right shoulder, and were
whipped for bad writing. Chong’s writing progressed daily, and he
never committed any offense. When he could write, his teacher gave
him the Analects and the Canon of Odes. He daily read a thousand
characters.?’

Those under seven sui (six years old in Western terms) were exempted
from the poll tax, and this seems to have been the standard division be-
tween infancy and childhood. Children were said to begin developing un-
derstanding at this age and could then enter school (although prodigies
were an exception to this rule).26 One did not become an adult until
the age of twenty (for males), at which point a capping ceremony was
held. Even here there were later demarcations, such as registration for
military service that in some times and places was done at twenty-three
or twenty-six.

Disaster relief edicts in the Eastern Han specified that aid would go
only to those above the age of six, and the death of a child was not as sig-
nificant as that of an adult. In the Qin code it was legal to kill a physically
handicapped child. An Eastern Han stele to an adult named Zheng Gu re-
fers to an older brother who died at the age of seven sui but is never men-
tioned by name and does not receive his own stone. He appears only as
an incident in the funerary account of his younger brother. Children who
died under the age of six were categorized as “early deaths for whom
no mourning garments are worn.” Deaths between the age of six and
twenty, the age at which the attainment of full humanity is acknowledged
with the capping ceremony, were divided into three categories of “early
death.”?”

Children could not participate fully in the funerals of others because,
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Fig. 15 Child seated on a dais, faced by infants playing with animals. The
lower register depicts a musician, sleeve dancer, and juggler entertaining the

household.

according to Zheng Xuan, a Han commentator, children “are not yet full
people.” While this statement represents how families formally viewed
their children, in actual practice parents no doubt felt great affection for
individual sons and even daughters and were not as callous as the ritual
texts suggest. This idea is supported by Eastern Han stone inscriptions
devoted to dead children which depict them playing with their toys and
grievously mourn their deaths (Fig. 15).28

As for children’s relations to their parents, the key term in Han sources
is filial piety (xiao). This entailed honoring and obeying one’s parents
when they were alive, sacrificing to them after their death, and adhering
to their guidance throughout one’s life. Such conduct was held to be nat-
ural, as stated in the Canon of Filial Piety (Xiao jing): “Affection for par-
ents grows up in early childhood, but in the act of nourishing parents
daily become more severe. The sages proceeded from the severity to teach
respect, and from the affection to teach love . . . This was the root. The
Way of father and son is Heaven-conferred nature, and also the principle
of duty between ruler and subject.” Filial piety was thus the basis of be-
ing a proper subject. Not surprisingly, the Canon of Filial Piety was the
first text studied in Han schools. In addition to inculcating the fundamen-
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tal virtues of the son and the subject, it had the advantage of using only
three hundred and eighty-eight different characters—all of them fairly
common.?’

The temple names of all Han emperors were preceded by the epithet
xiao, indicating that they too were obedient sons. Given the Western
Han’s notion that the empire belonged to the Liu clan, and the Eastern
Han’s emphasis on filial piety as the foundation of all virtues, this routine
application of the adjective “filially pious” to all emperors emphasized
that they were members of a lineage and as such bound to revere and fol-
low the precedents established by earlier rulers. The ultimate target of all
imperial filial piety, and the supreme source of authoritative precedent,
was the founder Gaozu. He alone did not receive the epithet xiao.

The emperor also had to be filial toward Heaven, whose “son” or
“child” he was. Often during the Eastern Han, the emperor as “child of
Heaven” was indeed a child himself, owing filial piety and obedience to
a regent and a dowager empress. Some courtiers manipulated the impe-
rial succession by enthroning an infant or young child who served as
a puppet and figurehead for powers ruling from “behind the screen.”
These were generally the maternal relatives of the emperor, specifically
his mother (or maternal grandmother) and her brothers. In this way,

>

the “outer relatives,” or relatives by marriage, dominated the imperial

household and threatened the imperial patriline at its very core.

Adult Women and Men

As the position of women was discussed at length above, I shall here ex-
amine only the most prominent case of female authority, the history of
the imperial house of Liu. With the death of Gaozu, his empress became
regent in 188 B.C., and from the beginning she was depicted by Han loy-
alists as an unlawful usurper. She never declared herself ruler, but she is-
sued edicts with unquestioned authority and elevated her own kin to the
highest posts. When she died eight years later, her relations unsuccess-
fully attempted to eliminate the Liu house, thus causing her to become a
watchword for treacherous outer relations.

Not every empress dowager took advantage of her station to this ex-
tent, but it became a fixed precedent that she approved the new heir in
the absence of a clear claimant. The empress dowager also selected the re-
gent of a child emperor, if she did not fill the role herself, and she usually
chose a man from her own clan. This was how Wang Mang rose to power
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in the Western Han. In the Eastern Han, succession became a constant
worry. After the first three rulers, virtually all the emperors acceded while
still children. Since eight of the eleven empresses were childless, competi-
tion for power arose among offspring of concubines. No fewer than
seven regents controlled the empire for a total of thirty-seven years.

Empresses thus came to be representatives of their natal clans and were
chosen to link the Liu house to lineages that dominated different regions
of the empire. Four different lineages supplied two empresses each, and
through the empress’s ability to secure court appointments for her rela-
tives, these lineages obtained tremendous political influence and wealth
during their periods of domination. However, rivalries with other fami-
lies, the eunuchs, and the occasional emperor who reached adulthood
shifted power among the lineages. Each fall of a lineage led to criminal
proceedings, executions, and confiscations of wealth.

These “outer relatives” served as allies of the Liu house in their at-
tempts to impose their will on the bureaucracy. Thus, Emperor Wu sought
to increase his personal authority by transferring the conduct of business
to the private chambers where his women dwelled, and he often em-
ployed relatives by marriage in important posts, particularly in the mili-
tary. He established the precedent of making the highest military officer
the chief of the inner court, and he filled this post with a relative by mar-
riage. Guangwu similarly filled his inner court with “outer relatives” and
used them as a private government staff at the beginning of the Eastern
Han. Most of the political history of the Eastern Han consists of the
struggle between eunuch factions and imperial affines for control of the
inner court where actual authority resided.

One key female role in early imperial China was that of the concubine
or secondary wife. Men could have only one legal wife, but those with
money could keep other women in their households, who provided sex-
ual services and cared for children. The role of concubine does not figure
prominently in ritual texts, and it seems to have been largely a concession
to conventional practice, although the emperor had a legal harem of hun-
dreds or thousands of women. However, one Eastern Han stele from
Sichuan is dedicated to a concubine who died at the age of fourteen. This
provides our best account of the secondary wife.

When she entered the household,
She was diligent in care and earnest in attention.
She nourished and ordered our familial Way,
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Treating all our ancestors as lofty.

She sought good fortune without straying,

Her conduct omitting or adding nothing.

Keeping herself frugal, she spun thread,

And planted profitable crops in the orchards and gardens.
She respected the legal wife and instructed the children,
Rejecting arrogance, never boasting of her kindnesses.
The three boys and two girls

Kept quiet within the women’s apartments.

She made the girls submissive to rituals,

While giving the boys power.

Her chastity exceeded that of ancient times,

And her guidance was not oppressive.

All our kin were harmonious and close,

Like leaves attached to the tree.?

Allowing for a level of hyperbole that was already criticized in Eastern
Han times, we have here a useful sketch of what was hoped for in a sec-
ondary wife. It stresses spinning and the sale of garden crops. Even more
important is the insistence on her adoption of the practices of her new
clan (their “Way”), her reverence for the clan’s ancestors, and her obedi-
ence to the legal wife. This lasted even into death. Another stele mourns
the loss of a wife who, instead of being interred with the three sons who
tragically preceded her in death, was buried instead with her mother-in-
law to forever serve her in the afterlife.3!

Early ritual handbooks depict a lineage in which women are subordi-
nate and the eldest male member of the senior branch exerts considerable
power. Likewise, the husband was to be master of his house. He was enti-
tled to punish household members, but—theoretically at least—was not
allowed to mutilate or kill them. Capital punishment, even for slaves,
was reserved for the magistrate. The Qin code also privileged seniority
within a family, effectively writing filial piety into law. An adult son’s ac-
cusation of a parent could not be accepted as evidence, and the ac-
cuser himself could be punished. If a son beat his grandparents, he was
tattooed and assigned to forced menial labor. The mere accusation of
unfilial conduct might be punishable by death. A father was legally privi-
leged in relation to his children: “A father stealing from his children is
not a case of theft. Now a foster father steals from his foster children.
How is he to be sentenced? It is warranted to be considered a case of
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theft.” A father could also arrange to have the government banish, beat,
or even execute his children.3?

The power and position of a lineage chief derived from the accumu-
lated force of his ancestors. The founder of an empire or a fief created a
store of potency that passed to his successors but declined over time. One
rich in potency enjoyed a long and brilliant posterity, while the poster-
ity of one poor in potency soon faded. The clearest example of this
was again the Liu house. The failure of the last three Western Han emper-
ors to produce heirs proved to many that the potency of the line was
exhausted, so it would soon be replaced. This argument was invoked
to support Wang Mang’s attempt to establish a new imperial lineage.
Guangwu’s restoration of the Han revived the dynasty in midcourse and
gave it a new store of potency. At lower levels of society, potency, instead
of dissipating, could accumulate over the generations, ultimately bearing
fruit in successful offspring who lifted the whole line to empire-wide
glory. The dynastic histories suggest that most men who attained promi-
nence came from families that had been locally eminent for several gener-
ations.’?

One expression of this belief that immediate ancestors assured success
was the increasing emphasis in the Eastern Han on lavish burials for par-
ents. A debate over elaborate versus moderate funerals had raged since at
least the fourth century B.c., but in the Eastern Han the pendulum swung
decisively in favor of great expenditure. Families sought to outdo one
another in ostentatious spending on parents’ funerals, along with pro-
tracted periods of mourning marked by severe austerities, and then used
these displays to claim office on the basis of filial piety. Critics com-
plained that many families spent little money on elderly parents when
they were still alive, only to squander fortunes on their burials. Offspring
erected stones and shrines inscribed with florid eulogies, absurdly exag-
gerating the greatness of the deceased father.3* While these conspicuously
wasteful funerals certainly were a contest for prestige, they may also have
aimed to repay the ancestor for the material blessings gained through his
potency, to secure the future support of ancestral spirits, and to assure the
current generation of the excellence of the stock from which they sprang.

Not everyone agreed that a lineage could generate potency that re-
sulted in virtuous and successful offspring. In debates on the value and
purpose of education, some argued that learning and attainments de-
pended on individual effort or endowment. Descended from a line of



KINSHIP 173

merchants and with a father and grandfather known for unruly behavior,
the first-century Eastern Han scholar Wang Chong argued that brilliant
men appeared individually and not as members of prominent families.
Forty or fifty years later Wang Fu likewise denounced reliance on good
connections and clan renown.? However, he and Wang Chong agreed
that most people of their day attributed worth and attainments to clan
background, and the biographies in the dynastic histories confirm that
few men in the Eastern Han rose to high government office without an
impressive pedigree.

Elders and Ancestors

To some extent in early imperial China, potency was measured by lon-
gevity. Confucius said that the benevolent lived long, and some Han
thinkers held this to be literally true, while acknowledging inexplicable
exceptions.’® Thus, the endurance of both a lineage and an individual
were traced back to a common source in the virtuous potency generated
by correct and effective action. Veneration of the aged was a value in Chi-
nese society that long antedated the Han.

The importance of caring for the elderly was suggested in the Men-
cius’s account of an ideal realm: “If mulberry is planted in every home-
stead of five mu of land, then those who are fifty can wear silk. If chick-
ens, pigs, and dogs do not miss their breeding season, then those who are
seventy can eat meat . . . Exercise care over education in the village
schools, and discipline the people by teaching them the duties proper
to sons and younger brothers, and those whose hair has turned grey will
not carry loads on the roads.”3” While the last sentence suggests that re-
spect for the aged might have been more common in ritual manuals than
among the common people of the Mencius’s day, by the Han period rev-
erence and care for elders were fundamental virtues.

Respect for elders took several forms. Regular awards of titles resulted
in a rough association between rank and age, so that seating arrange-
ments and distribution of food at state ceremonies tended to honor age.
The laws also granted certain rights to the aged. In the Eastern Han a cel-
ebration was held each autumn at the Old Man Star Shrine south of the
capital. During this feast those who had reached the age of seventy were
given imperial staffs and fed by hand with rice gruel (on the assumption
that they had lost their teeth). The staff had a model of a dove perched on
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its top, because the dove was said to never choke, a blessing to be im-
parted upon the staff’s recipient. These staffs, as gifts from the emperor,
granted the holder prestige and protection.

In one case found on a set of bamboo strips, an official struck an old
man, thus causing him to drop his staff and break the dove. Since the ob-
ject was the emperor’s gift, the official was executed for breaking it. Han
decrees asserted that villages gave precedence to elders, and they equated
status based on age with status at court. The Eastern Han state-sponsored
ritual compendia Comprebensive Discourses of the White Tiger Hall (Bo
hu tong) also stated that the elderly were exempt from punishments,
stressful mourning obligations, and compulsory labor service.8

The ideal life-span was seventy years. Confucius had reached seventy-
two, Liu Xiang and Yang Xiong seventy-one. Stelae often recorded that
those who died in their fifties had experienced an early death. But living
out one’s full span was a mixed blessing, for Han people were fully aware
of the physical horrors of old age:

The essential spirit dissipates,

And the body’s frame is ugly and vile.
Irregular teeth rise and fall in cadence,
While the bones are withered, the flesh grubby.
Declining into old age, in desperate straits,
No teeth to eat.

Sick with piles, parched and tubercular,
They go to dwell in darkness.

The aged become hump-backed.

The teeth have gaps and are loose.

Nearing earth and far from Heaven,

They descend to enter the Yellow Springs.?*

The transience of youth and its pleasures was also a theme in the po-
etry of the period, especially the Nineteen Old Poems:

Turning my carriage, I yoke the horses and go,
On and on I travel down the long road.

How desolate on every side,

As an eastern wind rocks the grasses.

Nothing I meet is familiar,

How could this not hasten old age?
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Prosperity and decline each has its season,

I grieve that I did not make a name for myself earlier.
Human life lacks the permanence of metal and stone.
How could we lengthen its years?

We suddenly transform, in the way of all matter,

But a glorious name is a lasting treasure.*

Another key element of early imperial kin structure was the memory of
ancestors and their preservation in cult. The further back one could trace
ancestry, the larger number of kin one could claim, and the more people
one might appeal to in times of need. A family that could remember no
further than one or two generations was linked to only a few households,
but a lineage that traced its ancestry through multiple generations could
bring together hundreds of households. Thus remembering and honoring
ancestors was essential to structuring present-day society.

Because kin ties were defined by shared links to dead ancestors, ritual
handbooks state that the shrine had two purposes: to remember one’s an-
cestry and to determine how closely related each member of the lineage
was. The system of ordering the lineage was known as the “Five Degrees
of Mourning Attire.” If a son mourned his father, he wore the most hum-
ble clothes (an unhemmed, coarse hemp garment) for the longest time
(into the third year following death). If he mourned a paternal great
grandfather’s brother’s wife, then he wore the least humble clothing (the
finest hemp) for the shortest time (three months). The five degrees thus
formed a system that was highly complex and totally inclusive. Someone
who did not fit into any category was not a relative. The Record of Ritual
states that if you are related to the deceased even by the fifth degree of
mourning, then you must go vast distances to attend the funeral, but you
should not attend the funeral of an unrelated person, even your nearby
neighbor.#! This is an extreme formulation, and we cannot know how
closely such precepts were followed. The recent discovery at Mawangdui
of a chart of kin ties inscribed with the mourning system suggests that lin-
eage structure was taken seriously.

This ritual remembrance of the dead was reflected in Chinese depic-
tions of human life span and survival across time. The Chinese term for
longevity is shou, and its most common simile (as in the poem above) is
“longevity like metal and stone.” However, shou was not limited to phys-
ical life but also referred to descendants remembering an individual and
preserving him in sacrificial cult. This is the longevity of a social identity
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made possible by the survival of a kin group, or in exceptional cases of
literary works. Worshippers wished shou upon the spirit of Gaozu in ser-
vices at his shrine, and the Canon of Filial Piety defines shrines as places
where supreme reverence prevents forgetting ancestors. The Canon of the
Way and Its Power (Dao de jing) likewise states, “Those who die but are
remembered possess shou.”*2 The poem cited above concludes that while
the physical body will invariably “transform” and pass away, a glorious
name is a treasure that may endure across the ages in cult or literature.

In Han ancestral cult, the soul of the deceased survived as long as the
living cherished and cared for it. When the soul ceased to receive offer-
ings, then it faded away. This fading was not left to chance. Ritual texts
described a process of “structured amnesia” in which the oldest shrines
were sequentially discarded. On the imperial level, the four most re-
cent ancestors had shrines where they received offerings. When a new
generation was added, the fourth shrine was discarded and the others
were each moved back one place. As Kuang Heng, the chancellor under
Emperor Yuan, said: “Setting up the four ancestral shrines marks your
closeness to recent ancestors. As closeness fades, the shrines are elimi-
nated in turn. The decline from near to far demonstrates that there is an
ultimate end.”*

The sole exception to the process of fading was the founder of the em-
pire or fief, who could not be forgotten. So, ideally, there were five shrines
to receive seasonal sacrifices. The Zhou dynasty is said to have had seven
shrines—the four shrines of the immediate ancestors, one for the mythic
creator of agriculture, Houji, who had founded the Zhou in receiving a
fief, and one each for Kings Wen and Wu whose conquest of the Shang
transformed the Zhou from a fief into a kingdom. Thus, the longevity of
the spirit was directly tied to its contribution to the longevity of the line
in having established a kingdom or other lasting form.

At the end of the Western Han, it was argued that the founder was
not the only emperor who deserved perpetual remembrance. The first
arguments were made in favor of Emperor Wu, who had attacked the
Xiongnu, reformed the calendar, and established the sacrificial cults.
Since his descendants still felt his influence generations after his death, it
was proper that they should still worship at his altar.** The argument was
accepted, and Emperor Wu was made a permanent ancestor, like Gaozu.

This move set a precedent. Western Han officials debated who should
receive permanent remembrance in a cult, but in the Eastern Han they
only debated who should 7ot receive it. By the time of the penultimate
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ruler, Emperor Ling (r. 168-189), all seven previous adult emperors plus
another emperor from the Western Han had been granted permanent cult
status. None of them had founded an empire or gained land, and few had
made any contribution at all, but it proved difficult to offer permanent
worship to some and deny it to others.*

Below the imperial level, permanent remembrance of the dead was also
fostered by the placement of inscribed stone stelae at the graveside. These
were the public equivalent of the tablets kept in ancestral shrines. One in-
scription boasted: “By engraving the stone and erecting the stele, the in-
scription of merit is made vastly illustrious. It will be radiant for a hun-
dred thousand years, never to be extinguished . . . Establishing one’s
words so that they do not decay is what our ancestors treasured. Record-
ing one’s name on metal and stone hands it down to infinity.”*6

Thus, in the course of the Han, ancestral remembrance that faded over
time was replaced by a search for the permanence of metal and stone.
Eternal ancestors secured permanent lineages and an undying state, but
in the end everything perished nonetheless.
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RELIGION

RELIGION in imperial China dealt with the realm of “spirits” (shen) and
“shadow” (yin).! From earliest times, the Chinese offered sacrifices to a
spirit world that paralleled the human. The two realms—the visible and
invisible—were roughly parallel, and the dying moved from one to the
other. Religious practice largely consisted of trying to control the flow of
people and influences between these two realms: to secure the departure
of the dead and prevent their return, and at the same time to guide the
flow of energies, blessings, or information back to the human realm at
licit points of contact between spirits and men.

These nodes of communication and exchange were sometimes per-
sonalized (as in divination, dreams, or trances), sometimes localized (as
in sacred places or shrines), and sometimes generally visible as omens
but subject to disputed interpretation (as in prodigies such as comets,
eclipses, droughts, or the raining of blood).

Points of Contact

One point of contact between the visible and invisible realms was the
sacrificial shrine or altar. Through ritual performances, the site of sacri-
fice was transformed into a sacred zone cut off from the mundane world.
It was an arena of ritual time and space in which conventional physical
processes and modes of perception ceased to operate. This ritual realm is
invoked in a sacrificial hymn to the Han founder Gaozu written by one of
his consorts:
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Floating on high in every direction,

Music fills the hall and court.

The incense sticks are a forest of feathers,

The cloudy scene an obscure darkness.

Metal stalks with elegant blossoms,

A host of flags and kingfisher banners.

The “Seven Origins” and “Blossoming Origins” music
Are solemnly intoned as harmonious sounds.

So one can almost hear

The spirits coming to feast and frolic.

The spirits are seen off to the zhu zhu of the music,
Which refines and purifies human feelings.
Suddenly the spirits ride off on the darkness,

And the brilliant event concludes.

Purified thoughts grow hidden and still,

And the warp and weft of the world fall dark.2

The sacred space blurred ordinary sense perceptions with smoke, in-
cense, music, and the forest of banners. The chief sacrificer prepared for
his contact with the spirits by fasting and meditation. This extended de-
privation not only cleansed the body but also induced a mental state
more susceptible to perceiving uncanny phenomena. In the atmosphere
of the ritual scene, the carefully prepared participants could hear the spir-
its come to feast with their living kin and then see them depart before the
world settled into blackness. Such scenes are described in some of the
songs of the Zhou Canon of Odes (Shi jing), where spirits grow drunk on
sacrificial wine.?

A second point of contact between the visible and invisible was through
spirit intermediaries who traveled through the yin realm and communi-
cated with its inhabitants. A century or two before the Han, the “Nine
Songs” now preserved in the Songs of Chu (Chu ci) evoked performances
in which male and female shamans sang and danced for the gods in a
form of divine courtship.*

During the Han, spirit intermediaries fell into trances or performed ec-
static dances to summon up the dead, cure diseases, and bring rain. Rit-
ual specialists from the far southeastern region of Yue were especially
favored at court for their extraordinary powers. The Western Han histo-
rian Sima Qian sneers at how religious figures duped Emperor Wu with
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Fig. 17 Two immortals playing the liu bo board game, seated on top of stylized

mountains.

shadow plays and obscure words. One master of esoteric arts from the
northeast named Luan Da gained the emperor’s ear and was granted a
seal of office and a marquisate of 2,000 households. Sima Qian observes:
“Everyone on the seacoast of Yan and Qi [in the northeast] began waving
his arms about, proclaiming that he possessed secret arts and could sum-
mon spirits and the immortals.”s

The status of such figures declined over the course of the dynasty, and
increasing restrictions were placed upon them. Men who married sha-
mans were banned from holding office, although the ban was sometimes
ignored. Spirit intermediaries were forbidden to ply their trade along the
sides of roads, and in some cases were even banned from taking money.¢
Nevertheless, such people continued to perform religious services at all
levels of Chinese society.

The visible and invisible also came together on the peaks of mountains,
in high towers, or at the eastern or western ends of the earth. Both the
First Emperor and Emperor Wu sought to encounter immortals by as-
cending mountains and building towers, and they sent expeditions across
the Eastern Sea (the Pacific Ocean) in search of the floating islands of the
immortals. The far west, in contrast, was the realm of the immortal
Queen Mother of the West, who dwelt on the heights of Mount Kunlun,
the axis mundi (Figs. 16 and 17). In a third-century B.cC. text she was vis-
ited by King Mu of the Zhou, which provided a historical precedent for
the aspirations of later emperors.
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The belief that the realms of the living and of spirits were connected
through vertical ascent also underlies the Han funerary practice of plant-
ing trees on the tops of tombs. Trees grew on mountains, and immortals
dwelled in their branches. The bronze “money trees” of Sichuan depicted
the Queen Mother of the West with her court in the branches of trees pat-
terned on the “sun-trees” of the realms of the immortals. Fired clay trees
featured winged immortals perched in the branches and human figures
on the ground at their base.”

A fourth point of contact was divination—understanding and influenc-
ing future events. Cracking bones or plastrons (the flat lower plate of a
turtle shell) to discern the will of the spirits began in Neolithic times and
continued into the Han. In the Canon of Change (Yi jing), formulas were
used to divine a course of action through the casting of yarrow stalks.
Texts discovered in tombs reveal divinatory practices based on the day in
which an activity was to be undertaken, in the manner of later Chinese
almanacs. Related texts predicted the course of a disease on the basis of
the day it had begun. A similar form of divination discovered at a Han
tomb in Yinwan combined movement along a common cosmic chart with
a calendar to divine what activities were suitable for a given day. All these
modes of divination were based on the idea that time was not a continu-
ous, homogeneous medium but a variable sequence in which each unit
had a distinct nature and was thus suitable for different activities.®

Other forms of divination entailed reading elements of the natural
environment, including wind or other meteorological phenomena (Fig.
18). A text discovered at Mawangdui presents pictures of comets, circles
around the sun, and other visible patterns in the sky. To these images it
appends texts stating what events they foretell. Stellar divination was
widely practiced, particularly the form in which a diviner’s board or
cosmograph oriented the diviner within the universe to provide insight
into the circumstances of the inquirer. Sima Qian’s Shi ji contains a lengthy
discussion of astrological divination based on the stars.’

Another category of divination was the reading of destiny in external
forms. Physiognomy (physical appearance) could foretell the future of in-
dividuals, whether man or beast. A text discovered at Mawangdui de-
scribes the art of physiognomizing horses, and other texts mention its ap-
plication to dogs. Military bamboo strips found at Juyan discuss the
physiognomy of swords. Even the shapes of vessels and utensils could
provide matter for divination, but the texts on this subject have been lost.
Linked to physiognomy were early forms of geomancy—techniques for
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Fig. 18 Thunder god on his cloud chariot, drawn by dragons, with the thunder

drum mounted above.

reading the future from the shape of the earth, just as one read the shape
of a face.1°

Dreams were read as omens, and pre-Han texts refer to books on
dream interpretation and specialists in their use. Spirits of the dead or
gods appeared to the living in dreams and made demands of them, such
as providing a proper burial or giving service in the realm of the dead.
Sometimes they provided information, the accuracy of which validated
the authority of the dream. Other dreams were coded symbols—for ex-
ample, a dream of the sun presaged an audience with the ruler. Under-
standing such dreams required either the assistance of experts or recourse
to a manual. In narratives the act of interpreting the dream guided the fu-
ture, so that the ability to give a positive reading to a seemingly negative
dream resulted in a happy outcome.!! This is important, for Chinese divi-
nation was usually regarded more as a guide to action than as the report
of a fixed fate. Divination provided not knowledge of a preordained fu-
ture but understanding of trends so as to act upon events with the great-
est efficacy.

Unusual events in nature (prodigies) were read as omens, most often as
signals to the emperor. Some writers interpreted prodigies as warnings
from a sentient and active Heaven, while others depicted them as me-
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chanical products of hidden “resonances” among Heaven, Earth, and
man. Any improper action, particularly the potent actions of the ruler,
generated energies that upset the conventional processes or cycles of na-
ture. Punishments that were too severe, women or ministers growing too
powerful at court, or anything else disturbing the proper course of events
generated forces that elicited corresponding disturbances in the natural
world. This was likened to plucking a string on one musical instrument,
and thereby causing strings of the same pitch on other instruments to vi-
brate.

Historical records assisted in interpreting prodigies, because past
eclipses and similar phenomena could be matched with simultaneous
faults in government. The Spring and Autumn Annals, interpreted as
Confucius’ prophecy of the rise of the Han, were a great resource for
such information. It became the urtext (an original text from which all
later versions derive) for manuals of omen interpretation, as the follow-
ing statement from Dong Zhongshu (ca. 179-104 B.C.) explains: “The
Way of the Spring and Autumn Annals is to cite the past in order to ex-
plain the future. For this reason, when a phenomenon occurs in the
world, look to see what comparable events are recorded in the Annals.
Find out the essential meanings of its subtleties and mysteries in order to
see what causes are implied. Changes wrought in Heaven and on earth,
and events that affect a dynasty will then all become clear.”!2

Dong Zhongshu and others sought to influence court policy by inter-
preting omens on the basis of their knowledge of history and the classical
canon. However, because any sign had many possible meanings, major
schools of interpretation grew up around such figures as Jing Fang and
Liu Xiang. The Eastern Han historian and poet Ban Gu gathered these
conflicting readings into an unsuccessful synthesis in his chapters on
omens in the Book of the Han.'* Given the diversity of readings, it is un-
likely that attempts to use interpretations of omens as a means of guiding
policy ever achieved the desired effect.

Prophecies based on omens and numerological calculations were cen-
tral to the so-called apocryphal texts. These claimed to be esoteric trans-
missions of prophecies that Confucius or other sages had hidden in ca-
nonical texts. They first appeared in the second half of the first century
B.C., flourished under Wang Mang, and enjoyed great influence in the
Eastern Han. Many broached dangerous political issues, such as calcula-
tions of the number of years that the Han would last, prophecies of the
rise of a new ruler (Wang Mang), or forecasts of his fall and the restora-
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tion of the Han. They also contained material on the mathematical struc-
tures of the world, the shape of history, and mythical acts and attributes
of the ancient sages. Despite a series of bans, the apocrypha remained in-
fluential through the centuries of division after the fall of the Han, when
they routinely provided divine sanctions for dynastic transitions.

One feature common to all these points of contact with the spirit world
was the need for a religious specialist or the expertise transmitted in
texts. Sacrifice had its ritual specialists; shamans and esoteric masters
served as spirit intermediaries; and divination was best performed by an
expert. While any literate person could consult the Canon of Change, he
or she might well misunderstand its cryptic formulas, and so an expert
was valuable here as well. The interpretation of omens required both a
thorough knowledge of history and a familiarity with the traditions of
omen lore. Most people living in the Han did not have the capability to
bridge the gap between the two realms without assistance. However, such
a capacity could be acquired through training or textual study, and it re-
quired no inherent magical powers.

State Cults

Ancestral worship, the primary state cult of the Shang and Zhou, was
supplanted in the Warring States by cults to cosmic divinities or impor-
tant natural sites, especially mountains and rivers. This reflected the need
of rulers to marginalize the Zhou monarch, who remained the apical fig-
ure of ancestral worship and the cult of Heaven, and to assert their own
sacral nature through worshipping powerful cosmic spirits or divinities
linked to their states.'* This shifted emphasis from the temple, where of-
ferings were made to deceased human ancestors, to the outdoor altar,
where sacrifices were presented to spirits of nature and the cosmos. The
distinction between human cults performed under a roof and natural
cults performed under the open sky remained essential in later Chinese
religion.

During the Qin dynasty, the First Emperor granted priority to natural
deities by continuing the established worship of the directional di—held
on outdoor altars—and introducing the feng and shan sacrifices on the
peaks of Mount Tai and a nearby hill. The idea of such sacrifices emerged
in the late Warring States, when writers asserted that they had been per-
formed by all rulers who had established “Great Peace” throughout the
world. Feng meant “enfeoffment,” and Han sources show that this sacri-
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fice marked the claim of sovereignty over a given area. In the case of the
feng sacrifice initiated by the First Emperor, it marked the claim to world
sovereignty.

The sacrifice, the details of which were probably invented by the em-
peror and his counselors, entailed making offerings at the foot of the
mountain and then burying a written message to a high god at the sum-
mit. Both before and after its performance, the First Emperor ascended
other peaks in east China to place inscribed stelae proclaiming his
achievements. The feng sacrifice was part of a series of mountain offer-
ings asserting sovereignty over his new territories and proclaiming his
triumphs to gods and men. Performing the sacrifice marked the estab-
lishment of world sovereignty, recognized in the realms of mortals and
spirits.

Masters of esoteric arts from the state of Qi, where Mount Tai lay,
gave another interpretation. According to them, the sacrifice served to at-
tain immortality, like the Yellow Emperor. After making his sacrifices, as-
cending the peak, and burying his proclamation, the First Emperor (and
the Han Emperor Wu, who repeated the sacrifice) should have encoun-
tered immortals with whom he could ascend into the sky to dwell for all
eternity. In another explanation provided by Confucian classicists, the
sacrifice was offered to the Zhou deity Heaven, thus conflating this ritual
with the cult to Heaven.!

The feng and shan sacrifices were exceptional performances. The most
important regular state cult in the Qin and Western Han was to the four
(later five) di. These governed the directions, and each was named by the
color linked to its direction: green for east, red for south, yellow for the
center, white for west, and black for north. The first recorded worship of
di as a directional god (the name had earlier been applied to the Shang
high god) was in Qin in the seventh century B.C. Qin initiated a cult to the
white di, probably because it was the westernmost state and hence under
the patronage of that god. It later added cults for the yellow, green, and
red di, perhaps as the ritual expressions of conquests in the central states,
Chu, and the east. The cult to the black di was begun by the Han founder
Gaozu in 205 B.C., and from that time forward the di were worshipped as
a group representing all of space.

As in other domains, the early Han carried forward Qin religious prac-
tices, not only continuing the sacrifices but entrusting them to the same
offices and using the same music. Even the title huangdi, coined by the
First Emperor from Qin’s high gods, was used by Han emperors. The
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Han continued to link the cult of the di to authority over the land, as in-
dicated in the Han ritual of enfeoffment. The Son of Heaven had an altar
to the soil (she) composed of five colors of earth. In the enfeoffment cere-
mony, the new fietholder took a lump of the colored earth appropriate to
his region. If he were to receive territory in the east, he would take green-
ish earth; if in the south, it would be reddish. The recipient carried the
earth to his new state and mixed it into his she altar. In this ritual, the
central altar of the soil was a microcosm, and its distribution marked the
radiation of authority from the court across the world.!¢

Emperor Wu introduced several new cults, most importantly those to
the Grand Unity (Tai Yi) and the Empress Earth. The former was origi-
nally a deity from the state of Chu, where the Han house of Liu origi-
nated. This deity’s role was primarily to ward off weapons and to as-
sure victory in battle. Both the Warring States philosophy text Master
Zhuang (Zhuangzi) and the early Han philosophical compendium Mas-
ter of Huainan, two texts associated with Chu, describe Tai Yi as the em-
bodiment of the state of non-differentiation that existed prior to the divi-
sion of the world into Heaven and Earth, yin and yang. A picture buried
at Mawangdui a quarter century prior to the reign of Emperor Wu shows
Tai Yi supplanting the Yellow Emperor to rule over the five di.

The cult of Tai Yi, as established by Emperor Wu, seems to have been
understood as a culmination in offerings to a single, high god of the sacri-
fices to the di. Emperor Wu’s pairing of the cult to Tai Yi with a cult to
Empress Earth suggests that Tai Yi was a sky god who stood in comple-
mentary opposition to the earth god. It is perhaps as a sky god, an em-
bodiment of the primal unity described in the philosophical texts, that he
could ritually encompass the five di. It is also quite likely that the feng
sacrifice performed by Emperor Wu was addressed to Tai Yi.!”

During the last forty years of the Western Han, and above all under
Wang Mang, the cults of the di, Tai Yi, and Empress Earth were gradually
supplanted by the cult of Heaven enacted in the annual jigo sacrifice.
Heaven had been the high god of the Zhou, but details of the Zhou kings’
rituals were lost in the centuries of royal eclipse. By collecting and rein-
terpreting scattered references to sacrifices in the canonical texts, Han
theorists such as Dong Zhongshu invented a theory that the Zhou king
had offered a sacrifice to Heaven on a circular altar in the suburbs south
of the capital at the New Year or beginning of the agricultural season.
This ritual, like that of the feng and shan sacrifices, had no textual foun-
dation but was invented to ritually depict the nature of the empire. Its
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“origins” were then found in the historical record through the imagina-
tive reading of sources. Dong Zhongshu advocated this sacrifice to the
old Zhou high god to Emperor Wu, possibly as a Confucian alterna-
tive to the world-encompassing sacrifice that combined the Qin cult of
the di, the Chu god Tai Yi, and sacrifices at the eastern peak sacred to Qi.
The proposal was ignored at the time, but in the long run it was the jiao
sacrifice to Heaven rather than the feng to Tai Yi that became the central
state rite.

The cults of Tai Yi and of Heaven were each supported by a different
segment of the literati. In 31 B.C. the classicist scholar-official Kuang
Heng, a supporter of the cult of Heaven, suggested moving the then-as-
cendant cult of Tai Yi to the southern suburbs and the cult of Empress
Earth to the northern ones. He argued that the cost and dangers of the
emperor’s traveling to distant shrines and the ancient precedent for royal
sacrifices at the capital favored this move. In equating Tai Yi with the cult
of Heaven and Empress Earth with the cult of Earth, he treated their cults
as degenerated versions of the canonical cults (which were themselves
commentarial inventions).

Although the text is not clear, it appears that the first jigo sacrifice in
the southern suburbs was offered to Tai Yi. When the offerings failed to
produce an heir, Kuang Heng fell into disgrace. After a storm damaged
the old site of the Tai Yi cult, Emperor Cheng was tormented by bad
dreams, so the cult was shifted back to its original site, where its recipi-
ent was Tai Yi. The cult of Heaven was not established as the primary
state cult until the rule of Wang Mang. He justified his assumption of
power as a dispensation from Heaven, and when the Eastern Han founder
Guangwu later resumed the feng sacrifice, he explained it as a means of
notifying Heaven of the restoration of order. Shortly afterward, Eastern
Han scholars led by Ban Biao (3—54 A.D.) revived the Zhou doctrine of
the “Mandate of Heaven.”!8

The establishment of the cult of Heaven was linked to a radical reduc-
tion in the scale of the imperial ancestral cult. Shrines to the Han founder
Gaozu had been established in every commandery of the empire, along
with numerous shrines to Emperor Wen. By 40 B.C. there were 167 impe-
rial ancestral shrines in the provinces as well as 176 in the capital. Ac-
cording to Han records, these shrines were the scenes of 24,455 offerings
per year and employed 67,276 people as guards, musicians, dancers, and
so on. In 40 B.C., in response to a memorial from the same officials who
advocated the establishment of the cult of Heaven, all the shrines in the
provinces were eliminated, as were most of those in the capital.'?
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While this was rationalized as an economy measure, its timing suggests
a new emphasis on the status of the emperor as Son of Heaven and a re-
duction in the importance of the imperial ancestors’ potency, which had
been proclaimed in the formula “All under Heaven belongs to the Liu
clan.” This move was also consistent with the classicists’ insistence on
sacrifice as a privilege of lineal descendants. In their view, forcing officials
in the provinces to make sacrifices to the spirits of imperial ancestors,
who were not their own kin, was a violation of filial piety.

The Cult of the Dead

The cult of the dead was much more widespread than the state cults, be-
ing practiced by emperor, nobility, powerful families, and perhaps even
peasants. However, only the elite recorded their activities in writing and
buried their dead in stone or brick tombs that survived the centuries. The
tension in the kin system between the patriline and the household had its
ritual correlate in the division of the cult of the dead between the ances-
tral temple, where the lineage was ritually constituted, and the tomb,
where the joint burial of husband and wife along with replicas or images
of their life together reconstituted the household in the world of the dead.

By the fourth century B.C. certain tombs had taken on physical aspects
of the household or palace, and by the Eastern Han all tombs other than
the very poorest were modeled on houses. In the late Warring States pe-
riod the idea that the tomb was a replica of the house was not only visible
in practice but had become articulated as a theoretical principle. Thus the
chapter on ritual in the Confucian philosophical text Master Xun (Xunzi)
says: “In the funeral rites one adorns the dead with the trappings of the
living. On a grand scale one imitates what he had in life to send him off to
the dead. As though dead, but as though still alive; as though gone, but as
though still present, the end and the beginning are one. Thus the form of
the grave and grave mound imitates the house. The form of the inner and
outer coffins imitates the side, top, front, and back boards of a carriage.
The cover over the coffin with its decorations imitates the screens, cur-
tains, and hangings of a room. The wooden lining and frame of the tomb
imitate the rafters and beams of a roof and a fence.”20

The patterning of the tomb on the household grew ever more detailed
and widespread. From the middle of the Western Han, tombs were dug
into the walls of cliffs and divided into compartments corresponding to a
reception hall, the private quarters where the corpse was placed, and side
chambers for storage. In the front and side chambers were buildings of
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timber with tile roofs, and in the rear hall a building of stone with stone
doors. Middling landowners were buried in hollow-brick tombs built in
horizontal pit caves. These were often shaped like a house, with a gabled
roof and a door-shaped front wall. The hollow bricks were often stamped
with designs, and polychrome murals were painted in some tombs, in-
cluding images on the ceiling of the sun, the moon, and stars, as well as
the animals of the four directions, or stories from history and literature.

Shortly afterward, chamber tombs with arches built of small bricks
gradually supplanted all other tomb types throughout the empire. Tombs
of nobles and high officials were built on a large scale patterned on the
elaborate dwellings in which they had lived. Murals and frescoes de-
picted scenes of the life of the tomb’s denizens, or an idealized vision of
the afterlife toward which they aspired.

Finally, a new type of tomb constructed from dressed stones with en-
graved designs appeared in the Eastern Han. Once again the layout of the
burial chamber imitated the house of the tomb’s inhabitant, and many of
the stones depicted household scenes or incidents from the career of the
tomb’s occupant. By the late first century A.D. the notion that a tomb was
to be a replica of a house had become so conventional that the Eastern
Han scholar Wang Chong asked the rhetorical question, “What differ-
ence is there between a house and a tomb?”2! This assumed that everyone
knew that there was no difference whatsoever.

While women had only a marginal role in the patriline, the underworld
household of the tomb was in many ways defined by the link of husband
and wife, who were ultimately buried together. Husbands and wives
not only resided in the tomb as a pair of corpses, but there were im-
ages of them sitting together, as well as scenes of intimacy and physical
affection. Some scenes depict the female attendants of the wife. They
are often shown spinning and weaving fabrics, as well as collecting mul-
berry leaves. Other women appear as entertainers—both dancers and
musicians—and as workers in the kitchens where banquets are being
prepared.?2 The tombs, like the households themselves, were filled with
women playing key roles.

Deities depicted in order to transform the tomb into a cosmos were
also often women. In several tombs, one stands at a half-open door wel-
coming the deceased to the world of the dead (Fig. 19). The most fre-
quently depicted deities in Han tombs were the Queen Mother of the
West and the pair Fu Xi and Ni Gua. Standing at the gateway between
Heaven and Earth at the pinnacle of Mount Kunlun, the Queen Mother
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Fig. 19 Woman at the doorway, greeting the deceased to the afterlife, with the
Queen Mother of the West and a bird (messenger?) seated at the side.

of the West was the ruler of the immortal realm to which the tomb deni-
zens aspired (Fig. 20). Fu Xi and Nii Gua were a spirit couple who joined
together to structure the world, and thus provided the divine model for
both the household and the joint burial.2* The importance of these god-
desses in the world of the tomb is noteworthy because in texts they are
minor figures. This disjunction between text and tomb translates into the
spirit world the social split between the state-sanctioned patriline and the
household run by women, with their unsanctioned influence.

In elite tombs of the Western Zhou dynasty, bronze vessels were the
same as those used in ancestral temples, though in lower ranking tombs
they were often replaced by pottery substitutes. By the middle of the East-
ern Zhou a millennium later, the substitution of cheap imitations, known
as “spirit vessels,” for costly originals was standard in all but the most
elaborate aristocratic tombs.?* This distinction between the ritual vessels
of the living and those buried with the dead marks an early stage in a dra-
matic shift away from a world based on the shared existence of the living
and the dead. While early Zhou ritual had demonstrated the links be-
tween living and dead kin, who in the odes feast together, by the late
Warring States the separation of the living and the dead had become a
major aim of funerary ritual.



Fig. 20 The Queen Mother of the West seated on her throne composed of the
Tiger (west) and Dragon (east), surrounded by her animal court, including the
nine-tailed fox, the toad of the moon, and her messenger bird. The deceased
couple is in the lower corner.

In place of the Zhou assemblages of ritual vessels, the grave goods of
the late Warring States and the Han were largely objects of daily use
(clothing, lacquer bowls and plates, pottery, food) or models or images of
such objects, and other items of worldly life (houses, granaries, animals,
and tools). Among these replicas and images were those of human beings,
both the people buried in the tomb and the servants, entertainers, cooks,
agricultural laborers, and others essential to household life.2s These fig-
ures provided the dead with a full and happy existence in the tomb, an
existence based on miniature replicas or images of the world of the living.
The Master Xun insisted on this “imitation” in the tomb—that objects
buried with the dead, while patterned on those of the living, must be
clearly distinct.

While these ritual texts do not usually discuss the reasons for separat-
ing the dead from the living, one passage in the Records of Ritual makes
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the motive explicit: “When a ruler attended the funeral of an official, he
brought with him a shaman carrying a peach branch and reed broom [to
expel evil spirits], as well as a soldier with a lance. This is because they
dread the spirits. It is the reason why they distinguish them from the liv-
ing.” The dead as depicted in some Eastern Han tomb texts were fright-
ening ghosts who inflicted disease or misfortune on the living unless they
were securely imprisoned in a tomb.2¢ A grave ordinance inscribed on a
jar in the year 175 A.D. declares that “the family of Xu Wentai, including
his sons, grandsons, and all later generations, no longer has any connec-
tion with the deceased.” It then declaims in rhyming parallelism the nec-
essary separation of the living and the dead:

High Heaven is blue [cang cang],

The underworld limitless [mang mang].

The dead return to the shadows [yin],

The living to the light [yang].

The living have their villages [/i],

The dead their hamlets [xiang].

The living are subordinate to the western Chang’an [an],
The dead to the eastern Mount Tai [shan].

In joy they do not remember one another,

In bitterness they do not long for one another.

The text then states that if Xu is found guilty of any crimes in the un-
derworld, a wax figure presumably buried with him should substitute for
him in performing convict labor, so that Xu need never again impose on
his living kin. It also states that earlier ancestors should not be allowed to
compel the recently deceased to perform penal labor in their place. These
passages provide our best evidence of an Eastern Han belief that the dead
were subjected to judgment and penal servitude imposed by a bureau-
cratic government modeled on the Han.?”

The “funeral narrative” found at Cangshan, which first asks the de-
ceased to grant prosperity and longevity to his descendants and then de-
scribes the pleasures depicted in the tomb’s images, ends with a chilling
insistence on the need for absolute separation:

Having entered the dark world,

You are completely separated from the living,
After the tomb is sealed,

It will never be opened again.28
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While the theme of the dead as a threat figures only in tombs from cer-
tain regions and social strata, it also figures in stories in the Book of the
Han that describe how skeletons were pulverized and boiled in poisonous
substances to prevent the deceased from menacing the living in their
dreams. Burial was one method of removing the threat posed by the
dead, but should this fail, the more drastic measures depicted in these sto-
ries could follow.2®

It is uncertain why many Chinese came to perceive the dead as a threat.
Both the political and ritual texts of the Warring States and early empires
insisted on the need to maintain divisions in order to avoid collapse into
chaos. Along with such divisions as those between Heaven and Earth or
man and woman, the separation between the living and the dead was a
fundamental boundary whose disappearance would lead to disorder. The
reappearance of the dead in the human world signaled the collapse of this
boundary, which could only result in catastrophe for the living.

Late Warring States and early imperial discussions of ghosts often fo-
cused on their role as avengers. In the fourth-century B.c. Transmission
of Master Zuo, avenging ghosts such as Shen Sheng, Bo You, and other
unhappy spirits came in dreams or visions to express their resentments,
or even take life. The chapter of the Warring States philosophical text
Master Mo (Mozi) seeking to prove the existence of ghosts frequently
describes them as avenging spirits who returned to punish those who
wronged them in life. Stories of avenging spirits also appear in the West-
ern Han Shi ji, and they became a recurrent topic in Chinese history and
fiction.

In addition, spirits appear to the living with demands for a proper
burial, rescue from a coffin that has become flooded, or assistance on
some other matter. Finally, ghosts appear to the mortally ill, in order to
carry off the dying.3 Spirits in Warring States and early imperial China
appear in the human world when something has gone wrong, and they
come to punish the living, to demand their aid, or to carry them off to
the underworld. In a properly functioning world, the dead and the liv-
ing are rigorously separated, so if the dead return, it is as harbingers of
trouble.

When the dead are viewed as a threat to the living, constructing tombs
on the model of houses can be understood as an effort to provide every-
thing necessary for the deceased so they remain forever in their own
world. But if they were trapped in a single household, the deceased would
not be content. An entire world must be provided through images and
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replicas, so that the dead can enjoy all possible pleasures and remain
happy in their tombs. The First Emperor’s tomb, according to Sima Qian,
contained a replica of the heavens on its ceiling and the entire earth on its
floors. In describing the tombs of the rich and powerful, the Qin philo-
sophical compendium, Springs and Autumns of Master Lii, says “They
make their mounds like towns and cities.”3!

A clear example of the multiple roles of tombs—as household or
world—is found at Mawangdui.’2 A banner draped over the inner coffin
provides a model of the universe, with a watery underworld, a world of
the living identified by a scene of offerings to the coffin found in the
tomb, and a celestial plane marked by the sun and moon, along with as-
sociated beings. Inside this banner, the inner coffin became a complete
universe where the soul could dwell. This banner-draped inner coffin is
surrounded in turn by a second coffin whose decorations include images
of horned spirits wielding weapons to kill harmful creatures, as well
as auspicious hybrid animals and magical creatures. The third coffin
contains an image of a jagged mountain peak flanked by dragons, divine
animals, and immortals—possibly Kunlun, the magical mountain at the
western edge of the world that was the realm of the Queen Mother of the
West. These images suggest that the tomb or the coffin could also serve as
a paradise of immortals. Given that immortals were aerial beings associ-
ated with the extreme west (Kunlun) or the extreme east (floating moun-
tains on the Eastern Sea), these images once again suggest that this tomb
magically included the entire world.

Finally, the coffins were surrounded by a wooden frame built into the
tomb. This afterworld equivalent of the house was divided into four
chambers with burial goods to provide a comfortable existence. The
northern chamber copied the inner chamber of a house, with curtains,
floor mats, eating and drinking vessels, bedroom furniture, a painted
screen, and clothed figurines representing musicians and attendants. The
other compartments contained stores of domestic utensils and food, along
with numerous figurines representing servants. This pattern in which the
outer layer provided the model of a house, while images within the house
indicated that the grave was a complete universe, became a recurring pat-
tern in Han funerary art.

Banners like those at Mawangdui, although simpler, have been found
in several Han tombs. Labeled carvings on the coffin found at Guitoushan
include the Gate of Heaven, Fu Xi and Nu Gua, the four directional ani-
mals, the sun and the moon, numerous immortals, and replicas of build-
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ings such as a Grand Granary. The recurring figures on coffin lids of Fu
Xi and Nu Gua holding aloft the sun and the moon also figure as a re-
duced version of the Mawangdui image of the universe, with the three
realms of Heaven, man, and Earth linked together in the sweeping lines
of the deities (Fig. 21). The celestial realm is indicated by the sun and
moon, the human world by the human upper halves of the deities, and
the earth by their lower bodies formed from snakes. Images on tomb ceil-
ings and walls include the sun and moon, constellations, the animals of
the four quarters, spirits of the wind and the rain, the Queen Mother of
the West, and immortals. Images of the Queen Mother of the West and
her immortal court also appear on many objects buried in tombs, such as
bronze “money trees.” These images may indicate that the household
alone could not provide a complete existence for the deceased, who
would be satisfied only in the plenitude of an entire world. They may also
have served as charts for cosmic journeys.33

The underworld had its own bureaucracy. Carved on lead tablets, deeds
of grave ownership identify dimensions, purchase date, purchase price,
and witnesses for underworld bureaucrats. These officials include the
Emperor of Heaven, Director of Life Spans, Duke of the Hills, Commune
Chief of the Tomb Gate, Underworld 2,000-Picul-Wage Officers, and
most commonly the Earl of the Tomb. The texts stipulate that any objects
buried in the plot became the property in the underworld of the tomb’s
occupant, and any other corpses buried there became his slaves. Other
tomb-protecting texts called upon the Yellow Emperor or his Emissary to
command spirit armies to repulse demonic incursions. Still others beg un-
derworld officials to make sure that the life span computations were cor-
rect and that the deceased was not taken prematurely, or in the place of
another of the same name. One story of such a bureaucratic mix-up and
the eventual resurrection of the error’s victim has been found in a Qin
tomb, and similar tales became a virtual literary subgenre in the centuries
after the Han.3*

While the tomb became a major cultic site in the Han, temple sacrifices
to ancestors were performed by powerful lineages up to the end of the dy-
nasty. Han documents and Sima Biao’s third-century A.D. monograph on
ritual describe the two ancestral temples in Luoyang and the offerings
there. Emperors were presented at these temples at the time of their ac-
cession, debates were held on the ordering of the tablets, and records de-
scribe the music and dances performed. Prayers offered there when the
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Fig. 21 Fu Xi and Nii Gua embracing, intertwining their snake bodies below
while holding aloft the sun and the moon.

capital was forcibly returned to Chang’an in 190 A.D. are preserved in the
collected writings of Cai Yong (133-192 A.D.).3S

The surviving fragments of Cui Shi’s Monthly Ordinances of the Four
Categories of People (Si min yue ling), a handbook on running an estate
and a large household, indicates that great families continued to make of-
ferings at ancestral temples as well as graves in the second century: “On
the day of the [New Year| offering, they present wine to cause the spirits
to all descend. Then all members of the household, both noble and base,
without exception for young or old, are arrayed in front of the ancestors
in order of age.” This array of the extended household in front of all the
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ancestors could take place only in an ancestral temple, where the tablets
were present and in order. Like the imperial temple sacrifices, these were
conducted at intervals throughout the year. At several points the text stip-
ulates that offerings at the graves should take place the day after offerings
in the temple, suggesting the ritual priority of the latter. Unlike the temple
offerings, these grave rituals also included offerings to non-kin.3¢

The linkage of temple sacrifices to grave sacrifices, with ritual priority
for the former, is also shown in Sima Biao’s account of imperial sacrifices
in the late Eastern Han. This third-century text notes that the second em-
peror of the Eastern Han established the precedent that the emperor
should not erect a mausoleum at the site of his tomb but simply place a
tablet in the temple of the Eastern Han’s founder. Grave sacrifices were
thus offered only to selected women and to emperors who died before
reaching adulthood and thus could not be placed in the ancestral temple.
Cai Yong’s Solitary Judgments (Du duan) stipulates: “Underage emper-
ors who died without reaching adulthood were excluded from the tem-
ple.” Sima Biao adds that this exclusion was due to the fact that these em-
perors had not truly reigned, since their mothers had ruled as regents.?”

The temple remained the most important site for ancestral worship be-
cause it was the key ritual site for the patriline, while the grave was re-
served for individuals and the household. Imperial graveside offerings
were reserved for women and children, who were not full members of the
lineage, while temple offerings indicated both membership in the lineage
and political authority. Temple offerings were the occasion for gathering
the true family, meaning male members of the patriline, while graveside
offerings could involve more distant forms of sociability including politi-
cal superiors, teachers, friends, village elders, or remote kin. This second-
ary status of the grave is suggested in the organization of the clan ceme-
teries that began to appear in the Eastern Han, for these were only loose
assemblages of graves without any overarching structure expressing the
organization of the lineage.’®

Because the temple was described in canonical ritual texts, while re-
cords of graveside ritual did not antedate the Qin, Eastern Han intellectu-
als celebrated the former as characteristic of high antiquity and deni-
grated the latter as a development of the late Warring States, or even an
innovation of the First Emperor of Qin. Thus Cai Yong wrote: “In an-
cient times they did not sacrifice at graves. When it came to the time of
the First Emperor of Qin, he removed the mausoleum from the capital
and erected it at the side of his grave. The Han followed Qin without
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change.” This follows the model of much Eastern Han writing, which
lumps the Western Han together with Qin as a period of error, while cele-
brating their own age for its restoration of ritual correctness. In this
schema, graveside offerings are a deviant Qin innovation perpetuated by
the Western Han, while temple rites derive from the classics.3”

Modern scholars have generally analyzed Han grave rites in terms of a
supposed belief in two souls: the hun, a refined “cloud” soul associated
with yang, and the po, a turbid “new moon” soul associated with yizn.
The hun was supposed to ascend to Heaven, while the po stayed under-
ground. But the opposition of hun and po appears only in a couple of
scholastic texts, the Records of Ritual and the Master of Huainan, fol-
lowing the tendency of Han intellectuals to link all phenomena to yin/
yang or the five phases.* The latter text, in particular, presents an extract
of Daoist cosmology with no relation to rituals of the tomb or grave. In
the written materials most closely related to burial—the stone inscrip-
tions of the Eastern Han—the terms hun and po are used interchangeably
or combined in a compound.

For Warring States and Han writers, the key issue was not the nature
of the soul but the appropriate forms of ritual, in particular whether buri-
als should be elaborate and expensive or plain and frugal. Early Confu-
cians, influenced by Zhou society in which the ancestral cult was the key
religious activity and the definition of nobility, emphasized elaborate fu-
nerals. Mohist writers, by contrast, denounced lavish burials as a waste
of resources. Since the elite poured vast sums into their burials, the com-
petition for prestige meant that “when commoners or people of low sta-
tus die, the entire fortune of their family was exhausted on the funeral.”*!

The Warring States philosophical text Master Xun retorted that multi-
ple coffins, lavish grave goods, elaborate decorations, and funerary gar-
ments defended social order by maintaining hierarchy in death ritual.
The Springs and Autumns of Master Lii riposted that lavish burials were
self-defeating, because they invited grave robbers: “If someone erected a
stele on top of the grave mound stating, ‘There are many precious jewels
and goods here. One should certainly open it. When you open it, you will
become rich. All your descendants will ride chariots and eat meat,” then
people would laugh at it and consider it deluded. And yet the excessive
burials in our day are just like this.”* Many Han sources repeat this ar-
gument, which indicates that it was not heeded.

Writers in the tradition of the Warring States philosophical text Master
Zhuang (Zhuangzi) argued that fancy coffins and expensive stone or
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brick walls prevented the body from reuniting with the earth. However,
decay was what most people wanted to prevent. The corpse of Lady Dai
at Mawangdui was preserved with skin and hair intact by careful encase-
ment in multiple layers of charcoal and other materials that kept out
moisture. Elsewhere, jade plugs were used to block up the orifices and
thereby prevent vital energies from seeping away. Those with greater
wealth pursued this procedure to its logical conclusion in jade suits that
covered the entire body. Numerous examples have been found, most no-
tably one from Mancheng composed of more than 2,500 plaques sewn
together with gold thread. The Red Eyebrow peasant rebels who began
the uprising against Wang Mang opened up the imperial tombs in pursuit
of treasure: “In the tombs that the bandits had opened, all the corpses
dressed in jade casings looked as if they were still alive.” In an irony an-
ticipated by the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii, the precious objects
intended to grant the deceased eternal life in the tomb led to their bodies
being abandoned to the elements.*

Great families of the Eastern Han extended the cult of the dead to fu-
nerary shrines. Services at these structures were attended not only by
family members but also by clients, associates, or friends. They gave a re-
ligious aspect to the networks formed through education and govern-
ment service that increasingly linked many powerful families against the
eunuch-dominated court. Long after the tomb was sealed up, images in
the shrines could be viewed by both descendants and associates. These
images proclaimed the moral or political program that the deceased had
espoused and inculcated in his posterity. Those in the best preserved of
these shrines, belonging to the Wu family in Shandong, offer a micro-
cosm of a complete, ideal world. The gables depict the realms of the im-
mortals at the edges of the world, and the walls portray the world of
men. The latter are in turn divided into images of sage rulers and moral
exemplars from history and scenes from the life of the deceased, includ-
ing official processions, combats with bandits, and a scene of homage.*

Regional Cults

Regional cults existed in both official and popular versions. Official cults
included sacrifices by agents of the state to the major mountains and
rivers, as well as to the constellations that were the celestial counterparts
of earthly regions. However, most regional cults lacked state sanction,
and as a result they do not figure in official records. Such cults were often
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tied to local immortals, landmarks, or seasonal feasts, and were orga-
nized by associations of shamans, sometimes hereditary, or of merchants
who financed the rites.

In stories in the Comprehensive Meaning of Customs (Feng su tong yi),
local organizations of religious practitioners, generally called “shamans”
as a term of opprobrium, collect money from local populations to sup-
port a cult to a deity not sanctioned by the state. This is invariably de-
scribed as a form of swindling the people. One cult provides a mountain
god with human “brides” who are then banned from “remarrying” mor-
tal men. A newly arrived official in the area demonstrates the impotence
of the supposed divinity, bans the cult, and executes its organizers. In one
case the cult is sponsored not by shamans but by local businessmen, and
the recipient of the sacrifices is a historic figure who helped to thwart the
Li clan’s attempt to replace the Liu lineage.*

Stelae texts depict cults to mountain spirits such as the Lord Spirit of
White Rock, recipient of seasonal sacrifices on White Rock Mountain
in Hebei. These sacrifices included incense, jade, and silk. Participants
sought official recognition, but the sacrifices continued whether or not
this was obtained. Stelae also tell of cults to immortals, such as the East-
ern Han inscription from Shaanxi that records the story of Tang Gong-
fang’s encounter with a “perfected man” who taught him how to under-
stand animals and to travel great distances in the blink of an eye. When
Tang Gongfang incurred the wrath of a local official, he beseeched the
perfected man for help: “The [perfected man] accompanied him home
and gave Gongfang, his wife, and children an elixir to drink, saying ‘Now
you can leave.” But his wife loved her home and could not bear to depart.
The master said to her, ‘Are you not saying that you would like to take
your entire household with you?” The woman answered, “That would be
my greatest desire.” They started to anoint the pillars of the house with
the elixir and gave it to the domestic animals. A moment later a great
wind arose and a black cloud came to meet Gongfang, his wife, chil-
dren, home, and animals, and in a great whirlwind it took them all up
together.” As the stele records, Tang Gongfang then became a focus of
prayer in the region, where his cult continued into the twentieth cen-
tury.*

A couple of other inscriptions commemorating local cults to immortals
have been discovered. The Arrayed Biographies of Immortals (Lie xian
zhuan) speaks of many such cults. In southern Sichuan dozens of shrines
were erected to Ge You, who had supposedly obtained immortality there.
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The immortal Kou Xian was worshipped in every house in his home
county. The biographies record that these cults had tens of thousands of
followers and lasted for many generations.*”

Some modern scholars believe that the dead were guided to the lands
of the immortals by magic charts placed on the lids of coffins or the ceil-
ings of tombs, or by illustrations of “psychopomps” (guides for the souls
of the dead). However, in Han accounts as in later religious Daoism, im-
mortals were beings who avoided death. The standard formula in later
times was to “become an immortal in one’s fleshly body.” Often winged
or having undergone some physical transformation, they lived a very
long time (but not forever) at the edges of the earth, in the mountains, or
in other regions that lay beyond. But having escaped death, immortals
also rejected the status of ancestor that created and defined kin groups.
The tension between immortals and families is suggested in the story of
Tang Gongfang by the wife’s unwillingness to depart without taking the
entire household and farm.

This opposition between kinship—based on the cult of the dead—and
immortality is clearer in a remark of Emperor Wu upon hearing how the
Yellow Emperor had become an immortal. “Ah! If I could only become
like the Yellow Emperor, I would think no more of my wife and children
than of a cast-off slipper.”#8 Thus, the role of immortals in tombs was
possibly not to serve as guides to their paradises but as markers of the
extreme limits of the earth, who transformed the grave into an entire
world.

Organized Religious Movements

Religious practices of the common people enter historical records only
where they threaten the state. Many of the beliefs and practices described
above—shamanic spirit intermediaries, sacrifice to ancestors, local cults—
figured in the lives of ordinary people. Texts discovered in tombs show
that ordinary people also lived surrounded by potentially dangerous spir-
its whom it was necessary to identify and to guard against using assorted
magical procedures. Such demons figured in accounts of the origin of dis-
eases and in the lore of strange and dangerous creatures that haunted un-
inhabited regions such as mountains and bodies of water.#

There were also cults related to the economic activities of commoners.
The agrarian altars of the grain and soil were the primary religious site
for towns and even cities. Crafts whose technical difficulty made them
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seem most susceptible to divine intervention—metallurgy, ceramics, and
lacquerwork—had their own mythology and patron deities. Some reli-
gious or magical practices, such as the carving of the animals of the four
directions onto molds for coins, have left material traces. The second cen-
tury B.C. Fifty-two Recipes to Cure Disease (Wushier bing fang) discov-
ered at Mawangdui details an exorcism to ward off diseases caused by a
rebel god, the Lacquer King. He had been charged to assist workers but
instead created a skin disease, the dermatitis that is actually induced by
lacquer, which is derived from a plant related to poison oak. The fourth-
century A.D. Record of the Lands South of Mount Hua (Huayang guo
zhi) mentions a mountain-top temple dedicated to the divine Iron Ances-
tor in a region with many iron works.’°

However, the truly distinctive commoner religions that appeared from
the late Western Han were large-scale movements which, from the per-
spective of the state, led to public disturbances and rebellions. One of the
earliest worshipped was the Queen Mother of the West. During a drought
in the northeast in 3 B.C., crowds began to run from town to town carry-
ing emblems woven of straw or hemp. Often disheveled or barefoot, they
broke down doors or gates and at night staged torch-lit processions
across the roofs of towns. Spreading across twenty-six commanderies
and kingdoms up to Chang’an, they held services to the Queen Mother
and passed around a written message that said: “The Mother tells the
people that those who wear this talisman will not die. Let those who do
not believe her words look below the hinges of their gates, and there will
be white hairs there to show that this is true.”’! When the drought broke,
the movement subsided and the cult vanished from the historical record.

The most important religious movements were the Yellow Turbans,
the Five Pecks of Grain, and Buddhism. The first two were organized
into military units, reflecting the late Han decline in social order, against
which local communities organized for self-defense. The Yellow Turbans
led by Zhang Jue taught that disease resulted from sin and could be
healed by confession. They believed that the Han lineage was exhausted
and aimed to establish a new dynasty under the rising “Yellow Heaven.”
The movement was widespread through the northeast and even pene-
trated the imperial guard. Their rebellion in 184 set off the civil war that
ended the Han.

The Five Pecks of Grain movement was led by Zhang Lu in what is
now Sichuan. Like Zhang Jue (probably unrelated), he preached that dis-
ease could be cured through repentance. Records indicate many out-
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breaks of epidemics in this period, in part explaining the rise of ma-
jor movements that claimed healing powers. The movement was named
“Five Pecks” because each member had to give five pecks of grain to the
community, which would be used to provision charity houses for adepts
and travelers. This cult also proclaimed an imminent age of Great Peace,
but unlike the Yellow Turbans, it originally espoused the reform of the
Han house rather than its replacement. The cult’s followers also wor-
shipped the divinized Laozi, who was periodically incarnated to rescue
the world and who had received sacrifice from the imperial house since
166 A.D. Zhang Lu took control of Sichuan but was defeated by Cao Cao
in 215. Cao Cao enfeoffed his sons, and in the fourth century A.D. later
followers of the Zhangs established a Daoist state in this area.’?

Buddhism entered China during the Eastern Han, following both the
overland trade routes through Central Asia and the sea lanes from South-
east Asia. The first reference to it dates from 65 A.D., where it is men-
tioned along with Daoism and alchemy. At the end of the Han a mon-
astery patronized by an imperial prince was established in Luoyang.
Depictions of the Buddha have been found in Han tombs, usually occu-
pying a location that in other tombs was filled by the Queen Mother of
the West. This suggests that the Buddha was conceived as a divinity from
the West in the image of the Queen Mother, who answered prayers and
rescued believers from suffering. However, there is little evidence of any
awareness of Buddhist doctrine in the Han.’3

In conclusion, one should note what has 7ot been discussed in this
chapter. It has said nothing of a systematic mythology with elaborate tales
of the origins of the universe or the deeds of the gods. While such tales
figure in the written literature, they are not abundant and deal largely
with human culture heroes who created the technologies and practices
needed for a civilized existence. It has also said nothing of a creator divin-
ity or a pure, transcendent realm. Neither existed in Han China. The spir-
its of whom we have records were fed by sacrifices from humans, usually
their descendants or natives of their home regions, which resulted in a re-
lation of mutual dependence between the visible and shadow worlds.

The vast majority of spirits in the Han empire, as in later China, were
either people who had died or escaped death as immortals. The worlds of
the living and the dead, of men and spirits, were separate but parallel.
People passed from one to the other, and sometimes might pass back
again. For those who believed in an afterlife, it was much like the world
of the living. And for many people, as in all times and places, death
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was the inevitable absolute terminus. Thus, another of the Nineteern Old
Poems concludes:

Through the ages mourners in their turn are mourned,
Neither sage nor worthy can escape.

Seeking by diet to obtain immortality,

Many have been the dupes of drugs.

Better far to drink good wine,

And clothe our bodies in silk and satin.*
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LITERATURE

THE CREATION of a unified empire transformed Chinese intellectual
life. In the Qin dynasty and the early Western Han, works in history, phi-
losophy, and poetry were produced that attempted to comprehensively
depict the new unified world. These texts were the intellectual equiva-
lents of empire. Then, by the late Western Han, the Confucian canon—
the Zhou textual heritage defined by the “six classics” (Odes, Docu-
ments, Ritual, Music, Spring and Autumn Annals, and Changes)—
emerged as the all-encompassing textual embodiment of Han imperial
ideals. Like many other aspects of Qin and Han history, Chinese intellec-
tual life was divided into two epochs by this establishment of the Zhou
classics as foundational texts of the realm.

The application of the term “Confucian” in the Han is problematic,
however, as several modern scholars have shown. The term ru, which has
been translated as “Confucian,” had a broader sense than simply the fol-
lowers of Confucius. And even the self-proclaimed followers of Confu-
cius rejected major parts of what had previously defined “the Way of
Confucius.” Moreover, these acolytes did not share a philosophical or-
thodoxy among themselves, as would later “Confucians” in the Song and
Yuan dynasties.! Although these criticisms all have some degree of truth,
I shall—for the four reasons given below—continue to use the term “Con-
fucian” to describe those people who were devoted to the Zhou textual
heritage.

First, even those who question the translation of ru as “Confucian”
agree that one major sense of the term referred to specialists in the classi-
cal Zhou heritage, both its rituals and its texts. Second, when ru ap-
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peared as a category in comprehensive philosophical and bibliographic
systems in the Han, users of the term identified the 7« as those who “take
the six classics as their model” and devote themselves to their commen-
taries.? Third, while it is true that Han ru# changed major elements of the
“Way of Confucius,” this kind of reworking and reevaluation was al-
ready happening among Warring States followers of the sage and would
continue throughout Chinese history. The tradition that evolved under
the rubric of Confucianism was a protean one, but to rename it with ev-
ery change of emphasis or interpretation would obscure more than it
would reveal. Finally, the diverse intellectual, literary, and bibliographic
changes sketched in this chapter, the establishment of memorizing the
classics as the basis of education, and the triumph of the cult of Heaven
in religious rites, taken together, fixed the six classics as the center of the
Chinese intellectual universe.

Rival Traditions of “the Way”

Philosophical texts produced in the Warring States period asserted their
authority by claiming to possess a comprehensive wisdom, generally
called the Way. During this time of political turmoil, the variant interpre-
tations of the Way hardened into polemical traditions, each claiming that
its own wisdom was all-encompassing and drawn from ancient sages,
while dismissing rival doctrines as partial truths of limited applicability.
The competing texts produced by the various traditions were to be read
as a literary expression of the Zhou realm’s political fragmentation into
warring regions. The Confucian version of this ideal is exemplified by a
passage from the Master Xun (Xunzi), a third-century B.C. compilation
of the teachings of Xun Kuang of Qi, a major Warring State:

Now the feudal lords have different governments and the hundred
schools different theories, so inevitably some are right and others
wrong, some well-governed and some in chaos . .. Master Mo was
blocked by the idea of utility and thus insensible to refined culture.
Master Song [Xing] was blocked by the idea of [limiting] desires,
and thus insensible to fulfillment. Master Shen [Dao] was blocked
by the idea of law and thus insensible to the value of worthy men.
Master Shen [Buhai] was blocked by the idea of the force of position
and thus insensible to wisdom. Master Hui was blocked by the idea
of fine words and thus insensible to realities. Master Zhuang was
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blocked by the idea of Heaven and thus insensible to the human . . .
Each of these is one corner of the Way. The Way embodies the con-
stant and exhausts all changes. A single corner cannot give an idea of
it . . . Confucius was benevolent, wise, and not blocked. Therefore,
though studying confused methods, he was still sufficient to have
been one of the ancient kings. His school alone obtained the Way of
Zhou [zhou dao, also “the complete Way”].3

This philosophical disunity led Li Si (d. 208 B.C.), a scholar who had
studied under Xun Kuang and later became the chief minister of Qin, to
propose to the First Emperor that he should suppress private ownership
and transmission of nontechnical writings—including the philosophers,
the Odes, and the Documents—and make the state the sole source of ed-
ucation and truth. Like the philosophical texts he criticized, Li Si privi-
leged the comprehensive over the partial, but he identified all-encompass-
ing truth with Qin-imposed unity. The rival traditions, he claimed, were
self-seeking factions that threatened public order through the pursuit of
private glory. Qin’s task was to provide a unitary tradition by linguis-
tic and philosophical standards. Philosophy—like laws, measures, and
script—should be dictated from the center and enforced by the emperor’s
servants.*

The notion that rival philosophical traditions were fragments of a
whole continued into the early Han, in the work of Sima Tan (d. 110
B.C.). As grand historian to Emperor Wu, he initiated the comprehensive
Han history Shi ji, a project taken over and completed by his son, Sima
Qian, who inherited his father’s position at court. Sima Tan was the first
person to divide the intellectual field into a limited number of doctrinally
defined schools, which included “the traditions of Yin/yang, Classicists
[Confucians]|, Mohists, Names, Law, and the Way and Its Power.” Sima
Tan credits all of these schools, except the last one, with knowing one
part of the Way, and he sees this partiality as causing errors.

In his view, the tradition that avoids the trap of incompleteness by in-
corporating the best features of all the other traditions and embracing
constant change and adaptation is “the Way and Its Power,” or Daoism.
Sima Tan traced the Daoist tradition back to the legendary Zhou official
Laozi, supposedly an older contemporary of Confucius. The myth of
Laozi’s career had developed in the late Warring States period to account
for the existence of a text known as the Canon of the Way and Its Power
(Dao de jing), and some modern scholars doubt that he ever existed.
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However, the Canon of the Way and Its Power, along with the Master
Zhuang, provided the foundation texts for the Daoist tradition.

In Sima Tan’s words, “The Daoists cause people’s refined spirit ener-
gies to be undivided, their actions to accord with the formless, and to
nourish all things. Their technique follows the general order of yin/yang,
selects the good points of the classicists and Mohists, and extracts the es-
sential points of the School of Names and Legalists. Moving with the sea-
sons, changing in response to things, it establishes customs and bestows
tasks, and there is nothing that is not appropriate.”® In this program of
the perfection of the body/self, the basing of actions on the formless ori-
gin of things, and the following of natural patterns, Daoism would even-
tually become one of the so-called pillars of Chinese thought, along with
Confucianism and Buddhism.

Canon and Commentary

A major development in late Warring States intellectual life was the es-
tablishment of a privileged category of texts, called jing, through the ad-
dition of commentaries, called zhuan. Each philosophical tradition from
this period condemned intellectual disputation as a form of social break-
down, while claiming that its own doctrines for creating social order rep-
resented the original principles employed by the ancient sages. The tex-
tual categories jing and zhuan came to identify these principles and the
modes of explaining them.

The character jing had originally indicated something running through-
out an area and serving to regulate it, with the associated meaning of
“strong” and “unbending.” A derived sense of jing included the idea of
“boundary” or “demarcation,” as in the creation of the grid that defined
the city and the marketplace. When the character was paired with wei,
meaning “weft,” it referred to the warp of a fabric. Eventually, these two
characters jing and wei would be used to translate the terms “longitude”
and “latitude.” In other passages, the character jing functioned simply as
a verb meaning “to put in order” or “to rule.” When used as a noun, it
meant “guiding principle” or “constant norm.”6

In the late Warring States period, jing began to appear in titles of texts
and chapters and to be applied to a certain body of works. This use of
jing indicated that the texts were constant or universal and that they pro-
vided order or structure to the world. For example, the final chapter of
the Master Zhuang states that the Mohists “all recite the Mohist canon
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[Mo jing].” The first nine chapters of the collection of essays on govern-
ment, the Master Guan (Guanzi), are entitled “Discussion of Constant
Principles” (Jing yan) and deal with methods for obtaining and using
power. The character jing is frequently preceded by a numeral that enu-
merates principles of statecraft. In the Master Han Fei, to take one exam-
ple, a chapter entitled the “Eight Constant Principles” (Ba jing) gives
maxims on government. The term was also applied to texts that pre-
sented the fundamental principles of any practice.”

The character jing appeared in the title of classic Daoist texts associ-
ated with Laozi and the Yellow Emperor (supposedly the first ruler of the
Han people) that were recovered from Han tombs at Mawangdui in the
late twentieth century. In addition to the Canon of the Way (Dao jing),
these include the Canon of Virtuous Power (De jing), the Constant Model
(Jing fa), and the Sixteen Canons (Shi liu jing). These texts present princi-
ples of social order, which they derive from the cosmic Way. When the
catalogue of the imperial library was compiled in the late Western Han,
several geographic works, such as the Canon of the Mountains and Seas
(Shan hai jing), and major medical texts were also identified as jing, and
the latter were linked to the Yellow Emperor.

Texts or chapters entitled jing were often accompanied by zhuan (mean-
ing “transmission, tradition”) or shuo (meaning “explanation”). Six chap-
ters of the Master Han Fei entitled Collected Explanations (Chu shuo)
begin with brief principles of government, followed by references to an-
ecdotes that demonstrate the principles. The principles are called jing
and the anecdotes shuo. The major term for commentaries, however,
was zhuan. The Eastern Han dictionary Explanations of Simple and
Compound Graphs (Shuo wen jie zi) glosses this character as a carriage
used in relays to deliver messages, while the Eastern Han dictionary Ex-
plaining Names (Shi ming) defines it as the stations at which such car-
riages changed horses. This dictionary also states that as a literary term
zhuan means “to hand down and show to later men.”8

These definitions suggest that zhuan derived from a figurative sense in
which the message of the canon, obscure because of its subtlety and ar-
chaic language, was delivered or conveyed to the world at large. The term
also marks a hierarchical relationship between the canonical text and its
commentary. According to early texts, officers who delivered messages
through the relay system were of low status; and in another context, the
term zhuan is prescribed as a humble self-referent for the lowest rank of
nobility when addressing the Son of Heaven. Thus, by analogy, while the
canons were the textual legacy of the sages, the commentaries were de-
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rived from the lower-status worthies who devoted themselves to trans-
mitting the ideas and intentions of the sages. Neither form of text could
be understood without the other, but a clear hierarchy was implied.

The jing texts of the late Warring States were all recent compositions,
many written with their own appended explanations. But the central
texts of the ru tradition, known as the Five Canons—the Odes, Docu-
ments, Rites, Spring and Autumn Annals, and Changes—which origi-
nated centuries earlier, were also transformed into canons through the
addition of commentary. Indeed, virtually any text could, in theory, be-
come a jing if a zhuan was appended. When the Eastern Han scholar
Wang Chong argued that jing need zhuan, he meant that only with a
commentary could a classic text be understood. But in practice, adding a
commentary certified a text as canonical by showing its hidden depths or
flexible application to many situations.’

Thus, the Zhou Odes were interpreted by the Master Xun as the wis-
dom of ancient sages that revealed truths about institutions and practices
of its own day. Commentaries on the Spring and Autumn Annals ex-
plained this chronicle from the court of Lu as a philosophy of gov-
ernment expressed through a coded set of quasi-legal judgments. This
ideal government was considered a prophecy of, and a model for,
Han institutions. Similarly, commentators on the Documents reread po-
litical speeches dealing with particular issues as depictions of a model
kingship.

Encyclopedias

In contrast with canons that offered universal principles in gnomic lan-
guage requiring explication, or commentaries that read evolving, hidden
meanings into archaic texts, several works from the Qin-Han empires
claimed to be encyclopedias of all significant knowledge. The two major
examples are the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii (Lii shi chun qiu),
composed under the auspices of Qin’s chief minister in the middle of the
third century B.C., and the Master of Huainan (Huainanzi), sponsored by
the king of Huainan at the beginning of the reign of Emperor Wu of the
Western Han.

These two texts share many features. They are collective works by nu-
merous scholars gathered around a political patron, after whom the text
is named. The works assemble maxims and principles from all the philo-
sophic traditions and attempt to synthesize them into a coherent whole.
They adapt natural models for this synthesis, both texts involving the di-
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mension of time, so that the text serves as a microcosm of the world.
Finally, both texts emphasize the ideal of political and doctrinal unity.

Eminent men of the Warring States had competed for prestige by sur-
rounding themselves with individuals with useful or amusing talents. Pa-
tronage of scholars by political figures grew out of this practice, and the
great sponsored compendia of the Qin and early Han were a further step
in the process. The Han biographies of Lii Buwei and Liu An claim that
they assembled thousands of scholars. Gao You’s late Eastern Han pref-
ace to his commentary on the Master of Huainan also insists on the large
number of scholars gathered at Liu An’s court and lists eight men who
shared in organizing the project. This emphasis on vast participation in
the writing of the encyclopedia is part of their program of comprehen-
siveness. !0

Naming the books for a political patron rather than a teacher also indi-
cates their public nature. In the myths of the ancient sages, Warring States
philosophers had linked the notion of comprehensive wisdom with the
ideal of political and intellectual unification, and in so doing they had
identified intellectual dispute as a sign of decay. Legalist thinkers in the
same period had also called for the abolition of scholastic disputation in
the name of the state’s intellectual hegemony. The pattern of the Springs
and Autumns of Master Lii and the Master of Huainan, in which a chief
minister or king assembled scholars from the competing traditions to
synthesize their positions into a harmonious whole, responded to these
ideas: intellectual unification paralleling the empire’s geographical uni-
fication was a major goal in these early imperial compendia.

Although originating as collections of essays by multiple authors, the
texts were reworked into more elaborate structures to suggest both com-
prehensiveness and natural foundations. The Springs and Autumns of
Master Lii was modeled on the annual cycle, as indicated by its title and
the organization of its first section. The Master of Huainan took its form
from models of the heavens sketched in such Warring States works as the
Canon of the Way and Its Power, the Master Zhuang, and manuscripts
found at the Mawangdui tombs. In both encyclopedias, the organization
breaks down in later sections, which fill in omissions, elaborate points al-
ready made, or pursue numerological significance in the arrangement of
chapters. Nevertheless, it is clear that the authors tried to find natural
models and thereby to establish their universal authority.

The Springs and Autumns of Master Lii is composed of three sec-
tions—twelve registers (ji), eight overviews (lan), and six assessments
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(lun). Only the ji, which form the core of the book and correspond to the
months of the year, are strictly calendrical, and they were probably writ-
ten first as an independent work. This is indicated by the presence after
the last ji of a postface discussing the nature of the work—a common
practice from the late Warring States through the Han. The postface re-
fers to the work as the “Twelve Registers” and argues that it encompasses
the triad of Heaven, Earth, and man.!!

The registers are named for the months of the year, and each begins
with the relevant section from the calendar of royal activities commonly
known as the “Monthly Ordinances.” These opening sections are fol-
lowed by essays that extend the strictures of the royal calendar into a the-
ory of kingship. The sections on Spring are followed by essays on the su-
preme significance of life, the importance of the ruler’s valuing his own
health, and the ruler’s duty to impartially further the lives of other beings.
The essays appended to Summer deal primarily with the need to further
life through respect for teachers, the cultivation of ritual, and the practice
of music. The essays of Autumn deal largely with military affairs. Those
of Winter begin with discussions of funerals and then switch to advocacy
of personal austerity, the checking of accounts, the selection and reward-
ing of personnel, and the making of long-range plans.

The ruler’s adaptation to the shifting of the seasons provides a frame-
work in which the theories advocated by the philosophical traditions all
find their place. While themes from the different traditions are scattered
throughout the text, the Spring section is dominated by ideas from the
Yangist and syncretist chapters of the Master Zhuang, the Summer sec-
tion by the educational program of the Confucians, the Autumn section
by the military treatises and chapters on warfare from the philosophical
schools, and the Winter section by Mohist strictures on funerals and
economy, and by legalist teachings on the assessment and employment of
talent. The ideal of a comprehensive doctrine in which the limited teach-
ings of each school find their place is achieved by subsuming them under
the calendar of royal activities. The king, who embodies and enacts the
cycle fixed by Heaven, becomes the point in which the schools converge.

The Master of Huainan adopts its pattern not from the seasons but
from Daoist explanations of the origin and nature of the universe. The
first chapter deals with the universal Way, which is both the origin of
all things and the model for comprehensiveness. The second chapter de-
velops the principles of division and transformation by which the uni-
verse and all things within it were formed. The third chapter deals with
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Heaven, the fourth with Earth, and the fifth traces the annual cycle in a
version of the “Monthly Ordinances.” The sixth chapter then presents
the principle of “resonance” that links Heaven, Earth, and all natural
phenomena. The seventh deals with the origin and nature of the human
body, the eighth with the sage, and the ninth with the ruler.

Having ascended from the primal unity, through first divisions into
Heaven and Earth, the structure of space and time, and the origins of
man, to the highest forms of man in the sage and ruler, this encyclopedia,
like the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii, loses a clear sense of struc-
ture. Nevertheless, the passage in the early chapters, from original unity
to the sage, provides a universal model for the incorporation of all philo-
sophical and technical traditions.

The Springs and Autumns of Master Lii was composed just two de-
cades before Qin’s final campaigns of conquest, and its link to the ambi-
tion of political unification is clear. The text insists repeatedly on the im-
portance of rulers and the value of unification, arguing that in antiquity
before the appearance of rulers, or in distant lands that have no mon-
archs, people lived like animals. Kin ties, hierarchical relations, ritual
conduct, implements and tools, and all other features of civilization de-
pend upon rulers for their introduction and maintenance. But the func-
tions of the ruler could be carried out only if one man rules over all. The
absence of a universal ruler, with his comprehensive laws, measures, stan-
dards of judgment, and ideals, would lead to chaos and war.!2

Histories

Composed in the decades following the presentation at the Western Han
court of the Master of Huainan, the historical opus Shi ji also aimed to
give textual expression to the project of empire. The Shi ji’s primary au-
thor was Sima Qian (c. 145— c. 86 B.C.), son of Sima Tan, who was grand
historian to Emperor Wu. When Sima Qian offended the emperor by try-
ing to intercede for a general who had lost in battle, the emperor sen-
tenced him to castration—a sentence that usually led to an honorable sui-
cide rather than the alternative of disgrace.

In a letter to his friend Ren An, Sima Qian justified his decision not to
commit suicide by describing the goals of the vast history he hoped to fin-
ish before his death: “I have gathered old traditions abandoned by the
world, examined people’s conduct, investigated the principles of suc-
cess and failure or rise and decline . . . T desire thereby to exhaust [jiu]
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the interchanges between Heaven and man, completely trace [tong] the
changes from ancient times to the present, and thus complete [cheng] the
words of a single school/family.” 3

The aspiration to cover all human history and society, from the Yellow
Emperor down to Sima Qian’s own day, defines the Shi ji. He takes as his
historical model the Spring and Autumn Annals, but he includes periods
both before and after those covered in that ancient work. Sima Qian sug-
gests a motive for this historical range by including his father’s essay on
the “Six Schools” in the postface that tells how he came to write the
Shi ji. This essay celebrated the Daoists for “evolving with the times,”
“changing in response to things,” and thus “being suitable to all affairs.”
Thus among the six schools, the Daoists embodied the ideal of compre-
hensive wisdom to which Sima Qian aspired for his own work.

The theme of comprehensiveness also figures in Sima Qian’s decision
to structure the work around the principle that the world had been ruled
by a chain of universal monarchs since the creation of the state by the
Yellow Emperor. Each of his first twelve chapters (the “Fundamental
Chronicles™) is devoted to a world-ruling monarch or dynasty. Reading
the unified Han empire back into the beginning of history, Sima Qian as-
sumes that an undivided sovereignty passed from king to king without in-
terruption from the Yellow Emperor to his own ruler, Emperor Wu. The
idea of the single ruler, advocated in late Warring States polemics as the
foundation of intellectual unity, here reappears as the unifying principle
of history.*

In addition to the “Fundamental Chronicles,” with its thread of sover-
eignty running throughout, other categories of chapters include the “Ta-
bles,” which are charts linking the history and noble lineages of each
principality to the sequence of kings; the “Monographs,” which trace the
evolution of the rituals, music, pitch pipes, calendars, and sacrifices that
gave visible and audible form to the idea of empire; the “Hereditary
Households,” which deal with fiefs and, along with the “Tables,” incor-
porate an earlier multistate reality into an imperial ideal; and the “Tra-
ditions,” which, in describing officials, diplomats, generals, merchants,
manufacturers, philosophical masters, scholars, poets, diviners, assas-
sins, and gangsters—all commoners—provide a portrait of the wider so-
ciety in the Warring States, Qin, and early Han.

Though not itself a canon, the Shi ji adopts the structure of canon and
commentary. Sima Qian’s opening twelve chapters form a chronicle of
events in imitation of the Spring and Autumn Annals. The term ji (* kieg)
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that he applied to these chapters was nearly homophonous with jing
(*kieng) and shared a common range of meanings: “guiding thread,”

» o« >

“norm,” “rule,” or “regulation.” Most of the remaining chapters bear
the character zhuan, meaning commentaries. While the narratives and
anecdotes in Sima Qian’s zhuan have little in common with the explica-
tion of graphs in the Gongyang commentary to the Annals, they resemble
the material of the Transmissions of Master Zuo (Zuo zhuan), which
Sima Qian describes as the most accurate record of Confucius’ explana-
tion of the Annals. The biographies of commoners in the Shi ji thus play
the role of commentary to canon, adding substance, detail, and drama to
the briefer, drier chronicles.!’

Sima Qian’s work also aimed to be comprehensive as an anthology of
earlier texts. The account of Confucius includes many passages of the
Analects (Lun yu), historically situated to provide a context. Other biog-
raphies—such as those of Qu Yuan, Jia Yi, and Sima Xiangru—consist
largely of works composed by these figures. Sima Qian also borrowed
much material from the Transmissions of Master Zuo, although he re-
wrote its archaic language, and his history of the Warring States is made
up of extensive quotations from the kinds of texts later edited to form the
Stratagems of the Warring States (Zhanguo ce). Philosophical works such
as the Mencius are also quoted or adapted to provide material. In short,
although the Shi ji was composed by Sima Qian and his father, its fre-
quent use of quotation and the incorporation of other works turn the
history into a multi-voiced encyclopedia of the literature known in the
early Han.

The multi-voiced nature of the work also serves to offer historical les-
sons, through an ironic interplay between quoted assertions and factual
narrative. Examples of this are the contrast between the inflated claims of
the First Emperor’s stone inscriptions and Sima Qian’s narration of the
events of his reign, or the discrepancy between promises of the Masters of
Esoteric Arts to Emperor Wu and the results obtained. Similarly, by de-
scribing historical figures primarily through the voices of their contempo-
raries and by dividing narratives into multiple chapters written from the
perspective of different participants, the Shi ji demonstrates objectivity
and a universal perspective that the use of Sima Qian’s own voice alone
would have lacked.'¢

Sima Qian cast himself in the role of a new Confucius by writing judg-
ments into the fabric of history. But with the triumph of the Confucian
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canon as state orthodoxy, the Shi ji, with its supposed Daoist slant, be-
came the target of criticism. Ban Biao and his son Ban Gu, who carried
on the task of writing Han history in the first century A.D., adopted Sima
Qian’s work as a structural model, but they rejected his vision of univer-
sality and criticized his failure to adhere to the virtues of Confucianism.!”

Although Sima Qian had claimed that he intended to write his his-
tory to praise the Han, his actual treatment of Han rulers—notably the
founder Gaozu and the contemporary Emperor Wu—was highly critical.
In contrast, Ban Gu in his poetry treated the first three Eastern Han em-
perors as brilliant rulers, if not sages, who had moved toward the cre-
ation of a Confucian state. Because this celebration of the Eastern Han
entailed a critique of the Western Han rulers, whom Sima Qian also dis-
paraged, Ban Gu was able to use much of Sima Qian’s text even while
casting aspersions on his hostility to the ruling house.

Ban Gu also criticized Sima Qian because “his moral judgments had
hugely deviated from those of Confucius.” Although Sima Qian adopted
Confucius and the Annals as his model, he also patterned himself on less
canonical authors, such as the Warring States poet Qu Yuan. More im-
portantly, the inclusion of his father’s essay, which proclaimed the superi-
ority of Daoism, led to the charge that Sima Qian himself was in reality a
devotee of Daoist philosophy. Finally, Sima Qian’s categorization of sev-
eral chapters—treating the Han founder’s rival Xiang Yu as a ruler, and
the leader of the anti-Qin rebellion Chen She as a “hereditary house-
hold”—and his inclusion of sometimes laudatory biographies of assas-
sins, gangsters, and merchants were regarded as clear evidence of moral
deviance.

The composition of Ban Gu’s Book of the Han (Han shu) marked an
institutional shift in the nature of historiography. The Shi ji had been a fa-
milial endeavor of Sima Tan and Sima Qian, and Ban Biao had also writ-
ten his history as a private, literary work. Although Ban Gu, like his fa-
ther, had at first worked alone and was even arrested for “privately
rewriting the state’s history,” he was subsequently commissioned by Em-
peror Ming to write a history of the Han.'$ This marked the origin of the
official historiography that became a standard feature of imperial Chi-
nese dynasties.

Historians were appointed by the state to compile annals of rulers and
biographical memoirs of individuals, works that would ultimately form
chapters in “dynastic histories.” The Eastern Han History Bureau was lo-
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cated in the Eastern Lodge in Luoyang, and a fragment of the collection
of biographies composed under the auspices of the bureau has survived
under the title Han Records from the Eastern Lodge (Dong guan Han ji).
This bureaucratization of the writing of official histories, which reached
its full extent under the Tang, represented a serious decline in the quality
of dynastic histories.

Poetry

In addition to Sima Qian, the other great writer of the age of Emperor
Wu was Sima Xiangru (ca. 18o-117 B.C.), who developed a poetic lan-
guage to express the ideal of all-inclusiveness. His “rhapsodies” incor-
porated elements from the Songs of Chu (Chu ci)—most prominently,
flights in the company of gods and immortals and romantic encounters
with goddesses. The use of unusual graphs to evoke exotic creatures,
minerals, and plants linked his poetry to the theme of tribute—the pre-
sentation of rare objects to the ruler as a testament to his power. Sima
Xiangru’s poems and essays emphasize the power of words to cast a spell
on the reader or even to call objects into existence, a power linked to the
religious uses of language from which the rhetoric of the rhapsody de-
rived."”

For most of the Western Han period, when poetry was above all a prod-
uct of the court, Sima Xiangru was recognized as the greatest writer—the
very model of a poet. However, with the rise of the Confucian canon,
many aspects of his art were rejected, a trend epitomized in the career of
Yang Xiong (53 B.C.—18 A.D.). During his youth, Yang Xiong wrote rhap-
sodies that adopted both the style and subjects of Sima Xiangru. How-
ever, later in life he rejected this form of poetry because it lacked moral
seriousness and because its fantastic images and romanticized language
did not adhere to the Confucian ideal of writing, in which words must be
a direct expression of experience and character.2

In his Canon of Supreme Mystery (Tai xuan jing) Yang Xiong argues
that poetry should be a moral instrument of persuasion. He embraces as
his model the Zhou writers whose verses are preserved in the Canon of
Odes (Shi jing). Confucian works since the Warring States period—such
as the Mencius, the Master Xun, and the “Mao Preface”—had elabo-
rated the theory that these odes were the direct and sincere expression of
the moral purpose of their authors, the sage kings of the early Zhou, or of
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historians writing under their influence.?! Because verse was meant to be
morally direct and persuasive, the language should be clear and intelligi-
ble, avoiding elaborate phrases and ornaments that obscured its pur-
pose. Excessive ornament and artificial language were the great fault of
“writers of ornate language” (ci ren) like Sima Xiangru and his follow-
ers. While their effusive verbiage could cast a spell on the audience, it
could not lead individuals to appropriate conduct. Thus, Yang Xiong
concluded that such works were “beautiful writing, but of little use.” Ban
Gu adopted the same principles in his poetry, when he criticized Sima
Xiangru and the Western Han capital that admired his work.

Although odes emerged as the exemplary model for verse at the end of
the Western Han, men of literary ambition did not compose odes (or at
least few have been preserved). Named authors of Han songs, as pre-
served in the histories, are largley rulers, concubines, and generals. These
are personal testaments in which the author sings of his or her emotional
response to a situation, usually tragic in nature. Most of the songs pre-
cede a suicide or a final parting. Many simply describe the situation and
declare the sentiments of the speaker without metaphor or ornament. An
example is the song sung by the Han founder Gaozu’s great rival, Xiang
Yu, to his concubine Yu, prior to his last battle and ultimate suicide:

My strength uprooted hills,

My energy dominated the age.

But the times were unpropitious,

And Dapple [his horse] runs no more.
When Dapple runs no more,

What then can I do?

Ah Yu, my Yu,

How can I save you???

Most Han songs are not attributed to known authors but are known as
either “music bureau” songs or the Nineteen Old Poems. Music bureau
songs received their name from the government department founded
or revived by Emperor Wu to compose songs to accompany state sacri-
fices, banquets, court receptions, and army parades. These songs were
written by professional musicians of low status. Apart from the temple
hymns, they reflect the kind of oral, folk traditions found throughout the
world, and they may have been related to early Chinese popular compo-
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sitions. Among their features are impersonality and detachment in pre-
sentation, stereotyped situations or plots, lack of introspection, ahistor-
icity, abrupt transitions, use of commonplace phrases, recurring refrains,
and colloquialism. But it would be incorrect to speak of these composi-
tions as folk songs. They were written for performance at court, and they
exhibit a mix of classical and vernacular languages. Because they had to
be performed and understood without recourse to a written text, how-
ever, the language was simplified and repetitious. Moreover, they were of-
ten adapted from more popular compositions that were popular with the
ruler or court. This accounts for the overlap of their features with true
folk compositions.?

The simplest of the court compositions resemble work chanties, such
as the song “South of the River.”

South of the river we can pick lotus,
The lotus leaves, how they fill the pond.
Fish play among lotus leaves.

Fish play east of lotus leaves.

Fish play west of lotus leaves.

Fish play south of lotus leaves.

Fish play north of lotus leaves.?*

This piece seems to be patterned on songs that provided a vocal replica-
tion of the rhythm of physical work, maintaining the pace of repetitive
tasks and relieving boredom. Other music bureau songs are more elabo-
rate and even dramatic, but they still copy popular songs in their abrupt
transitions in point of view and content, the absence of a clear temporal
sequence when telling a story, composite structures that suggest alterna-
tion between soloists and a chorus, and the frequent use of repeated lines
or phrases.?

Still other music bureau songs show evidence of being aimed at a
highly literate segment of the court audience. References to historical or
literary figures imply textual study on the part of the author and his in-
tended audience. Others tell of spirit flights and meetings with immortals,
a distinctly elite concern. In addition to their differences in subject matter,
such poems replace the composite structure and shifting point of view of
the folklike songs with a more sequential narrative told from a single, or
sometimes a double, point of view. A classic example is the following
poem:
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Green, green the grass by river,

Endlessly my longing follows the distant road.
The distant road, beyond imagining,

And yet last night I saw him in a dream.

In a dream I saw him by my side,

Suddenly I woke, and he was in another land.
Another land, each of us in different realms,
Tossing and turning I could see him no more.
Withered mulberry feels Heaven’s wind,

The ocean’s water feels Heaven’s cold.
Entering the house, each is naturally loved,
But who deigns to speak to me?

A traveler comes from far away,

He brings me a double carp [letter box].

I shout at the servant, “Cook the carp.”
Inside there is a white silk letter.

I kneel down and read the letter.

What, after all, is within?

First it says, “Try and eat more.”

Last it says, “I will always remember you.”26

Here, the singer is a woman whose husband is serving in the army at the
frontier (as indicated in the title of the poem). The entire poem narrates
the woman’s thoughts and experiences, with a second voice entering at
the end in the words of her husband’s letter. The passionate sorrow of the
first voice, poetically expressed by beginning some lines with the last
words of the preceding ones, provides a striking contrast with the prosaic
but ultimately heart-breaking contents of the letter.

This more explicitly lyric verse in which the author meditated on his
own experience or imaginatively projected himself into “the voice of
another” developed further in the so-called ancient poems of the East-
ern Han.?” These poems feature two conventional speakers: neglected
women and young men who aspired to an official career. Frustrated
in their hopes, these figures mourn time’s passing and dwell on aging
and death. The tone of the poems consequently varies between melan-
cholic brooding, outright lamentation, and injunctions to “seize the day”
through the pleasures of wine and music. Devoted to the poet’s inner ex-
perience and meditations on human mortality, they reduce narrative ele-
ments to a minimum. Instead, the poet describes the situation, such as a
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scene that has been witnessed, and then elaborates the emotions aroused.
The poems are marked as texts to be read, with visual links provided by
grammatical or semantic parallels between lines and couplets replacing
the repetition often used in music bureau songs.

The music bureau was sometimes condemned by Confucian scholars
for employing the sort of popular music that had developed in the late
Warring States—the “music of Zheng and Wei” which Confucius had
denounced as licentious. The bureau was abolished at the end of the
Western Han, as part of the ritual reforms and money-saving policies as-
sociated with the rising influence of classicist thought. However, since
Confucian poetic theorists had also asserted that Zhou kings had col-
lected folk songs to learn the state of public morality, the music bureau
song remained a legitimate form of verse and became a standard sub-
genre of lyric (shi) poetry. While the obsession of the “ancient poems”
with mortality and physical pleasure did not follow the Confucian moral
program, their simplicity of language and direct expression of the poet’s
feelings and aspirations were in line with the proclaimed ideals of Eastern
Han verse. At the end of the Han, the Cao clan and some of their follow-
ers adapted the techniques and themes of the “ancient poems” and music
bureau songs to create the first lyrics composed by named literati.

The Confucian Library

Perhaps the clearest evidence of the impact of Confucian classicism on
Han literature was the catalogue of the imperial library. It was composed
by Liu Xiang and his son Liu Xin, working under Wang Mang at the end
of the Western Han. Ban Gu included it, in modified form, in the Book of
the Han as the “Monograph on the Arts and Letters.” Libraries and their
systems of categorization offer a window onto the structure of an in-
tellectual universe, because they reveal a society’s organization of the
branches of knowledge. The Lius structured their catalogue on the as-
sumption that the texts of the Confucian canon were both the models of
proper writing and the origin of all other categories of text. They identi-
fied this canon with the sage kings, and they traced each category of text
back to a department or office in the Zhou kingdom.

Because the catalogue presumes the unity of knowledge as an ideal, it
treats any multiplicity of versions or overlap of texts as a problem to be
corrected. The Lius explain the existence of corrupt texts in the rhetoric
of inter-school polemics:
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Long ago Confucius died and the subtle words were cut off. His
seventy disciples perished, and the great truth was perverted. There-
fore the Annals split into five versions, the Odes into four, and the
Changes was transmitted in variant traditions. In the Warring States
period diplomats and persuaders argued over what was true and
false, and the words of the masters became a jumbled chaos. This
disturbed Qin state, so it burned writings in order to make idiots
of the common people. The Han arose and repaired the damage
wrought by Qin. On a large scale they assembled texts and strips,
and they broadly opened the path for the offering up of documents.28

The Lius credit a series of Han emperors for taking the lead in gathering
the texts together, and they list the scholars who worked in the compila-
tion of the final catalogue. Their account of the creation of the imperial
library catalogue thus parallels the Springs and Autumns of Master Lii
and the Master of Huainan, in which the completeness of the work was
achieved by rulers who gathered scholars in order to put together a com-
prehensive work and restore lost unity.?’

The centrality accorded to the canonical texts as the basis of all writing
is shown in the catalogue’s title, which divides texts into canonical arts
(yi) and all other “letters” (wen). The canons come directly from sage rul-
ers, whereas other categories are attributed to offices in an imagined early
state. Just as officers derived their authority from the monarch, so the
lesser forms of writing traced their limited share of the truth back to the
texts of the sages. All non-canonical categories were justified by a quota-
tion from a classic or from the writings of Confucius, making it clear that
the philosophy and verse which emerged in the Warring States were de-
rivatives of the Confucian canon. “The different philosophical traditions
all cling to their own strengths . . . but if you join their essential conclu-
sions they are all branches or channels of the Six Canons.”3°

Although the Warring State philosophers were the literary expression
of the fragmentation of power, they nevertheless preserved elements of
the canon’s truth, according to the Lius. When a true king returns to the
world, under the Han, he will draw the classics back into the original
unity from which they have split off. The same model applies to poetry:

In ancient times when the feudal lords and hereditary officials had
exchanges with neighboring states they used subtle words to move
one another. When saluting with bows they invariably cited an Ode
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to make known their aspirations, and they thereby separated the
worthy from the unworthy and observed flourishing or decline. Af-
ter the Spring-and-Autumn period, the Way of Zhou was gradually
ruined, and the Odes for paying respects and making inquiries were
no longer practiced among the states. Men of honor who studied the
Odes were lost among the commoners, so the rhapsodies of worthy
men disappointed in their aspirations arose.?!

The “Monograph” then quotes Yang Xiong’s praise for the “rhapsodies
of the men of Odes” over the “rhapsodies of the men of ornate language”
and calls for the restoration of the canonical ideal of morally serious
verse under the Han emperors.

The parallel between texts and government is explicit in these pas-
sages. The canons are equated with the early sage kings, and the emer-
gence of the philosophical masters and new forms of verse are explained
as expressions of political turmoil. The Han’s political rise led to an im-
provement of literature through the revival of earlier principles, if not
necessarily earlier literary forms. The Lius developed this idea of the par-
allel between government and texts by tracing textual categories back to
political offices in the Zhou state. Thus, Confucian philosophical texts
derive from the minister of the masses and of education; Daoist texts
from the historian-astrologer; yin/yang from the calendrical office of Xi
and He; legalist philosophies from judicial officials; those of the school of
names from ritual officials; Mohist texts from officials in charge of the
ancestral temple; those of the school of alliances from the office of emis-
sary; and so on.??

Mapping texts onto political offices reflects not only the equation of in-
tellectual authority with political authority but also the ideal of restoring
unity to a fragmented world. The catalogue emphasizes that it was writ-
ten by a group of officials, each of whom possessed a form of limited,
specialized expertise. Only when these were combined under the spon-
sorship of the ruler could they produce a complete, annotated account of
the textual realm. Thus the ultimate unity of the textual realm in the cata-
logue parallels the unity of the imperial state under the ruler.

However, despite this ideal of unity, the catalogue does not gloss over
the inadequacy of existing texts. This is true primarily of canonical texts,
which survived in multiple forms. The Canon of Change was the best
preserved because Qin did not suppress it, but even it existed in a half
dozen versions by the Han dynasty. Every other canon was divided into
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competing traditions of commentary, often appended to varying canoni-
cal texts. The master philosophers were fragmentary and partial. Verse
had lost its links to government and had become a genre in which com-
moners employed elaborate language and flights of fantasy to express in-
dividual despair. Military texts had become devoted to the general’s arts
of maneuver and deception. Divination had passed into the hands of
technical specialists unable to master the subtlety of astronomy and cal-
endars. The arts of health and longevity had been corrupted by specialists
who employed them as technical tricks for the prolongation of life.??

This attack on specialization indicates a final theme of the catalogue,
the superiority of encompassing skills to limited, technical ones. This
idea, developed in the self-justifications of the philosophical traditions,
figures in the composition of the catalogue. The work was divided into
seven categories. The first four—the collective, the canons, the masters,
and verse—were compiled by Liu Xiang and Liu Xin. The remaining
three—military, numbers and divination, and formulas and techniques of
longevity—were each compiled by a specialist in the field: a military of-
ficer, the grand astrologer, and the emperor’s attending physician. Thus,
literary and generalist skills, including the all-encompassing canons, were
handled by the literary officials in charge of the project, while technical
disciplines were entrusted to specialists. The categories are listed hierar-
chically, with the generalist headings preceding the technical ones. More-
over, philosophical writings and verse are treated as generic outgrowths
of the canon, while the technical works are not traced back to canonic
models.

The technical categories are also marked by a distinctive form of cor-
ruption. While the masters degraded canonical texts through partiality,
and the poets through lack of political purpose and an obsession with
ornament, both remained elements of the canonical heritage and were
redeemable when a sage government returned. The technical arts, by
contrast, corrupted canonical principles by their very existence, and the
monograph suggests no program for their redemption.

The depiction of textual specialization and the hierarchy of genres in
the bibliographic catalogue differs from that articulated in the Warring
States. In this earlier period, the philosophers had distinguished them-
selves from the mantic traditions by claiming to possess a generalizing in-
tellect that encompassed and guided the technical arts. They thereby
equated their status to that of administrators or kings. However, in the
shift toward writing comprehensive texts and rereading existing texts as
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universal, the philosophical masters were themselves demoted to the sta-
tus of parts of the encompassing whole which the canon embodied.

In this new intellectual order, fashioned to express the unitary empire,
the canon was identified with the monarch and a unified wisdom, of
which all other texts were fragments. The older, Warring States hierarchy
articulated by the philosophers survived in the ranking of the “literary”
arts above the technical disciplines, but philosophers were now placed in
a subordinate position within a larger order defined by the canon and its
commentaries. Similarly, poetry and history, and indeed all forms of writ-
ing, were read within an intellectual universe established by the state
canon that was understood as the textual form of the Han empire.



10

LAW

LAW IS A protean term connected to many aspects of life in ancient
China. It was a set of authoritative propositions closely linked to reli-
gious beliefs and practices, a system of rules and punishments by which
the state sought to impose its standards, an extension of the kin structure
that underwrote the authority of the aged, a form of language, a type of
career, a means of expelling undesirable elements of the population to the
frontier, and a way to recruit labor for state service.

Written codes first emerged in the Warring States period, when tax and
service obligations were extended to lower levels of urban society and to
peasants in the hinterland. Local officials responsible for enforcing these
obligations required written laws and regulations stipulating procedures
for keeping accounts, the penalties for crimes, and other aspects of ad-
ministration. But far from being merely the tools of rational administra-
tion or of brutal realpolitik, these codes were embedded within the reli-
gious and ritual practices of the societies from which they emerged.

Law and Religion

Stories in the Transmissions of Master Zuo (Zuo zhuan), set in the sev-
enth through fifth centuries B.c., depict Zhou aristocrats ritually invok-
ing powerful spirits with blood sacrifices and calling upon these spirits
to enforce the terms of their oaths. Such covenants, sanctified through
smearing the lips of participants with the blood of sacrificial animals and
burial of the covenants in the ground to transmit them to the spirit world,
were used to form alliances between states or lineages. They also dictated
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the agreed-upon rules to be observed by all who joined these leagues. The
recent discovery of some of these buried covenant (meng) texts from
Houma, Wenxian, and Qinyang, along with the rereading of received
texts in light of these discoveries, shows how such texts provided a reli-
gious foundation for a new political authority based on writing.!

In addition to covenants, a second form of writing that sacralized the
earliest legal codes was inscription on bronze vessels of the type used in
the religious cults of the Shang and Zhou. These inscriptions had served,
among other purposes, to communicate with ancestors and to render per-
manent any gifts of regalia or grants of political authority made by the
ruler. In the late Western Zhou and Spring and Autumn periods, several
inscriptions record decisions in legal cases, most commonly disputes over
land. A vessel discovered in the cache at Dongjia village records the pun-
ishment of a cowherd, who was sentenced to whipping and tattooing. By
the sixth century B.C., according to the Transmissions of Master Zuo, the
states of Zheng and Jin used bronze vessels to consecrate their new legal
codes. Thus, inscriptions on sacred vessels that had fixed power and priv-
ilege under the Zhou were adapted to codify the powers of the emerging
territorial states.?

The sacralization of law in covenants and bronzes did not end with the
development of more elaborate codes written on bamboo or wooden
strips. Han texts narrate several occasions in the Qin-Han interregnum
and the early Han when ceremonies accompanied by blood sacrifice were
used to consecrate new laws. But by this time the emphasis had shifted to
the text of the oath as the binding force—a recognition of the power of
sanctified writing.3

The religious links of early legal codes are also indicated by the recent
discovery of substantial samples of late Warring States law in tombs of
officials at Yunmeng (Qin state) and Baoshan (Chu state). This shows
that legal texts figured in funerary ritual. It is unclear whether the docu-
ments were buried because they were powerful, sacred texts that would
protect the deceased in the afterlife or whether they were an element in
the program of equipping the tomb with all the materials needed to con-
tinue the deceased’s mode of living in the world beyond. In either case, in
the still overlapping realms of funerary cult and political authority, these
legal texts played a role reminiscent of the Zhou bronzes. The deceased
held them through the gift of the ruler, and they were signs and tools of
the holder’s power over his subordinates. Both binding and empowering,
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the texts were carried into the afterlife to preserve the status of the de-
ceased.

The legal texts at Yunmeng and Baoshan were successors not just of
the Zhou bronzes but also of the covenants. Like these ritual oaths, the
legal texts were buried in the earth for transfer to the spirit realm. But
more important, the texts played a pivotal role in the creation of the state
by transmitting the policies of the ruler directly to leading political ac-
tors, who in turn transmitted them to their own subordinates and kin.
The names on the buried covenant texts were heads of locally powerful
families who had come into the presence of the ruler of the emerging state
and sworn loyalty to his person and lineage. These oaths bound not only
the family heads but the lesser members of their lineages. Similarly, the
laws of the Warring States were inscribed on ritual texts bestowed upon
political actors, who were bound to the ruler through the receipt of these
sacred objects and who in turn imposed the rules on their subjects. The
physical bestowal of the written statutes and associated documents at or
in the wake of the ceremony of appointment was central to the law’s
function, and this ritualization of the code was carried forward in funer-
ary rites.

This focus of laws on the ruler’s control of officials is clear in the legal
texts from Yunmeng, where the common people appear only in a second-
ary role. In these documents, the first and longest section in the group-
ings used by modern editors (“Eighteen Statutes”) deals almost entirely
with rules for official conduct, guidelines for keeping accounts, and pro-
cedures for the inspection of officials. The second section (“Rules for
Checking”) dictates the maintenance of official stores and the records
thereof. The contents of the third section (“Miscellaneous Statutes”)
closely resembles those of the first two. The fourth section (“Answers to
Questions Concerning Qin Statutes”) defines terms and stipulates proce-
dures so that officials could interpret and execute items of the code in the
manner intended by the court. The fifth section (“Models for Sealing and
Investigating”) instructs officials in the proper conduct of investigations
and interrogations so as to secure accurate results and transmit them to
the court.*

The emphasis on the control of local officials reappears in the text “On
the Way of Being an Official” found in the same tomb. The official is
charged to obey his superiors, limit his own wants, and build roads so
that directives from the center can arrive rapidly and without modifica-
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tion. It praises loyalty, absence of bias, deference, and openness to the ac-
tual facts of cases as the highest of virtues. It attacks personal desires, act-
ing on one’s own initiative, resisting superiors, and concentrating on
private business as the worst of faults. In short, it proclaims the new ideal
of the official as a conduit who transmits the facts of his locality to the
court and the decisions of the court to the countryside without interpos-
ing his own will or ideas.’ This is the sort of official that was to be created
through the dictates of the legal documents in the same tomb.

Principles underlying the early legal codes are also linked to the ritual
practices of the period. Two of particular significance are the idea of pun-
ishment as do ut des (the exchange of one thing for another) and the im-
portance attributed to titles and names.®

Divination materials found with the legal texts in the fourth-century
B.C. Baoshan tomb reveal a system of curing/exorcism through sacrifice
that follows the Shang pattern. The physician/diviner ascertains the iden-
tity of the spirit causing the disease, its relation to the patient, and the
type and number of sacrifices necessary to assuage it. The ritual is a me-
chanical form of exchange with no moral dimension. A similar process of
identification of the spirit culprit and mechanical ritual expulsion or ap-
peasement informs the “Demonography” found in the Yunmeng tomb.
This text’s title jie is a technical term in legal documents meaning “inter-
rogation” but also refers to the commanding of spirits through the use of
written spells; in Zhou documents this term meant “to obligate oneself to
the spirits by means of a written document.” Here a term used for written
communications with the spirits was applied to the legal practice of mak-
ing written records of testimony by witnesses. This close connection be-
tween religious and legal language figures throughout the texts from
Yunmeng.”

Texts on demon control share with legal documents not only a com-
mon vocabulary but also a common mode of practice. In both spheres—
religious and legal—order and control are maintained through the pro-
cess of identifying malefactors and applying graded responses sufficient
to counteract the threat or compensate for damage. Legal punishments
incorporated the minute, mathematical gradations that had characterized
sacrificial responses to threatening spirits since the Shang. This parallel
between exorcism and punishment was noted in a passage from the text
of political philosophy Master Han Fei (Han Feizi), written under the
Qin or early Han: “Ghosts’ curses causing people to fall ill means that
ghosts harm people. People’s exorcising the ghosts means that people
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harm ghosts. People’s breaking the law means that people harm their su-
periors. Superiors’ punishing the people means that the superiors harm
the people.”8

The Yunmeng documents include a “Book of Days” (ri shu)—a text
for determining which days were favorable or unfavorable for certain
activities—which contains a guide to thief catching (a legal concern)
through divination. The guide describes how the physical appearance of
the thief can be determined based on the day when the crime occurred.
Other strips deal with appropriate days to take up a post and indicate the
consequences of holding audiences at various times of the day. Since these
mantic texts were buried together with the legal materials, it is likely that
the deceased official or his subordinates employed them in their everyday
administrative activities, further blurring the line between legal and reli-
gious practice.’

The link between law and religion in early imperial China also entailed
bringing the actions of government into conformity with Heaven and na-
ture. For example, executions could legally take place only in autumn
and winter, the seasons of decay and death. If a man condemned to death
survived the winter, due to a procedural delay or dilatory action, then he
was no longer liable to execution. One story tells of Wang Wenshu, a
harsh official in the time of Emperor Wu who had just executed sev-
eral thousand households of locally powerful families. “When the begin-
ning of spring came, Wang Wenshu stamped his foot, sighing, ‘If only I
could make the winter last one more month it would suffice to finish my
work!’”10

A related practice was the regular granting of general amnesties for all
but the most serious criminal offenses. Such amnesties were bestowed on
happy occasions pertaining to the imperial household, such as the birth
of a son or establishment of an heir. They were also granted in response
to natural calamities thought to derive from excessive severity. In his role
as a giver of life, the emperor patterned his amnesties on the life-giving
potency of Heaven, his spiritual father and divine equivalent.!!

The idea that human misconduct disturbed the natural order led to
certain legal precepts pertaining to punishment. Punishments were im-
posed to bao (requite or pay back) the deed, implying a restoration of the
natural balance disturbed by the crime. To be efficacious, a punishment
should not be either too severe or too lenient; if the punishment was not
in balance with the crime, the natural order would not be restored. On
the basis of this theory, scholars would in some cases argue that particu-
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lar natural disasters or unusual phenomena resulted from inappropriate
punishments, or failure to punish at all.2

Law and Administration

While law in the Warring States and early empires remained embedded in
the religious practices and ideas of the period, it was above all a tool of
administration used to preserve social order. In this role, law went be-
yond simply enjoining certain actions, prohibiting others, and enforcing
both with penal sanctions. An entire model of the social structure was
built into the patterns of rewards and punishments stipulated in legal
codes. The judicial practices of the period trace the lineaments of a prop-
erly functioning society as understood by the ruler and his agents.

One of the clearest examples of this is the differentiation of rewards
and punishments based on the status of those involved. The semi-divine
status of the emperor found legal expression in the designation of of-
fenses against his person or property as the most heinous of crimes.
Inflicting damage on an imperial dwelling or tomb, for example, was
punishable by death. If an artisan’s error caused a wheel or axle on the
imperial chariot to break, the artisan was executed. Even accidentally
breaking an imperially bestowed gift, such as a dove staff, could lead to
capital punishment for an official.

This ranking of misdeeds and punishments also applied to ordinary
households. Crimes committed by kin were more serious than those com-
mitted by a stranger, and crimes of juniors against seniors were more seri-
ous than the reverse. Because the Qin code gave legal sanction to the
authority of parents, a son’s denunciation of his father could not be ac-
cepted as evidence, and the denouncer could be punished for making the
accusation. A father could steal from his children with impunity, but if a
grandchild beat his grandparents, he was tattooed and assigned to forced
menial labor. The father could use the legal system to mete out punish-
ments to his own family, even banishing or executing them. Routine, low-
level violence of fathers against children in the name of discipline appears
to have been the norm. Wang Chong’s first-century A.D. biography notes
how remarkable it was that his father never flogged him. Later writings
show that such beatings were a regular aspect of education in China for
over two millennia.

One of the most striking features of Qin law to survive into the Han
was “mutual implication” (lian zuo). Punishment for certain major crimes
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did not end with the individual but was extended to family, neighbors,
and, in the case of an official, to superiors, subordinates, or the man who
had recommended him for office. But the most important links were
those among kin, and the range of collective punishments offers impor-
tant evidence of the limits of kinship that were regarded as socially or le-
gally significant by the state.

Collective punishment of kin was known by the technical term “de-
struction of the lineage” (mie zu). In the Spring and Autumn period “de-
struction of the lineage” had referred to a political event in which one no-
ble clan eliminated another through killing or enslaving thousands of
people. The phrase began to change meaning in the Warring States as in-
dicated in the buried covenant texts, where it referred to the destruction
of individual families who violated the terms of the oath. Shortly thereaf-
ter it came to include the punishing of family members for failures of
their kin in military service. Thus, by the Qin and Han dynasties, “de-
struction of the lineage” had become a legal tool in the government’s ef-
fort to delimit, register, and control the individual households that were
the foundation of the state’s power.!3

This extended familial liability for crimes paralleled in significant ways
a moral obligation to avenge kin, as prescribed in the classicist texts.
First, the practice of vengeance entailed collective responsibility. A me-
morial written in the early Eastern Han described how reciprocal ven-
geance among the people led to the destruction of entire families. In some
cases an avenger did not kill the actual offender but rather his wife and
children or one of his other relatives. Sometimes a relative of the offender
would voluntarily present himself to the avengers in the hope of rescuing
his kinsman. Since the obligation to avenge was based on ties of kinship,
the roles of avenger and victim were played by the collective kin unit
rather than isolated individuals.

The state’s use of collective punishment mirrored or inspired this social
practice, and the groups delineated by punishments in law were those
who acted for revenge in local feuds.'* Thus collective legal liability was
to some degree the state’s mode of participation in a vengeful society con-
stituted through reciprocal blood debts. In a world where people’s kin
were obliged to avenge them, anyone who killed a person had best de-
stroy the family too, and the state could not exempt itself from this kill-
or-be-killed rule. In many cases the targets of revenge were officials who
had performed legal executions.

Collective responsibility was not just a means for the state to terrify
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people through the enormity of the punishment but also a method to se-
cure their participation in mutual surveillance. If kin or neighbors re-
ported the crimes of those to whom they were linked, they not only es-
caped punishment but could receive rewards. The early imperial state
sought to control a large population with a small number of officials; so,
as noted by the reforming Qin chief minister Shang Yang, governing the
state depended on the participation of the entire population, as in the
passage quoted on page 48.%°

Through collective responsibility and mutual surveillance the state
sought to fashion a people who would actively enforce the legal dictates
of their masters. In such a system the people would judge their fellows;
or, more precisely, they would judge those to whom they were bound in
kinship or membership in local units of collective responsibility. In the
state advocated by Shang Yang, a man would stand in judgment of those
whom, in the world of the classicists, he would be obliged to avenge.

The punishments in the legal texts also suggest a social hierarchy con-
stituted through reciprocal obligations of gift and debt. Rather than stip-
ulating fixed punishments, the law indicated that each crime produced an
obligation to be redeemed through the performance of certain acts or cer-
tain payments. People of different status had different means for paying
off the obligation created through violation of the legal codes. The status
of the individual determined the appropriate punishment as much as did
the nature of the crime. In the Qin code and in the Baoshan materials, the
underlying principle was that the relation of the culprit to the ruler deter-
mined the form of punishment. This relationship was marked by the re-
ceipt of gifts from the ruler that entered into reciprocal exchanges built
into the penal codes.!¢

The clearest example is the granting of titles of rank. These ranks were
received from the ruler in exchange for service, at first for military service
and then for the payment of sums to the state. Titles were the chief re-
ward that common people could receive, and holders of titles could sur-
render them for a reduction of punishment.!” This meant that any crime
committed by a title-holder would be punished less severely—or more
precisely, that the title could be returned to the ruler in exchange for a re-
duction of the normal penalty. This exchange of status for a lesser pun-
ishment was worked out in a highly elaborated form in the Qin legal
order.

Under the Qin code, violations by officials were usually punished with
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fines, measured as a certain number of suits of armor. These individuals,
already protected by their titles, thus enjoyed the added privilege of re-
deeming any misconduct with forced contributions to the army. Most
scholars assume that this was a financial penalty, since money had to be
relinquished in order to purchase the suits of armor. So not only could
those who received titles from the ruler use them to redeem their crimes,
but those who received cash in the form of a salary from the ruler could
return it to him in order to escape servitude. This principle is not ab-
solute, however, for individuals without office accused of cash-related
crimes or failures in military duties also paid fines in the form of armor.
People with neither rank nor office could redeem crimes only through la-
bor service for a fixed term or through state slavery. Once again, the pun-
ishment reflected the ties of the individual to the ruler, for labor service
was the primary obligation of a peasant.!8

Mutilating punishments, which dated back at least to the Shang and
Zhou, fell outside the scheme of status-based reciprocity because they
could not be avoided through payments. But even for these archaic pun-
ishments, graded degrees of mutilation were adapted to the position and
privileges of the criminal. Mutilations, ranging from shaving beards and
hair (a temporary stripping away of manhood) through tattooing and
cutting off the nose or foot to castration or death, were used to make
minute distinctions in the scale of punishments and balance them against
past rewards.

In addition to receiving titles as a mark of their incorporation into the
state, common people also received the gift of a family name. In the Zhou
state a family name had been an aristocratic privilege, but in the Warring
States this was extended to commoners. Consequently, the term “Hun-
dred Surnames” (bai xing) that had previously indicated “the aristoc-
racy” came to mean “commoners.” Membership in society, as defined
by law, entailed being registered within a lineage and household. The
“Models for Sealing and Investigations” from the Yunmeng legal docu-
ments states that any testimony must begin with the name, status (rank),
and legal residence of the witness. Even the earlier cases from Baoshan
provide many examples of this practice.'?

Once the common people were granted ranks and family names like
those that had previously defined the nobility, the meaning of these attri-
butes changed. Just as the process of universalizing military service had
transformed a mark of nobility into a token of servitude, so the universal-
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izing of naming, titling, and registration stripped these attributes of their
authority. When the Zhou nobility received titles and surnames from the
king, they inscribed these in reports to their ancestors, who granted them
power and status not wholly dependent on the king. By contrast, the
names and titles of the Warring State peasant, although showing status as
a legally free member of the political order, were inscribed on registers
whose ultimate recipient was the ruler of the state. To have one’s name
and title inscribed meant being a subject under the law.

Population registers, and the maps associated with them, came to rep-
resent authority in a way that transcended their power as legal docu-
ments. They magically embodied the people and territory they repre-
sented. For example, when Jing Ke attempted to assassinate the First
Emperor, his pretext for appearing at court was to surrender territory
to Qin through the formal presentation of the relevant population regis-
ters and maps. The force in law of such documents has been demon-
strated by a tomb text entitled “Statute for forming arable plots” dated
to 309 B.C.2°

By the late Warring States period, population registration had also be-
come an element of religious practice. The clearest evidence is a story
found in a third-century B.c. Qin tomb at Fangmatan, which tells of a
man who committed suicide to avoid the disgrace of an unjust execution.
Legal petitions addressed to the “Master of Life Spans” led to his body’s
being exhumed at the command of a scribe of the god and gradually re-
stored to life.2! This story depicts an underworld bureaucracy which
keeps registers and communicates with mortals in texts based on terres-
trial legal documents. It is also significant that the underworld adminis-
tration was invoked to correct a death resulting from failings of earthly
legal procedure.

“Spirit registrars” controlling the human life span also figure in the
Warring States texts Master Mo and Words of the State, and the early
Han philosophical compendium the Master of Huainanzi. The fourth-
century B.C. Chu silk manuscript likewise contains evidence of a bureau-
cratic pantheon.?2 An even more elaborate underworld bureaucracy op-
erating through codes and laws appears in Han tomb texts for the control
of the spirit world.

Qin texts also discuss the handling of documents, the administration
of granaries and storehouses, and the loaning of grain or oxen to peas-
ants. Han wooden strips from the northwestern sites of Dunhuang and
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Juyan provide details of administrative concerns and procedures, includ-
ing rules for keeping records and making reports, maintaining equip-
ment, annually testing soldiers in archery (with rewards for good perfor-
mance), obtaining a certificate for travel, granting leave so that a soldier
could return home to bury a parent, paying taxes, and issuing circulars
describing wanted criminals.2? All these documents show the pervasive
role of law in early imperial administration.

Law and Language

As James Boyd White has elaborated, law is not only a system of rules
and sanctions but also a specialized form of language and rhetoric. Legal
systems generate their own technical vocabulary and usages, the mastery
of which is essential for participation in the legal process.?* Because local
Qin and Han officials were also the chief judges in their districts, they
were required to learn the distinct linguistic usages of the legal code. Sim-
ilarly in the central court, those in charge of drafting legal regulations
had to become specialists in legal language. However, the links between
law and language in early imperial China were not simply a matter of
mastering technical language but of controlling society through the regu-
lation of language.

The most elaborate accounts of the relations among law, administra-
tion, and language were those under the rubric of “forms and names”
(xing ming), as discussed in the Qin text Master Han Fei.>> The ruler is
advised to hold himself quiet and allow the ministers to describe the ad-
ministrative tasks they will accomplish (that is, to “name” themselves).
These declarations should be written down to provide a “tally” or “con-
tract” against which performance will be measured. Later, if the claim
and performance match, then the official will be rewarded; if not, he will
be punished.26 This prescription for the use of contracts and annual veri-
fications in the Master Han Fei corresponds to descriptions of actual ad-
ministrative practice.

In both theory and practice, the use of rules and punishments is based
on the matching of language to reality. Successful law and administration
stemmed from the correction of words so that they matched actions. A
related idea had appeared earlier in the theory attributed to Confucius of
rule through the “rectification of names.” In reply to a question of what
policy he would advocate for the state of Wei, Confucius stated that he
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would begin by rectifying names. If names were not correct, then words
would not correspond to the world, affairs would not be regulated, rites
and music would not flourish, punishments would be incorrect, and the
people would not know how to behave. As this list is clearly sequential,
the correct use of names is the foundation of the system of rites that in
turn makes possible the adequacy of legal punishments and social order.?”

This idea developed in several ways, but the one most relevant to a the-
ory of law and language was elaborated in the Gongyang Commentary to
the Spring and Autumn Annals. It read the Annals as a coded text in
which the choice of title or the mention of a person’s name indicated
judgments equivalent to a ruler’s rewards and punishments. In this inter-
pretation, the text was the blueprint for an imaginary kingdom of Lu,
which Confucius ruled as the “uncrowned king” through a legal system
consisting entirely of the correct application of names.?8 This mode of
reading the text explicitly identified the power of rectified language with
that of legal judgments. Law, in this tradition of commentary, was the
quintessential expression of the social powers of language.

By the first century of Han rule, most scholars at the imperial court had
accepted this idea of the Annals as the textual expression of law as per-
fected language. When asked why Confucius wrote the Spring and Au-
tumn Annals, the historian Sima Qian quotes the classicist scholar of the
Annals Dong Zhongshu (ca. 179-104 B.C.): “When the Way of Zhou de-
clined and was abandoned, Confucius was chief magistrate in Lu . . .
Confucius knew that his words would not be employed and his way not
put into practice. He judged the rights and wrongs of 242 years [the span
covered in the Annals] to create a standard for the world. He criticized
the Son of Heaven, demoted the feudal lords, and punished the high of-
ficials, all in order to carry out the tasks of the king.” By the Eastern Han,
a text attributed to the same Dong Zhongshu taught how to use the
coded judgments of the Annals to make actual legal decisions. To the ex-
tent that this and similar texts were used, the identification of the Annals
as the textual form of the purified language of law had become a political
reality.?®

Linking the Annals to Confucius’ supposed role as a judge is signifi-
cant. Law, along with religion and government, is one of the spheres in
which language most frequently plays a performative role. The declara-
tions of the judge, like those of the official or the priest, produce social re-
alities. His pronouncement of guilt creates the fact of guilt in a way that
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the words of ordinary people cannot. When the Annals assigns guilt or
innocence, or grants or withholds a certain status, it acts as judge. Para-
bles in the fourth-century B.c. Transmissions of Master Zuo also treated
historians as judges. This notion that historians pass judgment on the
past is commonplace in the West, but the Gongyang Commentary and its
Han followers treat the figure of speech as a literal reality. Confucius’
supposed role as a judge and his imposition of punishments was central
to the myth that had developed around him by the early Han.3°

Law as purified language figured not only in philosophy, commentary,
and history but also in the legal texts. The clearest examples of this ap-
pear in the Qin legal documents from Yunmeng. Many passages on these
strips consist of definitions for technical legal terms. In discussions of
the family as a legal entity they gloss terms dealing with the house-
hold: “‘“Household’ [hu] means ‘those who dwell together’ [tong jul.
They implicate dependents [li, servants and slaves], but dependents do
not implicate the household. What is meant by ‘people of the house’ [shi
ren]? What is meant by ‘dwelling together’ [fong ju|? ‘Dwelling together’
means only those on the household register. ‘People of the house” means
the entire household, all those who would be mutually implicated with a
criminal.”3!

From other Han sources we know that these terms were also part of
conventional language. A decree of Emperor Hui (r. 195-188 B.C.) uses
tong ju in semantic parallel with the graph jia “family.” This shows that
the terms were synonyms, both meaning “family” in a loose sense.3? Sim-
ilarly, hu in Han texts has the sense of “household” or “family.” What
the legal documents do is impose a technical definition on words and
phrases that possessed a range of meanings in conventional speech. In the
example above, shared residence rather than blood ties defined the legal
“family” for the Qin government, whatever might have been the conven-
tional usages of the period. Similar passages from the strips give technical
meanings to other graphs, or stipulate whether a given person or case fits
into a particular legal category. These are practical manifestations of the
philosophical vision of law as a form of rectified language that imposes
social order.

Sima Qian’s chapter on legal specialists at the imperial court points out
the drawbacks of this vision. Speaking of “cruel officials” who use law to
impose state authority on powerful families, he quotes philosophical pas-
sages on the limits of law and the counterproductive nature of relying on
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it. He invokes the by-then standard argument against the Qin empire that
the severity of its laws and the ruthlessness with which they were im-
posed led to Qin’s collapse.3? (His animus against rigorous use of the law
was not unrelated to his being castrated for arguing that the letter of the
law should not be imposed on a general who had been forced to surren-
der to the Xiongnu.)

Sima Qian then paints a largely negative portrait of officials who em-
ployed the full severity of the law. One of the recurring formulas by
which he describes them is that they “applied the letter of the law and
made no exceptions even for the emperor’s in-laws.” Others are “too se-
vere in applying the letter of the law” or “manipulate the letter of the law
to devise ways to convict people.”3* In short, one of the bases of his cri-
tique was that law was a rigorous language which gave power to those
who mastered its subtleties and permutations but did not always achieve
justice as he or others perceived it. Like the texts cited above, Sima Qian’s
negative view nevertheless defines law as a distinct form of technically
regulated and hence powerful language.

The central figure in Sima Qian’s chapter is Zhang Tang. This man,
who for a period dominated the court of Emperor Wu, was a specialist in
the drafting of legal documents. Like others in the chapter, he is accused
of excessive severity in imposing the letter of the law and of manipulating
the technical language of legal documents to secure the results he desired.
However, his biography also contains distinctive features. First, it in-
cludes a childhood narrative that identifies him as a prodigy in the use of
legal language and procedure.

Once his father went out and left Tang, who was still a child, to
mind the house. When he returned he found that a rat had stolen a
piece of meat. He was enraged and beat Tang for his negligence.
Tang dug up the rat’s hole, caught the rat, and recovered the remains
of the meat. He proceeded to indict the rat, beat it until it confessed,
write out a record of its testimony, compare these with the evidence,
and draw up a proposal for punishment. After this he took the rat
and the meat out into the courtyard. There he held a trial, presented
the charges, and executed the rat. When his father saw what he was
doing and examined the documents, he found to his astonishment
that the boy had carried out the entire procedure like a veteran
prison official.
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Such accounts of childhood deeds that reveal character and future career
featured in many early Chinese biographies, notably that of Confucius,
who as a child played at laying out ritual vessels. The story of the boy
Zhang Tang reads almost as a parody of such accounts, but it also treats
law as a distinctive, life-defining activity marked by the preparation of
documents and the formal correctness of language. Moreover, it presents
the standard forms of investigation and interrogation as described in the
Qin legal documents (and deals with the thieving of rats, which similarly
figures in Qin laws).

The second notable feature of Zhang Tang’s biography is that once he
recognized the emperor’s fondness for classical studies and literature, he
began to support his decisions with quotations from the classics. He even
recruited scholars who were thoroughly versed in the Canon of Docu-
ments and the Spring and Autumn Annals to act as his secretaries so that
he could cite these works to greatest effect. Sima Qian notes that many of
these students of the classics became his fiercest “claws and teeth” in the
rigorous imposition of penalties.’ Here the theory of Confucius’ writing
as a mode of legal judgment and the theory of law as a technical language
of government converge. The same pattern also figures in other biogra-
phies, such as that of the leading classicist scholar of Emperor Wu’s
court, Gongsun Hong. This demonstrates the close ties between the tech-
nical languages of law and of commentary on the classics that developed
under the Han.

Another passage that illuminates, from a negative angle, the impor-
tance of legal language is the Eastern Han historian and poet Ban Gu’s
(32-92 A.D.) complaint about the length and complexity of the Han code
as it evolved across the centuries. Having supposedly been introduced as
a radically simplified version of the Qin code in 200 B.C., by the late first
century A.D. it had grown into tens of thousands of articles totaling more
than seven million characters. Ban Gu asserted: “[Legal] documents filled
tables and cupboards, so even knowledgeable officials could not examine
them all. Therefore local officials disagreed, and sometimes the same
crime elicited completely different judgments.”3” As in many cultures
where elaborate legal systems have evolved, Ban Gu insisted that the
search for a rigorous language to cover all cases inevitably broke down
due to the multiplication of possibilities.
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Law and Punishments

Early imperial law, in the narrowest sense, was a set of rules for behavior
and of punishments imposed for their violation. Both Chinese and West-
ern scholars have long noted that early Chinese writers regarded punish-
ment as the defining aspect of law. The monograph on law in Ban Gu’s
Book of the Han is entitled “The Monograph on Punishments” and de-
votes its first half to the history of the military as the highest form of pun-
ishment.

Early Chinese law was largely a system of criminal law, but legal dis-
putes over property and inheritance can be found in this period. The Han
will discovered in a tomb in modern Jiangsu shows official participation
in the inheritance of property, a fact already suggested by “grave pur-
chase agreements” buried in tombs. Although these were religious docu-
ments intended to secure the position of the deceased in the afterlife, we
can now confirm that they were patterned on actual practice. The legal
texts also deal with such issues as the disposal of the dowry of a married
woman convicted of a crime, the rights of slaves to marry, and the rela-
tions of parents and children. Nevertheless, the transmitted discussions
of law and the bulk of our evidence deal with criminal law and its punish-
ments.3®

The early imperial state used three primary types of punishments: the
death penalty, physical mutilation, and hard labor. Imprisonment was
not a punishment in itself but rather a means of detaining suspects and
witnesses during the legal process. However, imprisonment could last for
a long period if the legal process dragged on, and at least one of the legal
specialists described by Sima Qian contrived to hold suspects indefinitely
in prison if he thought that the emperor did not desire their execution.
Ban Gu also notes that if officials found a case doubtful and could not
come to a decision, they would hold people in prison indefinitely.?® With-
out possessing any legal grounding, protracted imprisonment was a fact
of life.

The highest sanction was capital punishment, of which the most com-
mon form was beheading. This was often followed by exposing the head,
the corpse, or both in the market. Much rarer was the practice of cutting
the condemned in half at the waist by using a large blade hinged on a
block. For particularly heinous crimes, which included the execution of
three or nine (magical numbers indicating totality) sets of relatives, the
primary culprit was subject to all punishments: first he was tattooed, then
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his nose cut off, then both feet, and finally he was beaten to death, after
which his head was hung in the market and the corpse chopped to pieces
in the same place. The number of crimes punishable by execution in the
Han was very high, though amnesties or commutation into military ser-
vice at the frontier were also frequent outcomes of capital crimes.*

The second category of punishments, mutilation, was much debated
and modified over the centuries of Han rule. Originally these punish-
ments had consisted of tattooing the criminal’s face, cutting off his nose,
amputating one or both feet, and castrating him. In 167 B.C. all of these
except castration were formally abolished and replaced by punishments
that would not leave the convicted party marked and maimed for life.
Tattooing was replaced by shaving the head, wearing an iron collar, and
doing labor service. Cutting off the nose or the feet was replaced by a
specified number of strokes on the back or buttocks with the bastinado
(cane). However, the weight of the bastinado and number of blows usu-
ally led to death through abundant bleeding, so what had been proclaimed
as an act of mercy in fact represented a significant increase in severity.

The number of strokes and weight of the bastinado were consequently
reduced in 156 B.C. and again in 151. But as these punishments grew
bearable, officials complained that they could not deter violations. In re-
sponse, the number of crimes punished by death was increased, so that
there were more than a thousand capital crimes in the later Han. Castra-
tion may have been abolished as an independent punishment either be-
fore or shortly after the abolition of the other mutilating punishments,
but it continued to be used sporadically as an exceptional form of death-
sentence commutation (which was normally military service at the fron-
tier). It was again abolished in the second decade of the second century
A.D. and does not appear to have been used after that date.*!

The most common punishment in early imperial China was hard labor
ranging from one to five years. Each duration was identified by a particu-
lar task, such as “wall building and keeping guard,” “gathering fire-

]

wood for sacrifice,” or (for women) “pounding grain.” These archaic
categories did not describe the actual work performed, however, which
included constructing roads and bridges, serving in government work-
shops, diking rivers, transporting grain, and producing iron. All periods
of service were preceded by beating with the bastinado, and the more se-
rious ones involved temporary mutilation. A man sentenced to a five-year
term had his head shaved and wore an iron collar, while those sentenced

to four years had only the beard and mustache shaved.*
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Another type of punishment commonly used in the Qin was banish-
ment. This punishment may have been frequently invoked because Qin
had underpopulated and newly conquered regions that benefited from
sending people to live there. A striking case appears in the “Models for
Sealing [Houses] and Investigating”: “A, a commoner of X village, said
in his denunciation, ‘I request to have the feet of my own son C, a com-
moner of the same village, fettered and to have him banished to a border
prefecture in Shu [Sichuan]|, with the injunction that he must not be al-

29

lowed to leave the place of banishment.”” The official approved the re-
quest and provided detailed instructions on how the son was to be es-
corted. Banishment became less common in the Han, except for those
reprieved from death sentences and sent to the frontiers.*?

In addition to amnesties, many punishments in Qin and Han China
were eligible for redemption, a practice to which the Chinese applied the
same term as a slave buying his or her freedom. The Qin legal documents
frequently refer to the possibility of redemption from banishment, hard
labor, mutilation, castration, and even the death penalty.** In most cases
redemption took the form of a surrender of titles or the payment of a fine.
If the fine could not be paid, redemption might be imposed in the form of
a period of labor service. Fines in the strict sense were levied primarily on
officials for failures in the performance of their duties, with the fine being
measured in terms of the purchase of suits of armor, as we have seen. In
the Han, payments were conventionally made in gold.

It is difficult to generalize about punishments during this period. On
the one hand, executions, mutilations, and even the treatment of hair and
clothing that substituted for mutilations entailed a strong element of pub-
lic display of the state’s power over the bodies of its people, as well as the
separation from the human community of those who committed major
crimes. On the other hand, many punishments took the form of an ex-
change of services, money, or ranks that was carefully articulated in
terms of differential relations. Using labor service as a form of punish-
ment, as well as banishing convicts to frontiers or newly conquered re-
gions, shows that punishments also provided human resources to the
state. This is not unlike the use of galley slaves and chain gangs in early
modern Europe or the United States. Although Han writers insisted on
the disastrous consequences of Qin’s excessively detailed regulations and
cruel punishments, the records from their own period do not suggest that
the Han made any significant improvement in these areas.



LAW 245

Law and Investigations

The essential elements of judicial procedure in early imperial China are
fairly well documented. There was no sharp distinction between adminis-
trative and legal authority, and in general the chief administrator of a re-
gion was also the chief judge: the district magistrate was judge of his dis-
trict, and the commander of his commandery. A general had the power to
punish his troops, even to execute them. Stone inscriptions and textual
references tell of specialist legal counselors assisting officials at the local
level, but they provide no details.

At the central court, several officials handled legal cases. The superin-
tendent of ceremonies, as chief administrator of the towns associated
with the imperial tombs, was high judge for the area around the capital.
The primary legal official, however, was the commandant of justice. He
acted as judge in all cases pertaining to the imperial house, feudal kings
or marquises, and high officials. He also resolved doubtful cases sent up
by local officials. Finally, the emperor himself was highest judge, ultimate
arbiter, and the source of all laws. While most emperors were happy
to delegate to legal officials the actual work of rendering judgments,
they could personally intervene or empower specific officials (such as the
“cruel clerks” cited above) to act on their behalf.*s

The central court also supervised the judicial activities of local officials.
One method was granting convicted parties or their families the right to
appeal judgments, although we have no records of the procedure. The
court also established traveling regional inspectors in 106 B.c. Among the
matters that these men examined was the fairness and impartiality of the
judgments in each administration. They were particularly charged to
search for collusion between local officials and the great families of their
districts or commanderies. Most of the legal specialists were ordered to
attack these families and curb their influence. The court’s worry about
such collaboration of its own agents with regional powers was not un-
founded. In the cities, the equivalent cases of corruption and collusion
usually involved gangsters. Han histories tell of protracted collaboration
between local officials and gangsters and of the destruction of these illicit
leagues by agents from the court.*¢

From scattered references, of which the most detailed example is Zhang
Tang’s prosecution of the rat, scholars have reconstructed a rough picture
of the conduct of legal investigations and trials. More detailed infor-
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mation has been obtained from Qin legal documents, particularly the
“Models on Sealing and Investigation.” These consist of boilerplate forms
showing local officials how to write up reports of investigations and tri-
als, which were sent to the central government. While these models may
be based on actual cases, they were used as a procedural guide for local
officials.

Many of the models insist on a forensic examination of the scene of the
crime and the victims, specifying the details to be studied. A model case
on a death by hanging gives a detailed description of the house, the loca-
tion of the body, the type and size of the rope, the disposition and state of
the different body parts, the clothes worn by the victim, the size of the
beam from which he was hanged, and even the condition of the soil that
prevented footprints. This is followed by a general injunction on methods
of investigation:

When investigating, it is essential carefully to examine and consider
the physical traces. One should go alone to the place where the
corpse is and consider the knot of the rope. If at the place of the knot
there are traces of a noose, then observe whether the victim’s tongue
protrudes or not, how far the head and feet are distant from the
place of the knot and the ground, and whether he had discharged
feces and urine or not. Then untie the rope and observe whether
mouth and nose emit a sigh or not. Then observe the condition of
the blood congealing along the trace of the rope. Try to free the head
from the knot in the rope. If you can free it then [text missing] his
clothes and completely observe his body, from underneath the hair
on his head down to the perineum. If the tongue does not protrude,
if mouth and nose do not emit a sigh, if there is no congealed blood
along the trace of the rope, if the knot in the rope is so tight that it
cannot be slipped off [text missing] Since he has been dead for a long
time, the mouth and nose may not produce a sigh. People who kill
themselves must first have had reasons. Question the members of his
household so that they will reply as to the reasons.*”

Other accounts include the examination of a tunnel used to break into a
house, the study of a fetus and the body of the mother when a fight has
induced a miscarriage, and the consultation of a medical specialist to de-
termine which diseases could produce a given physical state.

In addition to investigations of the material and bodily traces of a



LAW 247

crime, many cases involved accusations by neighbors or family members.
Suspects were arrested by the posthouse chief or constabulary, often re-
tired military men who served the local government. The local adminis-
trator then interrogated witnesses and accused:

In all cases of interrogating one should first listen fully to their words
and note these down, letting each of them set out his or her state-
ment. Although the investigator knows that one is lying, there is no
need to question pressingly at each point. When a statement has
been completely taken down and does not cohere, then question
pressingly on the required points. Having questioned pressingly, one
listens to everything, notes down the explanatory statements, and
then looks further at other unexplained points and questions press-
ingly on these. When one has questioned pressingly to the ultimate
limits of the case, but the suspect has repeatedly lied, changed tes-
timony, and not confessed, then bastinado those whom the stat-
utes allow to be bastinadoed. When you bastinado, be sure to note
down: “Report—Because X repeatedly changed testimony and pro-
vided no explanatory statement, X has been interrogated with the
bastinado.”#$

Physical evidence and testimony converged in a grand confrontation of
all concerned parties and the investigating official. Each party gave an ac-
count, and the investigating official combined these with the physical evi-
dence to provide a coherent and satisfactory version of events. At points
where accounts or physical traces conflicted, further questioning was ap-
plied. Changes in testimony or internal contradictions provided the leads
for further interrogation. Ultimately, the confession of the accused was
necessary, and obdurate refusal to confess in the face of the evidence
would lead to beatings and perhaps other forms of torture. However,
beating was only a last resort, and its use had to be noted in the report.

In this procedure the official remained silent but kept an exact account
of the witnesses’ words and then matched the accounts for internal con-
sistency and their relation to material evidence. This corresponded to the
ruler’s use of “forms and names” to control his ministers. Here, the local
official stood in the position of the ruler, and the witness in the position
of the minister. The witness named himself and gave an account of his ac-
tions, which were transformed into writing, just as the aspirant officer
did in the presence of the ruler. Meanwhile, the local official sat silently
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and measured everything against his knowledge of the facts. This model
of administration through a hierarchical series of staged personal en-
counters moving from the local level to the central court was fundamen-
tal to early imperial government.

These texts also show the idea in Chinese legal theory and practice that
the judge should be a detective. Through his ability to read the hidden
meanings of physical traces and human speech, the ideal judge penetrated
the veil of confusion and deceit to arrive at a truthful account of events
and a just disposition of the concerned parties. This vision of the judge as
a sagely reader of signs also figures in a case found in a Han tomb at
Zhangjiashan, wherein an official assigned to discover who had contami-
nated a meal deduced the failings of an entire household.* The judge as a
detective figured prominently in later Chinese theater and fiction, where
Judge Di (Dee) or Judge Bao became stock embodiments of the aspiration
for truth and justice. As the new Qin and Han materials have revealed,
this model of justice as the result of sagely ability to read the meaning of
signs had already emerged at the beginning of the imperial period.

Law and Labor

Under the Qin, several categories of lawbreakers, along with other social
delinquents such as merchants, were forcibly dispatched to the frontiers.
Under the Han, as frontier garrisons were increasingly filled with re-
prieved convicts, physical transfer to the frontier for military service be-
came conflated with the banishment of criminals. Military action at the
frontiers thus became a means of exporting internal violence and pacify-
ing the interior. The army served not only to suppress external enemies of
the imperial order but also to expel disruptive members of society to re-
gions that in the Han imagination lay beyond the reach of civilization.’°

The evidence for this comes from many sources. In 109 B.c. Emperor
Wu recruited men condemned to death for use in an expeditionary army,
and further uses of convicts in expeditions are recorded in 105, 104, 100,
and 97 B.C., as well as under later emperors. Emperor Wu’s decree of
100 B.C. stated that convicts were to establish a base at Wuyuan. Han
wooden strips also show that, from the time of Emperor Wu, convicts
were stationed in frontier garrisons, and they increased as a percentage of
the total forces throughout the Western Han.5!

Following the abolition of universal military service by the Eastern
Han, the use of convicts dramatically increased. This was not simply
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an increase in quantity but also a qualitative shift in terms of organiza-
tion. In 32 A.D., the year after the abolition, the Eastern Han founder
Guangwu established the office of the left inspecting commandant of the
black turban. Several biographies show that this officer’s staff adminis-
tered punishments. The title also indicates a military role, and in 91 A.D.
its holder was indeed sent out on an expedition. A petition referred to a
man placed under the commandant as a “reprieved convict,” the formula
applied to convicts sent to the frontier for military service. Similarly, a
memorial requesting the pardon of several former officials called them
“reprieved convicts of the left [inspecting] commandant.” These show
that those placed under this office were convicts who had their death sen-
tences commuted and were sent to the frontier as garrison troops. Thus
in addition to those reprieved in the decrees, convicts were routinely sent
to the frontiers through this office.’?

In addition to this evidence of an office devoted to sending convicts to
the frontier, documents indicate that garrisons were manned largely by
convicts. In 45 A.D. Guangwu established three camps with associated
fields at the frontier and ordered that these be filled with reprieved con-
victs. When Ban Chao returned to court in To2 A.D. after thirty-one years
campaigning in Central Asia, a friend apologized that the veteran com-
mander had not received a higher office. In reply, Ban Chao observed that
he was not fit for an office at court: “The officers and soldiers beyond the
frontiers are not filial sons and obedient grandsons. They have all been
transported to fill the frontier camps because of their crimes.”33

A memorial by Yang Zhong in 76 A.D. indicates the scale of this prac-
tice. He wrote that, since the beginning of the reign of Emperor Ming in
58 A.D., officials had repeatedly scoured the prisons and condemned in-
nocent men in order to obtain recruits for the frontier; those sent out
numbered in the tens of thousands. The “Fundamental Chronicles” and
biographies indicate an average of one decree every five years up to 154
A.D. sending pardoned convicts to the frontier. Although no decrees are
listed after 154, biographies cite individuals sent as convicts to the fron-
tier after that date.’*

We cannot calculate the exact number of men transported, but one can
get an idea of the order of magnitude from figures in the “Monograph on
Punishments” in the Book of the Han: “Now in the commanderies and
princely states, those executed annually are numbered in the tens of thou-
sands. In the empire there are more than two thousand prisons, and the
bodies of the unjustly slain pile one on the other.”5* The phrase “num-
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bered in the tens of thousands” is a literary trope, although it echoes the
statement of Yang Zhong. However, the figure of two thousand prisons
looks more like a genuine number. If it is correct, and given the high num-
ber of crimes punishable by death under Han law, officials could easily
have provided tens of thousands of convicts for frontier service. In 87
A.D. an official named Guo Geng sent up a memorial asking that those
who committed a capital crime before an amnesty but not captured until
afterward ought also to be sent to the frontier. Such men, he argued,
numbered in the tens of thousands. He also gave the clearest explana-
tion of the rationale of the system, arguing that it both “preserved life
[through pardons] and benefited the frontiers.”’6 Ban Chao’s remark that
all the soldiers at the frontier were transported convicts might well have
been no exaggeration.

Forced labor was the foundation of the Qin and Han states. Monu-
mental public works such as palaces, temples, and imperial tombs—as
well as more overtly utilitarian projects such as canals and roads—re-
quired all sorts of skills. Unskilled manual toil figured prominently in lev-
eling ground, moving mountains, piling up earth, and so on. Some tasks
were extremely dangerous and resulted in numerous fatalities, particu-
larly in the iron casting foundries that were run by the state monopoly in
certain periods. For such types of work, convict labor was essential to the
state.’”

The early empires employed four types of manual labor: peasant
corvée, hired, convict, and slave. Each of these had different legal and so-
cial characteristics and was consequently suitable for different types of
work. Adult males in free households owed one month’s labor per year.
Such work was devoted to diverse tasks, and the legal texts mention re-
pairing walls of government buildings, mending roads and bridges, exca-
vating ponds, and digging or dredging canals. Corvée labor was most fre-
quently employed in local projects such as flood control, irrigation, or
roads, but it was also used to build imperial tomb mounds, construct
walls around the capital, and repair breaks in the dikes of the Yellow
River. However, such work crews changed each month, and peasants
were unavailable during times of crucial agricultural work. If peasants
were forced to work away from their native area, the state provided food
and tools. Consequently, the use of corvée labor could lead to costly de-
lays in major projects.

Given these limitations, convict labor became crucial to the state.
These men and women could work throughout the year until a project
was finished. They could be transported across great distances to projects
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that might take weeks to reach, because once there, they could remain
indefinitely. Most important, they could perform the most arduous and
dangerous of jobs which might entail the deaths of thousands of laborers.
With so many types of crime, and the entire empire to draw upon, the
convict population provided a bottomless supply of expendable labor.
Several Han tombs contain wall tiles depicting convicts in neck collars,
wooden fetters, and iron manacles. One scene even depicts a group of
convicts having their heads shaved.

The labor of convicts was as diverse as that of corvée workers, and in
some cases the two groups worked together, although the convicts were
distinguished by their shaved heads, red caps, and physical restraints.
Many convicts were employed in building the tombs of emperors, which
often required years of labor by tens of thousands of men. Inscriptions
also show that the Qin employed convicts, some of them skilled artisans
who had fallen afoul of the law, in factories that produced weapons. Un-
der the Han, skilled labor was done mostly by wage-labor artisans, while
convict labor was largely devoted to state iron and copper mines and
metal casting facilities. Estimates based on scattered textual references
and archaeological remains indicate that somewhere between ten thou-
sand and fifty thousand convicts were employed in the iron processing fa-
cilities of the state monopoly. Such work included the mining and the
smelting of iron into ingots at the site to facilitate its being shipped across
the empire. These activities were extremely dangerous, and deaths were
frequent.

The lives of convicts were hard. They received an adequate diet of
about 3400 calories per day for hard physical labor, but it consisted al-
most entirely of grain. They were beaten for the smallest infraction, al-
though officials faced a stiff fine if convicts died within twenty days of a
beating. Any further criminal violation by a convict warranted the death
penalty. The physical condition of these men and women can be recon-
structed in part from skeletons found in three large convict cemeteries
dating from the Qin, the reign of the Han emperor Jing (r. 156-141 B.C.),
and the late Eastern Han (ca. 86-170 A.D.). All three cemeteries seem to
have been used for decades, largely for the remains of those who died
while building imperial palaces and tombs. In all three cases more than
90 percent were young men. Seven percent had died from the trauma of
sudden blows, almost always to the skull. The jawbones and teeth from
the Eastern Han cemetery show a high frequency of advanced gum dis-
ease and dental abscesses, probably due to malnutrition. Many of the
skeletons still wore their iron collars and leg fetters. The Western Han
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collars weighed from two and a half to three and a half pounds and had a
long spike that would have made it impossible for the convict to bend
over very far without impaling himself. Presumably this was removed for
certain tasks.

Most of the skeletons were accompanied by notations on brick or
some other material with their name and sometimes fuller information
on their place of origin, crime, rank, and day of death. These show that
convicts were transported from all over the empire to work on these im-
perial projects. At one major imperial construction site, from one to six
people died per day. This seems to have been considered an acceptable
rate of mortality, because only once is there a record of an emperor com-
plaining that too many men were dying to build his tomb.58

In addition to corvée workers and convicts, the state also drew on a
pool of slave labor created through the enslavement of family members
of convicted criminals. Archaeologically recovered Qin documents indi-
cate that the state enslaved the women and children of anyone sentenced
to three years of hard labor or worse, as well as those castrated for rape.
The children of government slaves were slaves from birth. Finally, thou-
sands of prisoners of war were enslaved to the state. However, slaves in
this period were largely employed in domestic duties such as cleaning,
cooking, mending, running errands, and caring for animals. References
to slaves in agriculture or industry are quite rare.’®

While there is no evidence that slaves worked state-owned land, a Han
tomb at Fenghuangshan indicates that about a dozen slaves, mostly fe-
male, had been used in private agriculture by the tomb’s occupant, and a
few texts mention the use of private slaves in large-scale craft production.
But not a single surviving imperially produced Qin or Han object men-
tions a slave as its manufacturer; and other than the First Emperor, there
is no indication that any emperor employed slaves in building his tomb.
This suggests that for wealthy private individuals, who did not have ac-
cess to convict labor, employing slaves in certain kinds of work could be
more efficient than hiring laborers. For the state, however, convicts pro-
vided a steady supply of expendable, cheap labor, whereas slaves were
permanent property not to be lightly discarded.

This preference for the use of convicts in the greatest imperial con-
struction projects and in the crucial state monopolies shows that while
slaves were legally the lowest form of humanity, it was upon convicts’ ex-
pendable backs that the material foundations of the early imperial state
were built.
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WHEN AN official named Song Yi submitted the following memorial in
88 A.D., the Han state was at the height of its power: “Since the rise of the
Han there have been repeated offensive expeditions, but their gains never
matched their losses. [The Eastern Han founder] Guangwu, having expe-
rienced the trials of warfare, understood the order of Heaven and Earth.
So following [the nomads] coming to surrender, he nourished them under
a loose rein. The people at the frontier were able to live and their service
was halted; up to today it has been more than forty years. Now the
Xianbei are obedient and capture heads of Xiongnu numbered in the tens
of thousands. China enjoys this great achievement, and the common peo-
ple know nothing of its toil. In this the Han has reached its apogee. And
the reason it is so is because the barbarians attack one another, with no
loss to the Han armies.”!

This passage celebrates the success of the Eastern Han’s military re-
forms at the end of the first century A.p. The key policy was to pit no-
mads against one another and use them as cavalry. In the next decade this
practice would defeat the Northern Xiongnu and end forever the Han’s
greatest external threat. Song Yi does not mention the widespread use of
convicts and volunteers, but this also kept the peasantry undisturbed. At
this time, Ban Gu was writing his rhapsodies celebrating the establish-
ment of a ritually proper regime in a canonical capital, and Wang Chong
was praising the Han as the greatest of dynasties because its influence
spread far beyond that of the ancient Zhou.

But over the next century the entire system disintegrated, and the poli-
cies initiated by the Eastern Han founder Guangwu played a key role in
the dynasty’s collapse. The chief problem with relying on alien troops
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was loyalty. Nomads joined the Han army, but because their tribal ties
were not dissolved, they were never fully incorporated into the military
hierarchy. Instead, the Han government relied on the standing frontier
commands to keep them under control. As more and more tribes moved
inside the frontiers, this burden proved too great for the relatively small
armies in the frontier camps. Loyalty was also weak among the convicts
and professionals who spent their lives at the frontier and were linked to
the Han state only through the person of their commander.

Another reason for the failure of the Eastern Han army in the second
century was its success in the first. Just as the armies of the Warring States
and early Western Han had been designed to fight Sinitic rivals, so those
of the Eastern Han had been aimed at the northern Xiongnu. With their
defeat, many of the “inner barbarians” who had helped the Han in the
first century turned against it. The Southern Xiongnu, Wuhuan, and
Xianbei lost their chief motive for submission to the Han, as well as their
chief source of bonuses for military service. So the Wuhuan and Southern
Xiongnu turned increasingly to internal pillage for income, while the
Xianbei replaced the Xiongnu as the chief external threat. To the west,
the problem was even more severe, for this area suffered through the di-
sastrous Qiang wars.?

Every army is intended to fight a certain type of war or counter a par-
ticular kind of threat. The entire Eastern Han defense faced north, pro-
viding a screen against small-scale raids and a warning in case of inva-
sions. Its large cavalry forces were assembled for offensive expeditions
against a united foe with substantial armies. Such dispositions were of lit-
tle use against the Qiang, located to the west beyond the Han’s border de-
fenses. These nomads lacked any overarching political order and did
not form large confederacies. The consequences of any defeat were thus
limited, and victories, however small, soon led to major rebellions as
scattered groups assembled under a successful leader. For the same rea-
sons, peace agreements with the Qiang could not last for long. Moreover,
scattered groups of Qiang lived throughout the western and northwest-
ern territories, as well as beyond the frontier. There was no clear geo-
graphic boundary between the Qiang and the Han, and under the Eastern
Han the Qiang were resettled in the old capital region. The only defense
against such an adversary was to move Han farmers and soldiers into the
provinces, so that no settlements were left exposed to low-level attacks
and the Qiang could be absorbed into the Han economy and polity.

But whenever the Han attempted such a policy, it ended in failure. In
61 B.C. Zhao Chongguo proposed founding military colonies in the west-
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ern regions. However, as soon as the colonists had pacified the area, they
were allowed to return to their former homes. A few years later there
was another attempt to settle a permanent agricultural population in the
region, and others between 101 and 104 A.D.? But when the Qiang wars
exploded on a large scale in 110 A.D., the government pulled its troops
back to Chang’an. Local officials sent out from the interior, lacking all
knowledge of the region, ordered the abandonment of three command-
eries, the confiscation of crops, and the leveling of homes so that no one
would return. By 111 the population of the entire former capital region
in Guanzhong was in flight. An attempt was made between 129 and 132
to restore the abandoned commanderies and establish military colonies,
but when Qiang uprisings resumed in 137, no significant repopulation
had taken place.*

Throughout the Eastern Han, particularly in the second century A.D.,
the population of Guanzhong and the old capital region drastically de-
clined under the continuous pressure of Qiang onslaughts (Maps 15 and
16). Even in the early decades of the first century, the northwest frontier

/3

Population
Distribution
of China

in 2 A.D.

(One dot represents
25000 persons)

Mar 15



256 THE EARLY CHINESE EMPIRES: QIN AND HAN

Population
B B Distribution
' w,,f/ of China

J in 147 A.D.

(One dot represents
25000 persons)

No data available

Mar 16

regions had been seriously depopulated.’ The policies of resettling bar-
barians inside China and sending convicts to the frontier may have been
in part an attempt to repopulate these regions. However, these measures
did little to check the demographic decline of the frontier. Census evi-
dence shows that, with one exception, all commanderies in the west and
northwest suffered significant losses, many of them more than 8o or 9o
percent. While the figures are unreliable, a change of this magnitude, es-
pecially when contrasted with the relative stability and even some in-
creases in inner provinces, probably indicates an actual decline in the
Han population in the border regions.

Contemporary observations support these statistics. Wang Fu (ca. 9go—
165 A.D.) noted: “Now in the border commanderies for every thousand /i
there are two districts, and these have only a few hundred households.
The Grand Administrator travels about for ten thousand /i, and it is
empty. Fine soil is abandoned and not cultivated. In the central provinces
and inner commanderies cultivated land fills the borders to bursting and
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one cannot be alone. The population is in the millions and the land is
completely used. People are numerous and land scarce, and there is not
even room to set down one’s foot.” Writing several decades later, Cui Shi
described a situation that was virtually identical.”

The Eastern Han government made futile attempts to prevent people
from leaving the frontier regions and to encourage those who had left to
return. The Book of the Later Han (Hou Han shu) states, “Under the old
system [under the Han]| frontier people were not allowed to move in-
ward.” In 62 A.D. Emperor Ming offered a payment of twenty thousand
cash to any refugee from the frontier who returned to his old home. As
clear evidence for this ban on inward movement, Zhang Huan, who came
from Dunhuang in the far northwest, was allowed to move to an inner com-
mandery in 167 A.D. only as a special reward for meritorious service.?

But these attempts to stabilize the frontier population failed. Between
92 and 94 A.D., Emperor He proclaimed geographic quotas to correlate
the number of people recommended as “filially pious and incorrupt” (the
primary route to office) with the population of a region. For every twenty
thousand registered people, a commandery would be allowed to recom-
mend one man per year. For a population between ten thousand and
twenty thousand, a commandery was granted one recommendation every
three years. But in 101 A.D. frontier commanderies with a population of
between ten thousand and twenty thousand were allowed to recommend
one man every year. Those with a population of between five thousand
and ten thousand could recommend one every other year. And those with
fewer than five thousand were granted one every three years. This change
shows that the populations of frontier districts were low and declining.
Even the reduced limits were too high for many commanderies. Wang Fu
observed that because of low population, the commanderies in his region
had been unable to recommend even a single man for more than a de-
cade. An examination of the geographic origins of the “filially pious and
incorrupt” recorded in the Book of the Later Han and on stone inscrip-
tions bears out his complaint.?

The conduct of the Eastern Han government in the Qiang wars demon-
strates a fundamental weakness of the regime: its single-minded focus on
the Guandong region. The scale of the Qiang disasters and the collapse of
Han civilization in the west and northwest were direct consequences of
the eastern government’s ultimate decision to leave the frontier com-
manderies defenseless and to remove population from the region. This
lack of interest in the security of the west and northwest, which can be
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observed throughout the Eastern Han, stems from the shift of power to
the new capital in the east.

When the Western Han capital was based in Guanzhong, the govern-
ment pursued a policy of forcibly resettling population into new towns
for the maintenance of imperial tombs. Through resettlement, powerful
provincial families lost their local basis of influence and fell under the
sway of the imperial court. Grain and other foodstuffs were eventually
imported from the more productive Guandong region to maintain the de-
mographic and economic well-being of Guanzhong.

The Western court regarded the area “east of the passes” with a mix-
ture of suspicion and contempt. Jia Yi (201-169 B.C.) observed to the em-
peror: “The reason for which you have established the Wu, Hangu, and
Jin passes is largely to guard against the enfeoffed nobles east of the
mountains.” 0 In the Discourses on Salt and Iron (Yan tie lun) Sang
Hongyang (executed 8o B.C.) remarked: “People have a saying, ‘A pro-
vincial pedant is not as good as a capital official.” These literati all come
from east of the mountains and seldom participate in the great discus-
sions of state affairs.”!! Although men from Guandong played a larger
role in Western Han government after Emperor Wu’s death, only when
the capital moved to Luoyang did the situation truly change.

The Eastern Han founder Guangwu and most of his followers came
from just south of Luoyang, and the rest of his closest adherents came
from the great families of Guandong. Moving the capital from Guan-
zhong to Guandong transferred political power to their region. This
break with the past was made self-consciously and deliberately, without
regard to strategic considerations, particularly the fact that the newly re-
united Xiongnu were drawing near Luoyang.

Throughout the Eastern Han the court entertained many proposals to
abandon territory in the north or west, leaving the old capital region vul-
nerable. In 35 A.D. officials urged that everything to the west of the
Gansu corridor be abandoned, but this was blocked by Ma Yuan, a man
from the northwest.!2 In 110 A.D., in the wake of the Qiang uprisings, a
proposal called for the abandonment of all of Liang province (from the
western end of the Gansu corridor at Dunhuang east to the borders of
the capital region around Chang’an) and even some of the old imperial
tombs. Opponents of this idea argued that the warrior traditions of the
western people were essential to the security of the empire, and that mov-
ing them toward the interior would incite rebellion.

A better plan, they suggested, was for court officials to select men from
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among the sons and younger brothers of the important families of prov-
inces outside Guandong and give them appointments as supernumerary
officials. This would “on the outside encourage their endeavors and on
the inside restrain them, to guard against any evil schemes.”*3 In short,
appointees from the north or west would be held as hostages to their el-
ders’ faithfulness. Several other proposals to abandon the west were sub-
mitted, and on two occasions the government forced the closing of fron-
tier commanderies. With the easterners’ dominance of the court came a
decline in the status of military expertise, which was associated with the
west, so that the court lost its links with military commanders on the
frontier.'

Wang Fu described at length the easterners’ indifference toward the
west in his account of the Qiang wars. His Discourses of a Hidden Man
(Qian fu lun) includes diatribes against the negligence and cowardice of
eastern officials serving in western commanderies. In addition to attack-
ing their proposals to abandon the frontier, he excoriated their disinclina-
tion to resist the Qiang. According to Wang Fu, these officials from inner
provinces were ignorant of war and thought only of fleeing to safety. Be-
ing from the court, they focused solely on the expense of fielding an army
while ignoring the losses sustained by the people, whom they plundered.
They purportedly caused more losses than the Qiang.

Against proposals to abandon commanderies he argued: “If you lose
Liang province, then the Three Adjuncts will be the border. If the people
of the Three Adjuncts move inward, then Hongnong will be the border. If
the people of Hongnong move inward, then Luoyang will be the border.
If you carry on like this you will reach the edge of the Eastern Sea, and
that too will be your border.”!’ This prophecy was fulfilled at the end of
the Han empire.

The collapse of the Eastern Han in the interior was less dramatic than
the fall of the frontier, but no less devastating. The Eastern Han regime
had attempted to achieve internal security through demilitarization by
eliminating universal military service. Three developments eventually filled
this vacuum: the remilitarization of provincial governors, the evolution
of long-standing commands into semiprivate armies based on personal
ties between troops and commanders, and the appearance of private ar-
mies under the control of great families. The long-term consequence of
these developments was rule by warlords.

By the end of the Western Han the office of provincial governor had
grown from a mere inspector into the chief local administrator. As the
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governors’ power increased under the Eastern Han, they were able to ap-
point and dismiss officials within their provinces without the approval of
the court. Holders of the office thus became autonomous regional lords
who, though subject to dismissal, held sway within their own jurisdic-
tion. Their powers included military duties, and in the second century
A.D., when barbarian incursions and banditry led to constant combat, the
governor replaced the grand administrator as the person in command of
the state’s emergency levies (Fig. 22). As civil order decayed and provin-
cial forces spent more time in the field, they took on the characteristics of
semiprivate standing armies.

This development was a major change in Han local administration and
an important step in the fall of the Eastern Han. The Han dynasty had
based its administration on the commandery and the district—a two-tier
structure that fragmented local power into small units to avoid threats
to the central government. The provincial governor, however, became a
third tier, with command of large populations, great wealth, and sig-
nificant armed forces—resources that could challenge the authority of the
imperial government. In the second half of the second century A.D., gov-
ernors became semi-independent warlords. When Liu Yan took office as
governor of Yi province, he massacred important local families, gave his
own sons major positions, recruited personal followers from among refu-
gees, and defied imperial commands. In similar fashion, Liu Yu estab-
lished his own little kingdom as governor of You province. He pacified
local barbarians, sheltered refugees, encouraged crafts, and gathered ar-
mies. Liu Biao pursued an identical course of action in Jing province.'6

By the late Eastern Han, governors had obtained the power to recruit
troops on their own initiative. This in effect recognized their right to
command private armies. In 178 A.D. when the provinces of Jiaozhi and
Nanhai (in southern Guangdong and Vietnam) rebelled, Zhu Jun was
sent out as governor and empowered to recruit “household troops” (one
of the earliest uses of the term) to form an army. The commentary identi-
fies these troops as his servants and slaves. In 189 A.D. He Jin sent Bao
Xin to his home near Mount Tai to recruit troops for the purge of the eu-
nuchs. By the time Bao Xin returned, He Jin had been slain. Bao Xin
went back to Mount Tai, recruited twenty thousand men, and joined
forces with Cao Cao, the warlord who ultimately conquered the Yellow
River Valley and whose son formally brought the Han dynasty to an
end.!” The delegation to individuals of the power to recruit private armies
in their home regions shows that the central government had lost its abil-
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ity to rule the population. Only through the personal networks of emi-
nent families in their home regions could the state mobilize a military
force.

Recruits in the provinces developed strong ties to those who recruited
them. In 88 A.D. a certain Deng Xun had recruited Xiongnu soldiers to
act as guards against the Qiang. Contrary to normal practice, he allowed
these tribesmen and their families to live in his fortress, and he even let
them into his own garden. They swore personal loyalty to Deng Xun and
allowed him to raise several hundred of their children as his personal fol-
lowers.!8 This was an exceptional case at the time, but by the end of the
dynasty such ties between recruits and their commanders were common.

In 189 A.D., when Dong Zhuo declined to leave his army at the north-
western frontier and take up an appointment at court, he wrote: “The
righteous followers from Huangzhong and the Han and barbarian troops
under my command all came to me and said, ‘Our rations and wages
have not yet been completely paid, and now our provisions will be cut
off, and our wives and children will die of hunger and cold.” Pulling back
my carriage, they would not let me go.” When the court attempted to
have him yield his command to Huangfu Song, he replied: “Though I
have no skill in planning and no great strength, I have without cause re-
ceived your divine favor and for ten years have commanded the army. My
soldiers both great and small have grown familiar with me over a long
time, and cherishing my sustaining bounty they will lay down their lives
for me. I ask to lead them to Beizhou, that I may render service at the
frontier.”1?

This second passage points out another feature of the Eastern Han’s
collapse: the proliferation of long-term commands in the field. In the
Western Han, generals had been appointed to command an expedition,
after which the army was disbanded and the general returned to his regu-
lar post. The “Monograph on Officials” of the Book of the Later Han
states, “Generals are not permanently established.”2® However, the East-
ern Han created permanent armies stationed at fixed camps. Although in
the first century A.D. the size of armies was kept small and commanders
were regularly rotated, prolonged crises on the frontier required generals
to remain with their armies in the field for years. These armies—which
now were composed of barbarians, convicts, and long-term recruits—be-
came the loyal creatures of their commanders.

Such men had no place in Han society and no home or family to
which they could return. Instead, they formed families at the frontier, and
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their lives centered on the person who was, as Dong Zhuo observed, the
source of their livelihood. The Han court never acknowledged this shift.
In Dong Zhuo’s biography his title changed frequently in the ten years
prior to 189 A.D., but his own testimony shows that he and his army
stayed together for the entire period.

We also have the following account from an official named Gong Ye:
“All the commanderies of Guanxi [Guanzhong] are practiced in war
and in recent years have often fought with the Qiang. So even women
bear halberds and wield spears, clasp bows in their arms and carry ar-
rows on their backs. How much more the stalwart and brave soldiers! . . .
These strongest and bravest of the empire are dreaded by the common
people. To possess the people of Bing and Liang provinces [the north-
west], the volunteers from the Xiongnu and the Tuge, and the people of
Huangzhong, with a brilliant commander leading them and using them
as his claws and teeth, is like setting tigers and rhinoceroses upon dogs
and sheep.”?! Not only were frontier armies loyal to their commanders,
with no ties to the court, but they had even become detached from the
values of the sedentary Chinese civilization.

Another path leading to private armies was the development of a de-
pendent tenantry. The absorption of the old category of “clients” into
this new servile group meant that labor and military service were largely
transferred from the state to great families.22 In the early Eastern Han,
Ma Yuan commanded the services of several hundred families attached
to him as clients.2?> Military service was probably included in these ob-
ligations. Drawing from these service-providing dependents, the great
families were able to assemble armies of hundreds or thousands of men.

Such armies of tenants had overthrown Wang Mang at the end of the
Western Han, and the military capacity of dependent populations ex-
isted, as a latent possibility, right up to the Eastern Han dynasty’s col-
lapse. Like the government’s commandery troops, they could be raised in
times of emergency. With the decay of internal order and the outbreak of
civil war, these dependents began to form full-time private armies re-
cruited from what was becoming a hereditary soldiery. At the same time
the dwellings of the great families became fortified compounds with walls
and watchtowers (Fig. 23).

The Eastern Han government gave up all attempts to restrict the rise of
a dependent tenantry, and in so doing abandoned direct administration
of the countryside. Furthermore, as power shifted to the inner court of
affines and eunuchs, the imperial house became separated from the great
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Fig. 23 The fortlﬁed compound of an Eastern Han great famlly, with walls and
a watchtower. Auspicious birds dance on the wall, while a dog stands in the
courtyard. Tools of domestic labor can be seen in the lower right.

families who controlled the outer court. This steady implosion of impe-
rial power ruptured the ties that bound the court to the countryside. As
social order steadily deteriorated in the second century A.D., the court
discovered that it had lost the ability to mobilize armies and enforce its
own rule.

To counter the threat of rebellious “inner barbarians” and ultimately
the millenarian rebel movements, the imperial government required mili-
tary resources that only those who had developed personal ties to the sol-
diery could muster: provincial governors, generals on the frontier, reset-
tled tribal chieftains, great landlords, and, in a few cases, leaders of
religious rebels. While each type of commander had secured support in a
different way, all of them had one thing in common: in an age of general
social breakdown, they could call upon their own armed followers for se-
curity. These various warlords were key political actors in the long centu-
ries of disunion that would follow the demise of the Han.
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DATES AND USAGE

In this book, the history of the Qin state is divided into “pre-imperial Qin,”
which refers to the period prior to the completion of its conquest of China in 221
B.C., and “imperial Qin,” which refers to the period from 221 until its fall.
“Warring States Qin” is sometimes used to refer to the specific period from 418
to 221 B.C. The name “Han” refers to the empire that existed from 206 B.C. to
221 A.D., with an interregnum under the Xin dynasty of Wang Mang from 9 to
25 A.D. The Han is divided into the “Western Han” (also known as “Former
Han”), which reigned from 202 B.C. to 9 A.D., and the “Eastern Han” (also
known as the “Later Han”), which reigned from 25 to 220 A.D. The terms “West-
ern” and “Eastern” refer to the relative locations of their capitals in Chang’an
and Luoyang, respectively.

B.C.

897 Qin state established

770 Zhou capital moved east to Luoyang

672 Pre-imperial Qin’s first incursions into the central regions of the
Zhou realm

481 Beginning of Warring States period

359 Beginning of the reforms of Shang Yang, including building of
Xianyang

350 Legal recognition of private ownership of land in Qin

338 Shang Yang executed

316 Qin completes conquest of Shu and Ba (in modern Sichuan)

312 Qin defeats Chu at Danyang to turn its southern conquests into a
single block

310 Qin begins construction of Chengdu in Sichuan
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65
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DATES AND USAGE

Predominance of royal power established in the Qin court

Building of the Zhengguo Canal in the Qin heartland

Qin conquers last of Warring States to unify China

Death of the First Emperor of Qin

Last Qin ruler formally abandons title of “emperor”

Sack of Qin capital, Xianyang, by Xiang Yu

Han formally established

Han founder defeated by Xiongnu, beginning of “peace and
kinship” policy; first introduction of a Han legal code

Treaty partitioning the world between the Han and the Xiongnu

Rebellion of the feudatories

Zhang Qian sent to seek Yuezhi in Central Asia

Beginning of war with the Xiongnu

First case of a subordinate Xiongnu king surrendering to the Han

First major Han military campaign against oasis states in Central
Asia

First appointment of regional inspectors to attack the great
families

Major calendrical reform by Emperor Wu

Conquest of Ferghana

Conquest of Turfan

Beginning of civil war among the Xiongnu

First case of a claimant to the title chanyu surrendering to the Han

Popular movement proclaiming the Queen Mother of the West

Wang Mang formally establishes his Xin dynasty

Han dynasty restored

Abolition of universal military service

Resumption of civil war among the Xiongnu

First textual reference to Buddhism

Final Han defeat of the Xiongnu

Resurgence of Han power in Central Asia

First expulsion of Han administration from Koguryo (North
Korea)

Major Qiang rebellion

Beginning of rebellions in the south; second major outburst of
Qiang rebellions
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168
169

184
189
197
215§
216
220

Loss of the Ordos region in the bend of the Yellow River

Beginning of the “Great Proscription” against the anti-eunuch
group

Beginning of the Yellow Turban rebellion

Dong Zhuo seizes Luoyang

Yuan Shu declares himself emperor

Cao Cao defeats the Five-Pecks-of-Rice movement in Sichuan

Cao Cao declared King of Wei

Formal abdication of the last Han ruler and foundation of the Wei
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253-254, 257, 258; population of, 254—
256; and Qiang, 147-148, 149, 254,
257, 258; religion in, 199; succession in,
170; tombs of, 189, 190; and warlord-
ism, 259-264; vs. Western Han, 217;
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and Xiongnu, 25, 26, 254, 258. See also
Guangwu, Emperor; Luoyang

Economy, 24-25, 65, 156, 202-203, 213;
moral, 123; of nomads, 130-131, 132.
See also Agriculture; Markets; Mer-
chants; Trade

Education, 3, 70, 166, 213, 232; fetal, 165;
vs. lineage, 172~173; Qin standardiza-
tion of, §3-54. See also Imperial acad-
emy

Elite: children of, 165; and cities, 75, 76,
775 culture of, 39, 44; and exotic goods,
154; and fashion, 85; Han, 69—70; mili-
tary, 107-108; mortuary practices of,
189, 191, 199, 200; nomad, 130, T3T;
and poetry, 220-221; Qin, 3233, 34; Us.
regions, 11, 45; resettlement of, 69, 120;
and the state, 3—4, 70; Warring States,
44, 119, 120; Zhou, 227. See also Great
families; Literati

Emperor: and architecture of cities, 77-79;
Book of Lord Shang on, 48-49; charity
from, 123; cult of, 23, 62, 176, 178—
179, 188; Han, 61-64; imperial pro-
gresses of, §7; and inner court, 162, 163,
263—264; invisibility of, 49, 79-80, 88;
and law, 62—63, 231, 232, 245; and liter-
ary canon, 3, 226; and nature, 73-74,
213; and omens, 183-184; Qin, 32, 35,
37-39, §5, 73—74; ritual sovereignty of,
4, 21, 52; as the state, 2, 62—-63; and
trade, 14, 152—154; unification under, 1,
4,23, 28, 39, §T-60, 214; as universal
ruler, 128, 215; and Xiongnu, 133. See
also Heaven, cult of; Tombs: imperial;
particular individuals

Empire, 1, 3; and imperial capital, 89, 93;
and Qin Shihuang’s tomb, 89—90; uni-
fied, 19, 28, 37, 51-74

Empress dowagers, 23, 37, 162, 169-173.
See also Affines, imperial

Empress Earth, 62, 97, 187, 188

Encyclopedias, 211-214

Equal-supply system, 113

Eunuchs, 27, 28, 63-64, 162, 165, 170,
261, 263

Europe, 55, 80, 115, 118

Explaining Words (Shi ming), 93, 210

Explanations of Simple and Compound
Graphs (Shuo wen jie zi), 210

Family, 42, 52, 60, 92, 191, 239; natal,
156, 170; nuclear vs. extended, 155—
156. See also Households; Kinship
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Fan clan (Nantang), 118-119, 120

Fangmatan documents, 45, 236

Fan Kuali, 86

Fan Sui, 37, 38, 39

Fan Zhen, 126

Fashion, 85, 100

Feng and shan sacrifices, 21, 52, 54, 185—
188; Han, 62, 65, 97; Qin, 9o

Fengchu, 163

Fenghuangshan, 252

Feng su tong yi (Comprehensive Meaning
of Customs), 201

Ferghana, 142, 143, 144

Feudatory states, Han: power of, 96—97;
rebellion of (154 BC), 20, 67, 94, 97,
138

Fiefs, 18, 1920, 37-38, 53, 92, 215; and
religion, 185-186, 187; in Western Han,
60, 66-67

Fifty-two Recipes to Cure Disease (Wushier
bing fang), 203

Filial piety: and ancestral shrines, 176, 189;
and children, 168-169; and gender, 156;
in Han, 64, 92, 155; and imperial
shrines, 23, 99-100; and inner vs. outer,
164; and Qin law, 171-172; and the
state, 47, 66

Five Canons, 211

Five Pecks of Grain movement, 28, 203

Five phases, 52, 62, 65, 199

Flood control, 7, 9

Forms and names (xing ming), 237, 247—
248

Foucault, Michel, 79

Frontier, 128-154; abandonment of, 257—
259; banishment to, 243, 244, 248-250;
colonies on, 26, 29, 145, 254-255; de-
population of, 254-257; Eastern Han,
25, 26, 253-254; independent com-
manders on, 264; and law, 227; migra-
tion from, 2 5; militarization of, 1, 3,
108, 138-140, 149; peoples of, 1, 20,
151-154; Qin, 40—41, 58, 128; southern
region as, 7, 9, 11, 25; walls on, 45, 46,
130, 145. See also Nomads

Fujian, 5, 151

FuXi, 190, 191, 195, 196, 197

Fuyu, 8

Gansu, 7, 147, 148

Gansu corridor, 10

Gao, Emperor, 96

Gao Xing of Liang, 159-160, 161
Gao You, 212

INDEX

Gaozu, Emperor (Liu Bang), 19, 24, 169,
217, 219; background of, 60-61, 62, 86;
cult of, 176, 178-179, 188; and cult of
di, 186; and imperial capital, 91-93;
marriage of, 117; and resettlement, 22,
95; universal character of, 91—-92; widow
of, 162, 169; and Xiongnu, 132

Geography, 5-29; and character, 12-14,
15; and culture, 11-16; Eastern Han,
24-27; and Qin unification, 16-21; re-
gional, 5-11, 21-24, 2729

Geomancy, 182-183

Ge You, 201

Ghosts, 194, 230-231

Gongsun Hong, 241

Gongyang Commentary to the Spring and
Autumn Annals, 39, 42, 216, 238, 239

Gong Ye, 263

Governors, provincial, 259, 261-262, 264

Grand Unity (Tai Yi), 62, 97, 187, 188

Great families, 106, T15-127, 258; ances-
tral cults of, 196, 197-198, 200; armies
of, 27, 259, 262; and bureaucracy, 3—4,
120; charity from, 118, 122, 123-125;
children in, 166; and corruption, 125,
245; Eastern Han, 24, 1215 and emperor,
263-264; Han, 69—70; households of,
115-116; and land, 115, 120, 127;
landlordism of, 3, 115, 127; and law,
229, 240; and patriline, 155-156; and
peasants, 108, 138, 263; Qin, 44; and re-
ligion, 126; resettlement of, 14, 22—23,
89, 120, 121; social networks of, 115—
120, 122-123; and the state, 3—4, 70,
120, 1215 and trade, 3, 115, 120; in vil-
lages, 2, 121-122

Great Proscription (169), 27, 119

Great Wall, 8, 130, 140, 144; Qin, 55, 56,
58,59, 71

Greece, ancient, 1, §9, I0T

Guandong region, 16-17, 24, 257-258

Guangdong province, §, IT, 15T

Guangwu, Emperor, 24, 170, 188, 249,
258; ancestors of, 25, 172; and nomads,
147,253

Guangxi, 5, I51

Guan Zhong (god), 125

Guanzhong region, 20, 57, 61, 148; in
Eastern Han, 24, 258; population of, 96,
254-256; and Qin unification, 16-17,
355 in Western Han, 66-67

Guanzi (Master Guan), 210

Guitoushan, 195

Guizhou, 5, 151
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Guliang Commentary to the Spring and
Autumn Annals, 42

Guo Geng, 250

Guo yu (Words of the States), 39, 165,
236

Han, state of, 1o, 19

Han dynasty, 1; agriculture in, 21, 22, 102,
105, 110-115; bureaucracy in, 63—64,
69—70; children in, 165-169; common-
ers in, 215; Confucianism in, 62, 67, 69,
206; dependent states in, 148-149, 150
1571; elite in, 69—70; emperor in, 57, 61—
64; and exotic goods, 152-154; extent
of, 5—6; filial piety in, 64, 92, 155; impe-
rial capital in, 24-25, 80, 81, 83, 91; in-
ner vs. outer in, 148, 150, 163; labor ser-
vice in, 65, 107; law in, 19, 62-63, 64,
228, 237, 238, 242; and literary canon,
222-226; mutual implication (lian zuo)
in, 232—233; vs. Qin, 12, 13, 19, 4042,
54, 60—74, 244; and regions, 14, 15, 19—
24; religion in, 21, 62, 65, 91, 97, 186—
187, 199; in southern regions, 151;
tombs in, 189, 190, 192, 237; tribute to,
145-146; unifying policies of, 64-66. See
also Eastern Han dynasty; Western Han
dynasty

Han Fei, 45

Han Fei Zi. See Master Han Fei

Han Records from the Eastern Lodge
(Dong guan Han ji), 218

Han River, 19

Han Rong, 120

Han shu. See Book of Han

Han Xin, 61

Hanzhong region, 35

He, Emperor, 26, 257

Heaven, cult of, 62, 99, 126, 169, 183,
186-189, 207, 231; and Wang Mang,
69, 100, 187, 188

Hebei, 7

He Bigan, 124

Hejian, state of, 96

He Jin, 261

Helii, King of Wu, 38

Henan, 7

He qin system, 132-133, 136

Herodotus, 129

Hidden Tally of Duke Tai, 117

Histories, 214—218; official, 217-218. See
also Records of the Historian/Astrologer

Hou Ji (god), 97, 176

Houma texts, 228
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Households: division of, 60, 118, 155; and
law, 233, 239; nuclear, 115-116; vs.
patrilines, 156-162, 189, 198; and Qin
state, 34—3 5, 60, 155; and tombs, 189—
190

Huainan, state of, 20, 96

Huainanzi. See Master of Huainan

huangdi (emperor), 186

Huangfu Song, 262

Huayang guo zhi (Record of the Lands
South of Mount Hua), 203

Hui, Emperor, 93, 96, 239

Huizi, 207

Hujie people, 133

Hu people, 129

Hypocritization, 72

Immortality, 21, 94, 186, 202, 205; and
Qin Shihuang, 73, 8o, 89, 181

Immortals, 181, 182, 195, 201-202, 204

Imperial academy, 53, 64, 67, 69, 70

Imperial capital, 75-1071; artificiality of,
100; divisions within, 83, 87; Eastern
Han, 2425, 81, 98—10T; great families
moved to, 22-23, 69, 89, 120, 121; and
Han Gaozu, 91-93; invention of, 88—
101; and literature, 98, To0, 101; Qin,
10,35, 53, 55, 78, 84, 88—91, 10T1; and
Qin Shihuang, 74, 88-89; and ritual, 91,
98—100; transience of, Too-101; and
unification, 2, §3, 100; Western Han, 61,
92—98, 258

Imperial court, 23—24; inner vs. outer, 27,
63, 162, 163, 170, 263—264

India, 80, 143, 152

Infanticide, 66

Inheritance, partible, 115, 120, 1265 vs.
primogeniture, 70, 127

Inner Mongolia, 5, 149

Inner vs. outer, 148, 150, 163-165. See
also Imperial court

Iron, 104, 105, 129

Irrigation systems, 9, 18, 22, 35, 36, 103,
105

Japan, 2

Jiangling, 11

Jiang Yan, 73

JiaYi, 15, 165, 216, 258; on Qin, 17, 41—
42, 51, 715 on Qin Shihuang, 72, 73

Jin, state of, 10, 30

Jing, Emperor, 20, 24, 96, 121, 133

Jing fa (Constant Model), 210

Jing Fang, 184
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Jing Ke, 122, 236
Juyan texts, 145, 182, 237

Kafka, Franz, 8o

Kao gong ji (Records for the Scrutiny of
Crafts), 82,93

Kashmir, 144, 146

Kinship, 155-177; and collective responsi-
bility, 122, 232-234; and destruction of
lineage (mie zu), 233; vs. education,
172~-173; vs. immortality, 202; and law,
227, 232-233, 239; patrilineal, 155-
156; patriline vs. household in, 118,
156-162, 189, 198; and Qin state, 34—
35, 42; and remarriage, 157, 159-160,
161; and stepmothers, 157-159; and
unification, 1, 92; in villages, 122-123.
See also Ancestors; Family; Households

Koguryo, 151, 152

Kong Zhou, 126

Korea, 2, 21, 128, 151, 152

Kou Xian, 202

Kuang Heng, 176, 188

Kucha, 146

Kushan Empire, 142

Labor service: convict, 250-252; and el-
derly, 174; Han, 65, 107; and health,
251-252;5 and household division, 155;
and law, 227, 235, 242, 243, 244, 248—
25§25 peasant, 109, 111, 250; Qin, 59—
60, 71, 107; in state monopolies, 250,
251, 252; and tenantry, 263

Land: concentration of, 21-22, 69; in East-
ern Han, 24; and gender, 156-157; and
great families, 115, 120, 127; inheritance
of, 3, 110, 115, 120; legal disputes over,
228; and merchants, 22, 70, 76, 84, 107;
in Qin, 21, 32; rectangular grid on, 33—
3 4; redistribution of, 32; and reforms,
18, 23, 30; and the state, 5, 63, 103;
taxes on, 22, 30, 105, 107; and technol-
ogy, 22, 10§

Landlordism: and decentralized control,
27; Eastern Han, 24, 29, 69—70, 1171; Of
great families, 3, 115, 127; and military,
69—70; and regionalism, 21-24; and
taxes, 66, 107; and technology, 105; in
Yangzi River valley, 106

Language, legal, 227, 230, 237-241; and
rectification of names, 237-238

Laozi, 204, 208, 210. See also Daoism

Law, 227-252; and administration, 227,
231, 232237, 248; Book of Lord Shang

INDEX

on, 48—49; and criminals, 86; and divi-
nation, 230, 231; Eastern Han, 238,
241; and emperor, 62—63, 231, 232, 245;
and filial piety, 171-172; and great fami-
lies, 229, 240; Han, 19, 6263, 64, 228,
237, 238, 242; and imprisonment, 242;
and investigation, 245-248; and kinship,
227, 232-233, 239; and labor service,
227,235, 242, 243, 244, 248—252; and
language, 237-241; and merchants, 76,
85; mutual liability in, 30-31, 83, 119,
122, 232-234; property, 242; Qin, 12,
33, 41-42, 467 489 55,71, 72, 81, 82,
83, 171-172, 208; reforms in, 12, 33;
and religion, 227-232; of sage kings, 43—
44; and status, 232, 234-23 5, 244; and
unification, 100; and vengeance, 233;
Warring States, 227, 228, 229, 233, 236;
Xiongnu, 135; Zhou, 227-228. See also
Punishment

Legalism, 84, 208, 209, 212, 213, 224

Liang, state of, 97

Lianlou (Hanoi), 11

Li Bo, 73

Library, imperial, 222-226

Li ji. See Records of Ritual

Ling, Emperor, 154, 177

Lingnan region, 11

Linzi (Qi capital), 11

LiSi, 18, 20, 43, 45, 53, 208

Literacy, 1, 3

Literati, 46, 47, 156, 188, 222; and agri-
culture, 106; Book of Lord Shang on,
48, 49; on imperial shrines, 97-98; and
religious associations, 27; social net-
works of, 117, 119, 126

Literature, 206-226; Han, 67, 69; hierar-
chy within, 225-226; and imperial cap-
ital, 24-25, 98, 100, 101; and imperial
library catalogue, 222-226; poetry, 218—
224; popular, 3, 219-220, 222; Qin stan-
dardization of, 53-54, 55; regions vs.
center in, 1, 2, 17; Yangzi River in, 9. See
also Canon, literary

Li Tong, 120

Liu lineage, 20, 25, 28, 169, 187, 189; and
affinal relatives, 170; and Chu, 17, 61,
91; revival of, 172

Liu An, 212

Liu Bang. See Han Gaozu

Liu Bei, 29

Liu Biao, 261

Liu Bosheng, 117, 120

Liu Kuan, 126
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Liu Xiang, 165, 174, 184, 222, 225

Liu Xin, 222, 225

Liu Xiu, 120

Liu Yan, 261

Liu Yu, 261

Loess, 9

Longevity, 173-176, 225

Loulan people, 133, 143, 144

Li, Dowager Empress, 96

Lu, state of, 14

Luan Da, 181

Li Buwei, 52, 84, 212

Lun yu. See Analects

Luoyang, 19; destruction of, 28, 1o1; as
Eastern Han capital, 24, 81, 98101,
258; as Western Han capital, 61

Lii shi chun qiu. See Springs and Autumns
of Master Lii

Mancheng tomb, 200

Manchuria, 5, 128

Mandate of Heaven, 62, 188

Mao Preface, 218

Markets, 81-88; in Chang’an, 81, 83, 92,
93, 95; in Chengdu, 81, 82; criminals in,
87-88; grid structure of, 81-83; public
punishments in, 83-84

Ma Rong, 125, 126

Marriage, 117-118, 126, 127; Xiongnu,
132, 134, 143. See also Affines, imperial;
Remarriage

Master Guan (Guangzi), 210

Master Han Fei (Han Feizi), 43, 48, 79,
210, 230-231, 237

Master Mo (Mozi), 39, 194, 236

Master of Huainan (Huainanzi), 40, 102,
187, 199, 223, 236; as encyclopedia,
211, 2125 organization of, 213-214

Master Wu (Wuzi), 12, 13

Master Xun (Xunzi), 12-15, 38, 199, 207,
211, 218; on sericulture, 113, 115; on
tombs, 189, 192

Master Zhuang (Zhuangzi), 187, 199, 209,
212,213

Mawangdui: texts from, 118, 165, 182,
187, 203, 210, 212; tombs at, 195, 196,
200

Ma Yuan, 258, 263

Medicine, 87, 246

Mencius (Mengzi), 22, 39, 173, 216, 218

Meng (covenant) texts, 227-228, 229, 233

Meng Tian, 59

Merchants, 14; and bureaucracy, 76, 84;
and cities, 76, 81, 87; Eastern Han, 24;
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and elite, 69, 115; and land, 22, 70, 76,
84, 107; and law, 76, 85, 248; and local
cults, 201; and Qin reforms, 33, 54; reg-
ulation of, 84, 85; and the state, 47, 48,
87, 121; taxes on, 66, 81, 106—107

Methods of the Commandant (Sima fa),
84

Migration, 25, 106, 128, 131. See also Re-
settlement

Militarization: of frontier, 1, 3, 108, 138—
140, 149; of nomads, 130, 131; and
Xiongnu vs. China, 130-131, 132

Military, 1; and administration, 33-34;
cavalry in, 25, 136, 139, 253, 254; con-
victs in, 248-250, 253, 254, 256, 262;
Eastern Han, 25, 26, 29, 253-254, 259;
elite, to7-108; infantry, 31-32; and
landlordism, 69—70; literature on, 213,
22.5; loyalty to commanders in, 262—
263; nomads in, 138, 139; peasants in,
46-47, 67,70, 107-108, 138, 253; pri-
vate, 27, 259, 261-262; professional, 38,
138, 139; and punishment, 242; Qin,
16-17, 30—50; and regions, T1-12;
Shang, 13; and technology, 31-32, 136,
138; Warring States, 34, 108, 138;
Zhou, 13

Military colonies, 26, 29, 145, 148, 254—
255

Military service: abolition of universal, 3,
24, 67,138, 248-249, 259; and
landlordism, 70, 263; as punishment,
248-250; in Qin, 18, 30, 32, 44, 45, 60,
107; universalization of, 30, 32, 44, 236;
in Western Han, 65, 107

Ming, Emperor, 217, 257

Ming dynasty, 130

Min River, 7, 10, 11, 35, 36

Modun (Xiongnu ruler), 131, 132, 1471,
149

Mohism, 199, 208, 209, 213, 224. See also
Mozi

Monopolies, state, 60, 63, 87; convict la-
bor in, 250, 251, 252

Monthly Ordinances for the Four Classes
of People (Cui Shi), 120, 123, 197

Morality, 47, 117, 123, 165, 217; and po-
etry, 218-219; and Qin failure, 71, 72;
Xiongnu, 134-135

Mortuary practices, 172, 175, 189—200,
228, 229; elaborate vs. frugal, T99—200;
elite, 189, 191, 199, 200; and kinship,
189, 198; Qin, 45; and separation of liv-
ing and dead, 191-195
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Mothers-in-law, 118, 157

Mountain cults, 181-182, 185, 186, 200,
201

Mount Kunlun, 181

Mount Tai, 21, 52, 90, 97, 98, 185

Mozi, 207

Mozi (Master Mo), 39, 194, 236

Mu, King (Zhou), 181

Mu, Lord, 42

Music, 21, 43, 47, 154, 186, 206, 215,
222

Music bureau songs, 219-220, 222

Mutual implication (lian zuo), 232-233,
239

Mutual responsibility system, 30-31, 83,
119, 122, 232-234

Mutual surveillance, 48, 49, 109, 234

Myanmar, 152

Names, school of, 208, 209, 224

Nanjing, 73

Nan Yue, 151

Nature: cults of, 97, 185; and emperor, 73—
74, 213; and law, 231-232; omens in,
183—184; sacrifice to, 9o—91

Nineteen Old Poems, 174, 205, 219

Ningcheng, 150

Nomadism, transhumant, 58-59, 129

Nomads, 128, 129-138; bounties to, 138,
139, 150; as cavalry, 25, 68, 136, 139,
253, 254; vs. Chinese, 133-135; and
Eastern Han, 25, 139, 253-254, 257,
258; exotic goods from, 154; in Han mil-
itary, 138, 139, 254; loyalty of, 253—
254; and Qin, 58—59; resettlement of,
25,26, 137, 139, 147, 149, 254, 256,
264; titles given to, 146-147, 149; trade
with, 129, 130-131, 150; tribute from,
94, T30, T45-146, 150; and unification,
130, 135-136; and Western Han, 20, 67,
68; in Western Regions, 141-147. See
also Frontier; Qiang; Xiongnu

Ni Gua, 190, 191, 195, 196, 197

Odes. See Canon of Odes

Officials, 4748, 125, 150, 160; and agri-
culture, 106; in cities, 81, 96; as judges,
245-248; laws for, 229-230; and legal
language, 237, 240-241; and merchants,
85; and mutual responsibility system,
233, 234; and peasants, 108, T09—T10;
and punishments, 235, 244; and ranking
system, 110

Omens, 183-185

INDEX

Oracle bones, 182
Ordos region, 26
Oriental despotism, 63

Panyu (Canton), 11

“Peach Blossom Spring” (Tao Yuanming),
27

Peasants, 102—129; charity to, 123, 124;
demilitarization of, 3, 24, 67, 138, 248—
249, 259; division of property by, 116;
and great families, 108, 138, 263; labor
service of, 109, 111, 250; in military, 46—
47, 67,70, 71, 107-108, 138, 253; and
officials, 108, 109—110; and ranking sys-
tem, 62, 110; religion of, 202—205; and
religious associations, 27—28; taxes on,
59—60, 66, 109, I11

Persia, 130, 143

Physiognomy, 182

Ping, Emperor, 23, 96

Pliny the Elder, 115

Poetry, 218-224; and imperial library cata-
logue, 223-224; popular, 219-220, 222.
See also Canon of Odes

Population, 6, 96, 254-257

Population registration, 236

Primogeniture, 70, 127

Prostitution, 87, 88

Punishment, 230-232, 242—244; and col-
lective responsibility, 232-233; and legal
language, 237-238, 239; and military
service, 248—250; by mutilation, 235,
242~243; public, 83-84; Qin, 234-235,
244; and status, 232, 234-235, 244

Qi, state of, 10, 12, 20, 30, 37

Qian fu lun (Discourses of a Hidden Man),
87,259

Qiang, 26; and Eastern Han, 147-148,
149, 254, 257, 258; rebellions by, 147—
148, 258,259,262, 263

Qin, First Emperor of (Qin Shihuang), 22,
43, 198; and capital city, 74, 88-89; cen-
tralization under, 51-60; demonization
of, 41, 72~74; and immortality, 73, 8o,
89, 181; imperial progresses of, §7—58;
and invisibility, 164; and literature, 208;
mother of, 162; and religion, 91, 185—
186; Sima Qian on, 72—73, 216; terra
cotta army of, 38; tomb of, 71, 89—90,
96, 195

Qin, state of (pre-unification), 228; vs. cen-
tral plain culture, 42—43; character of,
12-T3, 39—40; expansion of, 10, 16, T7—
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18, 37; reforms in, 46—50; social mobil-
ity in, 44—45

Qin dynasty, 1; administration of, 30-50,
54, 71; and agriculture, 18, 33-34, 59—
60, 102; centralization under, 51-60;
and Chu, 17, 19, 35, 43—44; commoners
in, 44, 45, 215; criticism of, 12, 13, 40—
42, 54, 7074, 240, 244; elite culture in,
32, 33, 34, 44; extent of, 5-6; fall of, 50,
60, 70—71; family in, 42, 52, 60, 155;
and filial piety, 171-172; frontier in, 40—
41, 58,128, 131, 151; vs. Han, 12, 13,
19, 25, 40—42, 54, 60—74, 244; imperial
capital of, 10, 25, 35, 53, 55, 78, 84, 88—
91, 10715 labor service in, 59-60, 71,
107; land in, 21, 32; law in, 12, 33, 41—
42, 46, 48, 55, 71, 72, 81-83, 171-172,
208, 229-230, 232, 234, 237, 241, 246;
markets in, 82; militarization of, 30—50;
military service in, 18, 30, 32, 44, 45,
60, 107, 108, 138; as model, 70-74; and
mortuary ritual, 198-199; mythology of,
70—74; national culture of, 39-46; pun-
ishment in, 234-23 5, 244; reforms of,
18, 30-35, 38-39, 54, 60; and regions,
11, 14, 39; religion in, 52, 90, 91, 185—
186, 188; role of emperor in, 32, 35, 37—
39, 55, 73—74; slavery in, 252; taxes in,
18,32, 37, 38, 55, 59—60; transforma-
tion under, 51—74; unification by, 2, 16—
20, 214; villages in, 109; walls of, 130;
and Warring States elite, 120

Qing dynasty, 128

Qinyang texts, 228

Queen Mother of the West, 153-154, 180,
181, 182, 192, 203, 204; in tombs, 190~
191, 195, 196

Qu Yuan, 216, 217

Ranking systems, 3233, 62, 110, 173,
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